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AD E YO LA, AM I N A
Amina Adeyola
Age: 16, Grade: 11
School Name: Appomattox Regional Governor’s School, Chesterfield, VA
Educator: Cindy Cunningham
Category: Poetry

In Moonlight, B lac k B oys Look B lue
See how they dance, full and wild. Melody beneath bare chests. Here, boys
still hold tight to skin, but no one here to steal it. No disappearing boys.
Little hands wrapped in black sky, reaching for stars stamped
with only their name. Light melts between fingers, rains onto eyelids. These boys
Know nothing of paradigms, only each other. Utopias found between
their veins. Gold chains hang from chapped lips as if their own emir boys—
They spin, moonlight resting on callow shoulders, their steps soft against concrete.
illuminated feet follow summer wind. Wrapping arms around, leaning near boys.
When laughter is buried behind the night sky, I tell myself, dear, the moon has left
you a long time ago. But here they are holding it in their skin. Indigo-breathing boys.

AD E YO LA, AM I N A
Amina Adeyola
Age: 16, Grade: 11
School Name: Appomattox Regional Governor’s School, Chesterfield, VA
Educator: Cindy Cunningham
Category: Poetry

T he Mans ion for Two
she scrubs her concrete counters with citrus.
staticky heartbreak sings in a language not hers.
the house with empty chairs neatly tucked
under a kitchen table. a bowl of dates
ready to be toyed between teeth. she waits
for clicking on the marble. fingers pruned
and cut with fruit. her hands, the ones that refit
a ceiling fan where a chandelier once stood,
now rest on a granddaughter's cheek. lemons
boil on a gas stove. she says into the air,
“water can only do so much for a scent
that was birthed from the soil. remember,
bathe in that stubbornness.”

AM AR AM, AD AC HI
Adachi Amaram
Age: 17, Grade: 12
School Name: Appomattox Regional Governor’s School, Chesterfield, VA
Educator: Gail Giewont
Category: Poetry

To the S c alpe l
To The Scalpel
Has anyone compared you to Moses before?
Parting seas of red.
Well, in your case
you split black—
and red gushed
from a three-year-old’s chest.
But you know—
same thing, right?
Is red your favorite color by the way?
I just wanna know
what color dress to put her in.
Can’t do black.
She said a princess
never wears black.
What type of music should be played?
Classical is too boring,
pop seems weird and
I heard enough gospel at the wake.
I want something that really
connects the two of you—
I was thinking I’d just play
her flatlining—————————
on a loop.
Until it captures the cold
that crept into that sterile room.
The way her air-deprived lungs crumpled
when they gave up and collapsed.
The grey that frosted over her brown skin,
as her ghost drifted from her body
between parted blue lips.
I will loop it until it captures
the last wheeze that danced
out of her constricted trachea
The last jerk
and
sigh
of her exhausted heart.

Until people stop
with the I’m sorries.
Until Walmart refuses
to sell my mother tissues.
Until my dad stops
taking a shot of Hennessy
for every slice | you put in her.
Until maggots feast on her
pretty pink nails
and use her mouth
as a disco hall.
I will play it until I rip
you
from her obituary and
bury you inside my wrists
so I can lie beside my little sister
dressed in your favorite color
because princesses never wear black.
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Adachi Amaram
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B rutus is to C ae s ar As B le ac h is to B lac k
Brutus Is to Caesar as Bleach Is to Black
Stark fluorescent lights
illuminate plaster tiles
gradually dotted with red
a white sink blemished
with a bloom of crimson
Bright bulbs reveal
a face besmirched
with unwashable Black
She gazes at fragmented pieces
the cracked mirror reflects
the crack of the whip
on a Black Toby’s back
or was it Kunta Kinte
Her countenance whispers
identity crisis
through glass implanted
in her sliced hand
like the limp one
that held Skittles
and iced tea
betraying fingers tremble
at screenshots of web searches
key terms: antonyms of Black
Black that bleeds
births and blesses
Black that bleach
can’t wash away
Black she contorts and rebukes
Black the masses
want to hot comb straight
She wants the same
She breathes Et, tu Brute.

B E R S E LLI, C AR O LI N E
Caroline Berselli
Age: 13, Grade: 8
School Name: Short Pump Middle School, Glen Allen, VA
Educator: Caroline Velazquez
Category: Poetry

T he G irl I G re w Up With
The Girl I Grew Up With
Sometimes in the dead of night
I still feel like I can hear her laugh
I still feel like I can talk to her till my lungs run out of air
Sometimes in the dead of night, I still feel like she’s here
Sometimes when I sleepover at a friends
I still feel like I can turn to her and ask her, Truth or Dare?
I still feel like I can do her makeup and hair
Sometimes when I sleepover with friends, I feel like if I turn on my side
My eyes would meet with her restless ones and we’d talk till dawn
Sometimes when I walk past her lifeless house
I find my feet in the crabgrass, ready to ring the door
And then I remember that she wouldn’t answer
Sometimes I think about the girl I grew up with
And wish she could be here

B E S S E N G E R -VO S E , J ULI AN
Julian Bessenger-Vose
Age: 13, Grade: 8
School Name: Sabot at Stony Point, Richmond, VA
Educator: Sarah Lile
Category: Humor

T he C oc kroac h of Hous e 13
The cockroach scuttled to the far side of the fruit, making sure not to make eye contact with his fellow insects. He
carefully nibbled at the edge of the apple, keeping a wary eye out for any approaching humans. He didn’t want to get
crushed by what his kind calls a “clickety-clack-clack” (shoe) this early in his life. The cockroach, unlike his friends,
is very careful not to eat any more than he needs: better to live another day than to eat all you can, as his uncle
Roachatoli always said. Too bad he got caught by the house cat, Arlo reflected as he scuttled away through an
opening in the wall.
Arlo was a very odd cockroach. His name was odd. His eating and sleeping habits were odd. But the most peculiar
thing about him was that he had katsaridaphobia: the fear of cockroaches. Most unfortunate, being the very thing
you’re frightened of. He was always careful not to look into a mirror or any of his fellow roaches, lest he be struck
by the chills and an odd sensation to attempt to crush himself or another roach, depending on what he saw. One time,
when he was very little, he made the mistake at looking at his reflection in a spoon. When he saw his hideous body,
the way his head fused seamlessly into his body, he promptly attempted to pull the spoon down onto himself. After
trying and failing to commit suicide, he fainted, either from exhaustion or fear.
In addition to this, he had another rather unfortunate flaw: he loved humans. He always wished to be in their
company, and he tried for several months to actually get onto a human, taking numerous courses of action, that
included, but was not limited to, Jumping from the stairs onto a human, using a strand of web he got from a spider to
use as a rope to swing onto the mother, and, as a last resort, hitching a ride on the back of a cicada to drop onto one
of the children that lived in the house he occupied (this failed, owing to a bad crosswind, a poorly timed jump, and
the simple fact that humans find cicadas just as frightening as cockroaches, and far easier to spot at a distance).
Nowadays he contents himself to hiding under furniture, looking out at the humans when they weren’t looking his
way. As he scuttled further into the tunnel, he came to an opening, where numerous shops were stacked precariously
on top of one another to the ceiling of the cavern, from which hung glow worms that one of the ant colonies
purchased from an adventurous Monarch butterfly known simply as Joe the Monarch. Arlo liked the Grotto, for that
was the market’s name, because it was the one place he could spend time with creatures that weren’t roaches
without the danger of getting stepped on.
As he went through the Grotto, he spied many familiar faces: Antony, the owner of a moving company; a termite
everyone called the Terminator, whose profession was carpentry, Spindra, the owner of a rug factory, and the
nameless leader of the Black Ghost gang, the one group keeping the Red Ant army from invading, along with a posse
of ants. He turned off into an alley by the grocery store, and walked for an hour or so, finally coming upon an
opening in what he figured was the attic. He approached the cicada there, who on seeing him, turned a dark shade of
green.
“What’re you doing here?” He asked Arlo. “If you want me to take you on another suicide run to get onto a human,
I’m not-”
“No, it’s nothing like that. I just need passage to the porch.”
“Hmph. Fine, I’ll take ya. That’ll be a drop of honey, please.”
As he handed him the droplet, Arlo looked around the airway. He noticed that the cicada had made a number of
modifications to the place: there was a glow worm hanging from the ceiling, a table covered in crumbs, and a mirror.
Arlo stared at the mirror for a second, taking in his ugliness. The way his head looked. The shape of his body. His
very existence. Without knowing what he was doing, he scuttled towards the edge of the opening, where a drop of
30 feet met his eyes. He heard the cicada say, as if from a long way away, “hey kid, what’re you - Kid!” the cicada
cried, for Arlo had thrown himself off the ledge. He came to his senses a moment too late. He was free-falling
towards the earth. I guess this is the end, Arlo thought, but no! The cicada had bravely launched himself after him,
using his weight to plummet like a stone until he passed Arlo, at which point he used his wings to hover for a moment

under him. Arlo crashed into the cicada, nearly knocking them both out of the air, but the cicada managed to stay in
the air.
“Alright, you little piece of beetle dung, that’ll cost you extra!” cried the cicada. “C’mon, before I pitch you off my
back!”
Arlo, appendages shaking, gave the cicada another drop of honey from somewhere inside his shell as the cicada flew
him towards the front of the house.
“Right, here’s your stop,” said the cicada. “And don’t ever ask me for a ride again!” Arlo had arrived at the porch,
on top of the swing.
“Thanks, mister,” said Arlo.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” replied the cicada. “Kissing up to me won’t get you another ride, ya know. Anyway, good luck,
‘cause if you have it, I might not need to see you even trying to get a ride from me.”
As the cicada flew away, Arlo took out a set of sunglasses he got from a spider from under his partially-developed
wings and attempted to place them on his face.
“Agent A, reporting for duty,” referencing a movie on the TV while hiding under the couch. Owing to the fact that he
does not have ears, however, the glasses fell off immediately.
“Oh well, so much for that,” sighed Arlo.
Arlo picked his way down the porch swing, keeping a sharp eye out for any approaching humans. When he reached
the arm of the chair, he heard a chewing noise. Looking around, he saw a hole in the arm of the porch swing.
“Hello, Terminator,” he said. The sound of the termite hitting his head and swearing told him that he had startled
Terminator.
“Jeez, Arlo, don’t do that to me,” he said, crawling out of his hole.
“Sorry, Terminator.”
“Why does everybody call me that! My name is Joe, okay!?”
“Well, we already have a Joe,” replied Arlo.
“Yeah, but he doesn’t come here anymore, does he? Anyway, what are you doing here, Arlo?”
“I’m looking for the human larvae,” Arlo replied. He produced a chipping of a magnifying glass he found under the
couch. He held it in front of his eyes, scanning for any indication that one of the children may have recently been
outside. He focused on a small picnic blanket, with a couple of toys sitting on it. “Bingo,” he breathed. He started
down the rest of the porch swing, all the while humming the Mission Impossible theme song, while Terminator
followed behind him. When he reached the bottom of the swing, he took out a small silk parachute he had Spindra
make for him, which he had stashed on an earlier reconnaissance mission. As he strapped on the parachute, he heard
a clicking noise at the door. Before he could fully strap on his chute, a human stepped out of the door. “Abort!
Abort!” Cried Arlo. The clicking noise that his language made attracted the attention of the human, who recoiled in
disgust at the sight of the cockroach and the termite. The human made a move to smash Arlo, but he finally got his
parachute on and jumped from the porch swing as Terminator - sorry, Joe - latched onto his leg. Arlo had to make it
over the edge and into the bush in front of the porch so he could be safe, but this meant making a perilous descent
through the wrought iron that the humans used to keep the bush at bay. If he decided to land and crawl down, he
would get squished by the human before he could reach safety. So Arlo opened his parachute immediately as he
dropped. He flew through the air, towards the wrought iron keeping the bush at bay.
Arlo decided to try to go through a gap in between a butterfly and a songbird, which gave him about 3 inches of
clearance. As he steered his way towards it, a sudden gust of wind blew him off course, and he started heading
directly towards the bird. “WHY DID I DO THIS!” screamed Arlo and Joe as they flew towards the wrought iron.
There was no way they could move towards the gap, and the largest gap of space on the bird was about an inch.
There was no way both he and his parachute could pass through the gap. So about a centimeter before he would get
caught up in the wire, he severed the silk that attached the chute to his body. The forward momentum carried him to
the wrought iron and gave him a safe landing, but he could relax for less than a second. Behind him, a loud clumping
noise reminded him of the human he was running from, and he darted to the far side of the songbird just in time.
“Damn cockroaches,” the human grumbled.
Not daring to breath, Arlo and Joe looked around, taking stock of his options. To the right of them, there was a
butterfly formed in the fence. To the left, a chipmunk. Below, just a rail all the way to the ground. Bottom was out. If
he went to the butterfly, Arlo would have some leaves as cover about five inches below, and he could make it the
rest of the way down. But there was too much area between the butterfly and the leaves. The chipmunk was sitting
on a branch, and about below it, there was another fake butterfly, but no leaves below it, leaving about an inch of
exposed rail. “Alright, let’s do chipmunk,” breathed Arlo. He darted towards the left, just barely dodging a smack
from a newspaper. He paused for a couple of seconds behind the sculpture to catch his breath looking around for
Joe, but he was crawling directly down the fence, using his smaller size to his advantage. Joe then made for the
butterfly. This time he was not so lucky. He got hit by a glancing blow from the rolled up newspaper on his partially

developed wing, knocking most of it off. This time, he didn’t pause, but continued all the way down the railing to
safety. He crouched in the bushes, waiting for the human to leave. When the human finally did, Arlo and Joe
breathed a sigh of relief.
“That was way too close,” said Arlo.
“Hey, you’re not away scot-free!” Exclaimed Joe. He moved towards a branch, tearing a leaf off with his teeth.
“You can stop the bleeding with this,” said Joe as he wrapped it around Arlo’s wound. “But you’ll be on your own
now.”
“Thanks, Terminator,” said Arlo as he rested in the bush.
“Look, kid, that’s not my - whatever. Stay safe, ok?” Joe said as he disappeared into a hole in the house.
When the children finally returned, Arlo proceeded to make his way through the high grass to the humans. When he
reached the picnic blanket, he moved to the right side of the blanket so that he would be behind the girl. He slowly
crawled up the blanket, easing his way right beside the little girl. He poked her with his head on her leg, his first ever
contact with a human. The girl looked down and screamed. Arlo moved away from her as fast as she could, but
couldn’t fully avoid the meaty fist of the toddler coming down on him. SPLAT. His head was cut clean off, just like
Marie Antoinette.
And that should have been it for Arlo. But the thing is, cockroaches don’t die when their head gets cut off. Their
vital organs are all in their body. So Arlo was able to stumble over to the bush, stop the bleeding with another leaf,
and make his way back to the Grotto, where he had his head sewn up. He remained there for the rest of his days,
where he was permanently hospitalized, and had to be fed via a tube. He couldn’t see. He couldn’t hear. He lived a
sort of half-life, only able to touch. But at least he didn’t have to see another cockroach.

B R I N KM AN , KAT R I N
Katrin Brinkman
Age: 17, Grade: 11
School Name: Appomattox Regional Governor’s School, Chesterfield, VA
Educator: Patty Smith
Category: Science Fiction & Fantasy

F awning Mornings
“I want you at the barn in two minutes.”
I squint in the sudden light, but my mom’s already gone to wake Emerson. I force myself out of my nice, cozy bed
and check the time on my phone. 4:41 AM.
“I want you at the barn in two minutes,” Mom tells my brother. He gives an admirable protest, but she just says, “No
excuses. Both of you,” she adds with a shout as she hustles down the creaky stairs. Mom tends to be very severe
about unicorns.
Emerson and I don’t bother getting dressed; we meet in the hall in our pajamas, both of us rubbing our eyes. We go
down to the kitchen, pull muck boots over bare feet and jackets over jammies, and head out to the barn. It’s dark
still, the grass wet and the lines of the forest and fencing shadows on shadows. The only light peeks from the edges
of the barn doors. We slip inside and slide back the heavy door to Marching Everlasting’s stall. The light bulbs in
here flicker dull and orange. I need to replace them, but not now.
Marlast got pregnant back last summer with the other does, but she miscarried early and mated again. Which is why
she’s fawning in June, pacing in wood shavings with her nostrils flared.
“Watch her horn,” Mom says from the other side of the stall. She has the birthing kit with her, but she’s leaning
beside the hayrack instead of poking and prodding. “Em, could you get warm water?” He nods and darts out. I shut
Marlast’s stall door and survey her. Her hind legs and tail are sticky with slime. There is so much slime in my
immediate future.
Marlast is a beautiful creature, as tall as a horse but deer-sleek, with cloven hooves, big dark eyes, and a distended,
swollen belly. She’s got a whole being in there. I touch her lightly. She whips her head, the jagged pearl blade of her
horn no idle threat. I have been stabbed before and I sidle back.
“Keep it down,” Mom says, like I don’t know. I did Faerie Bell’s fawning all by myself this year.
Our farm, on paperwork and the sign out front, is called Salt Daffodil Unicorn Farm. We’re small-- only eight
unicorns, plus whatever fawns we have around. We go around New England to different small shows, Mom or Em or
me riding for a piece of ribbon and bragging rights. Unicorn breeding is fairly common up here, in that you see it
more often than you see kangaroos. It’s the kind of profession you get into if you:
1. Have money to spare,
2. Like flirting with death on a daily basis, and
3. Are really, really, stupidly obsessed with animals.
Therefore, my mother loves it.
My dad tolerates it, but only because he loves Mom. Emerson and I were infected with the stupid-risk thing early.
Unicorns usually seem worth it.
‘Usually’ somehow encompasses five o’clock on a Wednesday morning, and I have to be at swim in three hours, and
my pajama pants are caked in wood shavings and afterbirth. Emerson leans against the door, less slimy but in the
running. He’s smiling the stupid, crooked smile he has when no one’s watching. And Marlast’s fawn deserves it. The
baby is the winner of the slime contest, but under the sawdust and newborn skinniness, he’s cute. Uniform dark
silver, no markings, big glass-gray eyes, and even the curl-tipped ears of his sire. Marlast nibbles on his placenta and
keeps snorting at us.
“He’s a beauty,” Mom says, almost inaudible. Marlast swats her tail anyway.
“For sure,” Emerson says. He fidgets with the top of the iodine bottle. “I think Marlast wants us out, though.” It’s
not even a maybe. She tolerates humans during births because one of hers went south really quick once, but now she
wants everyone away from her baby.

“You and Ailin can go back to bed,” Mom says. “Thanks for helping.”
We nod. Emerson pushes open the stall door just enough for us to squeeze through. The other unicorns are awake-their heads peer out of the slatted stall windows, watching us. Quibbler, a fawn too young to see out of the stall,
nickers. We ignore them all and head back to the house. Already the sky is pinkening on the east. Daytime in the
summer comes ridiculously early here.
We take off our coats and boots and put them back in the rack. “You can shower first,” Emerson says. He sniffs his
fingers and makes a face.
“You going back to bed?”
“Not at this point,” he says. “I’m up.”
I shower first, but I’m quick about it. Emerson meets me in the kitchen, his hair wet and sticking up in spikes. The
kitchen extension is the social room of our house, and we’ve been trained and trained not to sulk in our rooms. We
end up at the bar counter out of habit. He makes a list on lined paper. I dig my sketchbook out of a pile I was
supposed to have taken upstairs and sketch him with a tooth-marked pencil. I always have the most trouble drawing
people I know. With Emerson, fourteen years of familiarity try to work into whatever I’m doing. He barely
resembles the little blond kid who cried because he couldn’t catch a tree frog, or the ten year old who never stopped
watching me.
He shifts in his chair and his entire posture changes. “Hey!” I say. “Stop moving.”
He moves again; he looks at me. “Are you drawing me?”
“Yes, and I was almost done,” I say. I show him the sketch. Admittedly, he looks like a blurry mass, all curves and
angles and shadows colored in heavy blocks.
“I will try to stop moving,” he says, and goes back to his list.
Sketching doesn’t work well if you push it. At some point, it’s better to step away and stop fiddling. I’m not very
good at that bit. I tend to push it too long, get frustrated, and give up. His hair is driving me crazy, the overhead light
on the dark wet spikes making improbable highlights. He hears me huff.
“I think you can stop that,” he says. “It’s making you mad.”
Even now, he never stops watching me.
A little past six, I decide there are few things in life better than coffee and get up to make some. Emerson likes his
with so much sugar it’s a dessert, but Dad’s been training me to appreciate it black. I’ve found it’s good to be
simple with coffee, he told me. It’s generally good not to be picky about much of anything, but coffee
especially. Our coffee maker is so old I’m scared it’s going to either explode or come to life and eat my fingers.
Those are the options. It hasn’t done either, yet, so I change the filter, grind the beans, and start it.
Emerson sees me moving around and makes two bowls of granola and yogurt, one for each of us. The coffee maker
beeps. I pour two mugs, add an unhealthy amount of sugar to one and just a pinch to the other, and sit back down.
“You know that’s going to stunt your brain,” I tell him as he blows on his mug. “You’re growing.”
“Back at you,” he says, and starts eating. I grin and sip coffee. After a minute, Emerson nudges my bowl towards
me. “Eat.”
“It’s early,” I say.
“Eat,” he repeats. I’m about to argue that I will later, but he stares at me until I take it.
Dad comes downstairs in jeans and a gray sweatshirt, exactly what Emerson and I are wearing. I swear, we don’t
coordinate, but this happens all the time. “Coffee?” he asks when he enters. “That’s my Ailin.”
“What about me?” Emerson pipes up. Attention hog.
“You’re my Emerson,” he says. “Unless you’ve been switched with an alien.” He chooses his favorite mug from the
cabinet, turtle-patterned with a broken handle.
“Are you going to finish that?” Emerson asks, nodding to my half-eaten breakfast.
“Why, you want it?”
“No, I want you to.”
I glare at him, but he just shrugs. “Do it,” he says.
“You do know you’re not my parent.” It’s not that he doesn’t have a point, it’s just that I don’t love him telling me
what to do.
“Dad, does Ailin need to finish breakfast?” Emerson asks. Dad looks up from fixing his coffee.
“I’m doing it,” I say, before Dad can say anything. “Sorry, Em.” The granola’s gotten a little soft, soaking in the
yogurt.
“I heard Eliza wake you up,” Dad says. “Any news?”
“Marlast had a nice fawn, no problem,” Emerson says. “I didn’t get to do anything.” The way he says that sounds
like he wanted nothing more than to stick his hands up a unicorn and untangle a breech birth today.
“Eliza said what she wants to name it?” Dad asks.

“No,” Emerson says, “but I was thinking we could call him Last Frost?”
I toss that around in my head. The baby’s mother is Marching Everlasting, his father Frost Dance. Normally, we
don’t name them from their parents’ names, but I like the music of it. “I like it,” I say. “Good one.”

C ALD E R , PAXTO N
Paxton Calder
Age: 16, Grade: 11
School Name: Maggie L Walker Governor's School, Richmond, VA
Educator: Lisa Williams
Category: Flash Fiction

T he F igure
The Figure
My neighborhood consists of one long road with a bunch of smaller streets that offshoot from it, like if the letter
“E” was extended infinitely. One day, I decided to go for a walk and get some fresh air. When I was halfway down
my block, I realized that I had left my phone at home and I stamped my foot in frustration. I like to bring it with me
to use in case of emergencies so I could get help if I needed it. My gut tried with all its might to turn me around. It
told me to go back to the house to retrieve it, but I pushed on with my walk and kept putting one foot in front of the
other. I have always been known as a stubborn girl.
The wind started to pick up like a storm would be rolling in soon. The skies were spotty, but completely gray and
there was a chill in the air. Usually, my streets are flooded with families going for jogs or bike rides or people
walking their dogs, but it was dead silent and empty except for me and the eerie feeling that silently blossomed
around me.
As I walked on, something kept pulling my thoughts back to my cell phone sitting on the counter at home. Like a
magnet, I kept getting drawn back to it and I began to regret not turning around sooner. I didn’t feel at all safe, so I
decided to return home. It had been a long enough walk and I realized that I should start following my instincts,
which were strongly telling me to get indoors as soon as possible.
Like a wave crashing over me, I got the overwhelming sense of being watched. I shuffled my way up to the next
intersection with the off-shooting road and I stopped dead in my tracks. It was a strip of grassed field where the
road should be and way, way down, I saw a figure in the distance. It appeared to be a man, but he was completely
blacked out like he was merely a shadow, lacking all the parts that make a human human. There was no skin, bones,
heart, or truth to him. It may have been my mind playing tricks on me, but I could detect an ever so slight tilt to his
head. It was cocked just barely to my left. We stared at each other for a few moments as my insides slowly crept
their way up to my throat and I wondered how best to handle this. It was like I was rooted to that spot, frozen to
the ground. With a jarring start, he took off towards me and I ran.
I ran as if I’d been training for sprints all my life and I flew down the pavement, like my shoes had sprouted
wings to help me in my quest. At the next street offshoot, I peeked around the corner. He was there again, but he
wasn't running. How had he ended up parallel to my path if he was running towards me moments ago? He was closer
to me than he was last time and was still completely disguised from my view. He pulled a gloved hand up and
performed the tiniest wave I have ever seen, his head still favoring my left. I took off again and saw out of the corner
of my eye that he had, too.
I passed road after road and condemned myself for not going with my gut. Instincts are meant to keep you safe,
so I wished dearly that I had obeyed them. The names on the road signs were completely unfamiliar to me. They
were all in the wrong places, but I knew I was running in the right direction. As I heaved, I noticed that the houses
were also in different spots, like they’d just finished a game of musical chairs and sat down wherever there was
space. Was it just the immense fear and anticipation that made me see these things? Was this psycho somehow
responsible? Regardless, I kept running until I reached where my street should have been and hauled down it in
search of my house. I finally found it, though it was in the wrong place. I fumbled with the keys as rain poured down
and stung my skin and thunder boomed louder than I had ever heard. I got the door open and slammed it shut. I
made a frantic trip around the entire house, securing doors and windows, closing blinds, barricading entrances and

exits. I kept all the lights off and remained ghostly silent.
The storm lasted the entire night and even though I tried, I couldn’t manage a wink of sleep. I woke up the next
morning exhausted from the stress and paranoia of it all. I peeked out the window to see if I would feel safe going
out to weed around the flowerbed. It all looked okay and my gut told me I wasn’t in immediate danger, though it did
pulse a faint warning, as if to say, “beware.” I grabbed some gloves and ventured out into a blindingly bright and
sunny day. I yanked each dandelion up with unnecessary force as I pondered what I had been through. I heard a
shed door close from across the street, so I looked up. My neighbor, Mr. Wallingsworth, was picking bright red
tomatoes with gloved hands and a dirty black gardening outfit with a fishing hat. He looked at me and smiled his
usual smile, but something sinister curled at his lips, as if it was about to pour out of his insincere gesture. He gave a
slight wave as if to say, “Good morning. How are you?” and his head was leaning slightly to the side.
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He y T he re
Three days after I was admitted
I saw you escorted into a room.
They were constantly checking your vitals,
I think I heard you yell to be left alone.
I knew you wanted to die
Just as much
As the rest of us
In that moment.
In the Unit,
I was West 1 Mama.
Are you sad?
Have a hug!
Having a panic attack?
I’ll guide you through some breathing
And grounding
Until you’re okay again.
I couldn’t seem to help you though.
You were aloof,
Alone,
And I only knew you as you shook and cried
During the group therapy sessions.
Soon after, I got to know you.
I asked for pronouns and any triggers.
You told me you didn’t like the song Hey There, Delilah,
Because your dead dog’s name was Delilah.
You gave me shards of your life
That I was able to piece together
Into a roughly shaped mirror.
You were on high alert
When before you were high in command.
While I was the West 1 Mama,
I didn’t know anyone here.
I was never connected.
I never thought I could care about strangers,
Until I jumped down
To catch your head in my lap
While you seized
In my arms.
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P ape r D olls
Brief summary:
Paper Dolls is a literary piece that follows Adinah's realization of who the monsters were in her bedtime stories.
Adinah and her sisters are Jewish little girls living in a rural area of Germany. Their mother is Jewish while their
father is Aryan. Adinah's father warns them what to do in case a monster comes however, never tells the young girls
what the monster actually was. Adinah and her sister's imaginations run wild and believe that the monsters aren't
human. When a few Nazi soldiers come to the the family house for inspection of Jews, the girls hide in the basement
as rehearsed however, their mother does not. Their father plans to attack the Nazis if they find the rest of his family.
His wife knows that he will be killed doing this. At the end of this piece after the Nazi soldiers find Adinah's mother,
the father sets the gas stove to explode and the girls run off not knowing where to go or what to do. Adinah now
knows that the monsters that her father told her are far from what she had imagined; they were human yet she still
doesn't understand why the Nazis hate her so much.
Excerpt:
Monsters were always real; my Papa told me so.
He’d come in our rooms every night wishing us whimsical dreams and good slumber. He would tuck my sisters
and me in bed like we were in cocoons with ivory throws in our elegant, wired beds. Then he’d warn us occasionally
to stick together, protect each other at all cost, and to never ever look back. His chestnut hair littered his face and
his peculiar, blue eyes. His eyes would always soothe me to sleep from his nightly warnings, however, tonight they
were trembling in fear.
“What’s wrong Papa?” Gracia questioned as she sat up in bed and pulled her long amber hair behind her ears.
“What story will you tell us tonight?” Miriam pitched in.
He rubbed his tense forehead; eyebrows knitted together as he stood in the doorway. The warm light that poured
into our dark room made me feel protected from the tales that I had heard. His thin lips parted and he hesitated to
speak, “Papa is not feeling well angels, now go to sleep and remember what I have told you.”
“Goodnight Papa!” Miriam shouted to him and he smiled warmly to her. He closed the door and the curtain of
light disappeared from our faces.
I sat up and looked over to Gracia, the eldest and the wisest of us. “What’s wrong with Papa?” I whispered to
her. She looked over at me as she adjusted her blankets on the bed; the small twin frame squeaking as she moved.
“I suppose it’s the monsters he was talking about,” she mumbled. “He never misses reading us a bedtime story.”
There was silence between us; the air was so thick it seemed as though you could cut it with a knife. Then Miriam
broke the silence like a breaking dam, “what do you think they look like? I mean,” she hesitated as she pieced her
words together like a puzzle. “Do you really think that they look the way Papa has described them to be?”
“I don’t see why they wouldn’t; Papa has never told a lie or an absurd fable to us before,” Gracia spoke.
Papa had said that these monsters were crawling all over the world targeting groups of people; then they would
go to another group of people after a while. “We just gotta wait till our turns over,”he had said; the hope draining
in his eyes and we could see it. We had to go to school everyday and the monsters disguised themselves as people
that looked like my sisters and I. We could never tell our real names or get too close to the children our age; they
could find out who we were. But, who was I? A young girl attending school on weekdays and picking wild
strawberries on the weekends. Dancing in the warm sun that hugged our skin or making empires out of the mud after
a gruesome storm. Cutting out paper dolls and counting the raindrops that raced down the window. What was I that
the monsters wanted me so badly for?

I could tell that Gracia couldn’t fully understand the whole issue herself even though she was the wisest of us all;
we were all stuck in the same place. “Now listen closely Adinah,” my father’s ocean blue eyes stared back at me
before releasing us to school. He seemed drained; his coconut hair sticking to his sweaty forehead like glue and his
eyes filled with the horrors that he had seen that I had only heard tales of. He would stare at Miriam and Gracia
after staring at me; he always made me anxious. I felt like I had been hit by a truck before I would go out the front
door. “When,” he paused correcting himself, “if they come, you run into those woods and never turn back for me or
your mother.” He pointed towards the vast woods in our backyard. He straightened his back staring at all of us
now, “all of you.”
Now there was no more school; Gracia said that the teachers all became Nazis but, we didn’t know what a Nazi
was. I had imagined them with long and thick slimy tongues, dozens of eyes peering out in the back of their head,
and a sinister, twisted smile. I imagined that if they had come, I would hear their long scraping nails running along the
halls of the school or underneath my bed; but they never did.
“Goodnight Mariam, Adinah,” Gracia said and turned to her side pulling over her eye mask.
“Goodnight,” Mariam said and slumped back down in the bed. I never understood why we said goodnight after
being reminded of the gruesome demons that were to snatch us from our beds. It was never a good night.
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B roke n S hadows
We were the kids your mum warned you about.
Bruised knees, busted lips, scolding fathers, and a big slack of penny-pinching personality. I, on the other hand,
had something worse than the others that would outgrow their childish and immature ways into young, exceptional
men. They would own big and successful businesses and their pockets overflowing with wealth. I had the blood of
my father coursing through my veins like a plaque destroying paradise.
We weren’t evil, my father would always tell my mother when he defended his work. My mother however,
always told me otherwise “We’re something much more vile than evil, my sweet boy.”Her hazel eyes would
soften as her hair, the color of darkness itself, toppled over her shoulders. Small in frame however, strong in
independence, she was the light that overshown the shadows of father’s workers. She always warned me not to let
the others see the light in my heart. She had always done the opposite; going against father’s plans and angering his
cabinet. I never understood what she had meant until I was awoken from my slumber by my father’s roars.
I scrambled out of bed; slipping on the grey wooden floor and cracking open the door. “They’ll be hung for this!”
I heard him slam his fist into the table. “Every last one of em! Every last one damnit!”
I slipped back into bed and glimpsed out the window. Something caught my eyes under the moonlight and I
paused. A disfigured shadow of a dead woman lay on top of the lively, green grass that swayed in the wind. A
familiar pale hand lifelessly on the ground coming forth from the shadows of trees. Her nails were painted a deep
crimson; the only woman known for wearing red nail polish was my mother.
That night, my father and I both lost a part of us. He lost the little good left in his heart and I became lost in a
world that didn’t exist. Lost as any child that others would warn their own to stay away from. Overtime, my skin
would become a field of red and blue roses, the seeds planted by the man I onced loved.
“I’m teaching you to grow Jackson.”He grunted once; brown hair littering into his sweaty forehead and mad
blue eyes. “You're the next leader after all and matters are becoming quite, interesting.”
I never truly understood my father’s work. All I knew was that it took mum’s life; her broken shadow sitting still
in the cool breeze. It wouldn’t be long until it dawned on me that we weren't a regular people at all however,
something much more vile than that.
I’m not the kid your mother warned you about, I’m something much worse.
…
Shadows followed me everywhere.
They loomed at the heels of my father’s greased loafers or on his blood-stained vest. Broken, disfigured, souls
that he had snatched from this Earth. Mother had dealt with the burden of father’s shadows by spreading her light
and good-will amongst the our people. Now my mother lingered behind both of ours, forever attached to the ground
that she took her last breath on. The traitors who had killed mother justified their actions by saying, “Lucy was
getting in the way of our plans, Will. Going around and saying that supernaturals didn’t deserve to be
captured and tested! We had to silence her to make sure there wouldn’t be an uprising.” The traitors were hung
yet, the permanent furrowed eyebrows on my father’s face meant that their execution didn’t give a slither of justice
that mother deserved. Every morning, I’d splash my face with the bitter water coming forth from the rustic bathroom
sink; the muffled voices of my father and his cabinet discussing matters just below the hickory floorboard. Now, my
father called me down after mother’s death to not only listen to their conversation, but to put my own opinion naked
on the table.
“The damn creatures,” my father pushed back his brown hair, sticking to his forehead using sweat for a paste.
“Nowhere Town, that’s where Conall was last seen.” A man by the name Warren pushed a ripped photograph, held
with the grace of a piece of tape strapped across its face, to my father. Warren pulled out a cigarette and a match
stick; the tart taste of tobacco always helped him deal with his shadows and demons. Father never liked Conall. He

was a supernatural that gave him the most problems. I never had an issue with the supernaturals, and mother never
did understand father’s hatred towards them. Nonetheless, she stayed with him professing her love to him like a
blind, old woman. He loved her, but he had a funny way of showing it.
“Boy,” father held up the picture towards me. I stood behind him and the photograph tapped me between my
eyes. I took the picture from him and glanced at the photo. I had seen many pictures of this man for father hated
him. I looked up at my father's cabinet; greased, dirty men dressed in button shirts and blue jeans, with patched
holes because we were too poor to afford new ones. Romani, often called Gypsies by locals, were stereotypically
known for stealing jewels, clothing, and anything valuable in parts of England and in the outskirts of European areas.
“This gypsy tribe,”father had once told me; sweat dripping down his brown beard.“This gypsy tribe is after
something more than your average jewels, boy. We’re after power!”
The cabinet proceeded to look at me; usually my fingers would tremble at their cold glares yet now I had become
used to it.
Bram spoke up, “let the boy finish brushing his teeth Will, he’s 7.”
“Old enough to witness those traitors to dance on that tightrope,” father sneered, bearing his teeth for a flash of a
moment.
I gave them what they wanted to hear, “Won’t be long till we catch him. He’s been causing too much trouble
now.” I gave the picture back to my father and the men resumed their chatter. They pointed at maps of the forest
around us, and then an area called Wayward Woods. The heart of the forest, we would call it. Filled with the
wicked witch of Wayward Woods, evil spirits, and a town where if you ate the picturesque food I'd make you go
mad.
Father and his cabinet had been trying to find out where all of the Supernaturals were. Word came out that there
was a kingdom and the Roma leader would die to have it. He believed wholeheartedly that somehow they could
extract the supernatural abilities from the enhanced creatures and put it in themselves. My father was no scientist; he
didn’t even have a highschool degree. But when he wanted something, he’d spun a web of lies around it to make him
more ambitious to grab it. So he took our clan of Romani people out west and founded the EOSP Inc.,
“Extermination of Supernatural Persons Incorporation.” The Incorporation governed our way of living, created rules
out of thin air, and vowed to capture and test all supernaturals.
Years slipped away as the phases of the moon did beyond my window. I was now 17 years old; still a boy in most
people’s eyes but to my father, I was a man. A decade felt like a century without mother. She was what grounded us
and shielded me from father’s gruesome work. He thought I was too soft but mother would always argue otherwise.
Now she wasn’t here to shield me from the leathery belt I flinched at.
Bruises and wounds were never given the chance to heal. When the Roma leader had a bad day? My back would
bear his pain. When he came close to or confronted Conall Bennet? My back would bear his anger. When he missed
mother, and hid his tears with violence? Tearing apart the chair in the dining room because he couldn’t hear her sweet
voice again? My back would bear his grief. I bore it all and had the wounds as a receipt, yet could never return
them.
Father taught me how to use a gun, pull the trigger on a dummy made of a potato sack stuffed with leaves. That’s the
only good thing the man had ever done for me. His brains were made up of the tree’s fallen hair, splattered onto the
ground like scattered marbles. I missed many times, or grazed the stomach of the dummy. “When I was your age, I
taught myself to shoot. I’d shoot right between the eyes when I wasn’t paying attention, and through the
eyeball’s center when I was.” Father would show me his skills; the bullets punctured through the sack and was
stopped by a cushion of leaves. It never felt like I was shooting a person and father had noticed.
“Pretend like you’re shooting Lucy’s killers,” he murmured to me. His eyes were as bright as a blazing summer
sky. It was harder to miss between the eyes after thinking about that.
...
William Moore was far from a good man. I didn’t completely hate him, but I didn’t love him either. He had my
blood and I had his; we were bound that way and there was nothing much more to it. That’s what it felt like anyways
after mother died. She was the glue that kept us together and she was the love of father’s life. Now I was a cruel
reminder of her. Although my hair was as dark as her’s, the moment father would place his hand on my head he
would realize that my hair didn’t feel the same as Lucy’s. No matter how much I resembled her, I would never be
her. There were no more head pats, which were already rare to begin with.
“Will, do you have my revolver?” Bram fiddled in his bags and pockets for his weapon. He had a small vodka
bottle in his right pocket; he managed his shadows with alcohol.
Father handed him his revolver that glinted under the moonlight. “You left it on the table last night.”
Father took many trips and this one was no exception. If there was no hatred, father’s obsession with Conall may
have been seen as unholy. The supernatural had many secrets and knew many people. Anytime father attacked a
supernatural, Conall was there to defend them. The same happened the other way around. The two seemed to have

an invisible handcuff latched on their wrist, unable to escape one another’s paths. They were growing sick of each
other and father decided that I was a man now, and it was man’s job to defend his kin.
So we set off on foot into the forest towards its wicked heart. The moon was a bucket of white paint, so bright
that it’s pigment touched the petals of wild flowers and green caps of newborn sprouts. It had been nearly an hour.
Warren counted the small symbols he left carved in trees or grounded in the soil to indicate where they were exactly.
We approached Nowhere Town not too long later. Roofs fell apart like loose sand, walls of houses sloped like weak
cardboard, and the chatter and hissing of mad people bounced from one spot to the next.
“We’ve come here a thousand times Will, these people don’t know nothin’,” another man in the cabinet said.
“Oh, they know somethin’,”father sneered. William Moore couldn’t take no for an answer; even if his life
depended on it. Father led his men into the town. People were hunched over; posture as straight as a beat up stick.
He grabbed a woman by the shoulders and slammed her into the wall. “Where are they!”
She hollered and screamed, clawing at his skin. She wasn’t a supernatural; she was human. This whole town was
a trap to keep wandering humans looking for the supernatural’s kingdom out. Once you ate the food, there was never
going back. Father thrusted the woman into the wall aggressively. She stumbled to the ground, got up and ran.
“The hell are you thinking Will!” Bram thundered at father, despite him being their leader. “I don’t have enough
silver bullets for all hell you’ve unleashed now! I said I didn’t want to do this again!”
From the sound of the woman’s screams, more people, with feral looks, peeked out behind windows and alleys.
I looked down at my feet; underneath was filled with unearthly, putrid mud. Bram started unleashing bullets at them,
screaming at the people to stay back. We were outnumbered and fled the town like a flock of geese. The wet mud
had soiled the bottom of my jeans. I rolled them up after we stopped running.
“I told you to leave.” A voice of a man echoed through the forest. Father spun around, looking everywhere for
the man. “To never return yet here you are. Despicable.”
“Show your face boy!” Father shouted, flailing his gun in the air. “I’ve killed more men and supernaturals worthy
of my bullets than you! You’ll only be a vexatious smudge in my book.” The man only chuckled at my father’s
poisonous words. “Show yourself!”
I looked up at the trees to only see a barn owl. Its face, a cupid shape of the moon and a long snout that ended
in a small beak. Chestnut feathers and eyes that reminded me of my mother’s hair; dark and endless. Out of shock, I
watched the owl slowly shift into a man. Feathers stretched into skin, a beak into human teeth, eyes turning lighter
into a brown, feathers turned into curly, ginger hair, and it’s cupid shape face turned into a sharp jawline. My feet
weighed heavier than iron while I was captivated by the creature’s unnatural aroau. Conall Bennet, naked, perched
on a tree glared at my father with hatred dripping from his eyes.
He pulled out a gun lying next to him on the branch out of my vision and shot every one of my father’s cabinet
members. They were now as lifeless as the crisp leaves lying on the Earth’s autumn floor. Liquid crimson mixed with
soil seeped from their carcasses. Eyes holding untold secrets of the dead men’s unspoken tales.
All that was left standing was my father and I. He bolted throughout the woods feeling the adrenaline clog his
throat. Conall grabbed his clothes that were perched on the tree, through them on, jumped down from the tree in a
grand slam, and dashed after us. I was faster than my father yet, I kept pace with him. I may have hated the man,
but I didn’t want to see him die. He didn’t deserve to die, regardless if he was a bad person! Conall was behind our
tail, closing in on the ground between us and death. The supernatural stopped, aimed at my father, and let a bullet
with wings it seemed plunge into the back of my father’s skull.
My voice was gone from the screams that tore through my throat. The vibrations of my fist hitting the ground
cursing at Conall richoched in the air as I witnessed my father’s last breath. I was too engrossed in the life fading
away from my father to think about pulling out my gun and shooting Conall. He morphed back into his pathetic owl
form and flew off into the night. He left his gun behind; a Bodeo Model 1889. Conall Bennet had spared me and the
only reason I could think of was that he still saw me as a kid; I wasn’t even 18 years old yet.
“Just you wait!” I hollered as his silhouette vanished in the woods. “I’ll kill you and your children with your own
gun!” Perhaps father hurt someone he loved or even someone he hated. I didn’t care; Conall had no right to kill my
father and his cabinent. William Moore, the last person who gave a single shit about me, was dead.
“Maybe their abilities can bring back Lucy. Maybe,”Will had swallowed his tears. His eyes, as shiny as
mother’s sterling silver necklace that he gifted her, after he stole it from a pawn shop. He stopped himself and never
brought up the conversation again. We both knew that Lucy was dead and there was no way that we would be able
to bring her back, even with all the magic in the world. Dead meant dead. The bible said it, the preacher would’ve
said it if we’d gone to church, and mum herself said it.
Shadows seemed to follow me everywhere.
“What happens after we die Mum?”
“I don’t know what happens after death sweetie,”Mother had once told me before I went to bed. She
wasn’t sure of religion herself. If she did, I don’t think she would have married my father. She wasn’t Romanian

unlike the rest of us. One thing I did know for sure was that the shadows of people never left. They never left my
father; he carried them in the forms of scars from fights he won or tears he shed over my mother. Shadows of what
the dead did lay in kitchens or heart shaped lockets holding photographs that were falling apart. I was the new
leader of the EOSP Inc. and vowed to carry on my father’s work. My father’s rage was finally unleashed in me like
fireworks and vengeance glowed on everything I saw. I finally understood why he hated the Supernaturals so much
and I vowed to reap my revenge. All the seeds my father had sown were to guide me to this very moment. I grabbed
Conall’s handgun and a half empty vodka bottle from Bram’s dead body. The moon defined their figures, above the
grass that was as still as the night sky.
Now they were nothing but broken shadows of the people that they once were.

G O M ATAM, AKAN KS HA
Akanksha Gomatam
Age: 14, Grade: 8
School Name: George H Moody Middle School, Henrico, VA
Educator: Patricia Walker
Category: Short Story

T he P ris on Yard
The Prison Yard
“darkening skies filled with the red tears of a dragon
Everything turns to ash after the fire, arms reaching out of lava
a skeletal face frozen in a scream
a ravaged body following
writhing in pain
from the depths
of Hel”
Ophelia sighed, craving the feel of blood on her fingers, ending a life in her hands. She couldn’t remember the
last time she had killed. It had to have at least been a month. Maybe more.
She stared at the wall of her white cell, breathing in the scent of bleach. Ophelia didn’t know why she had been
kept in solitary when they could have just put her with everyone else. It’s not like what she did was that bad. Finally
getting up from her bed, she pounded on the bars of her cell.
“Hellooo,” she said, swinging on the bars. “Can someone come talk to me? You’re all really boring when you're
working.”
“Get back in your cell Quinlan, and quit banging on the bars.” One of the guards shouted from down the hall.
Ophelia knew who it was immediately, as Tyler had been badgering her since the day she set foot in this miserable
prison. For one, he should be grateful that she graced him with her presence in the first place.
Ophelia rolled her eyes and went back into her cell. At least she got more attention here than she did at home,
Ophelia thought, wincing as the memory of her mom passed out on their living room couch. Killing was her only
reprieve from the miserable life she had led outside of this prison. She missed it.
Ophelia huffed out a sigh and sat down at her desk, miffed. She pulled out a pencil and a notebook, that she
had managed to bully one of the guards into getting for her, and began to write. She never used to like poetry.
Ophelia always thought that it was for dorks. But now that she was locked in here with no one to talk to, the
obnoxious guards don’t count, Ophelia had to look to other things for her source of entertainment.
“drifting towards the bottom
was there a bottom to this endless pool?
there was no noise
only peaceful quiet
but she didn’t want to go
pushing herself upward she struggled
to break the surface
she didn’t make it
her mouth opened
only to be filled
as she choked
eyes bulging
and sank to the bottom

of the deep
vast
ocean”
Ophelia leaned back in her chair, rocking on the edges of the legs. Writing wouldn’t be enough she thought.
No, it would not. She needed to kill someone, and fast. The deprivation was driving her mad. She needed the
release that she so desperately craved. So, Ophelia started to plan.
Ophelia began by figuring out which of the guards might sympathize with her. She banged on her cell bars
again, shouting, “Oi! Let me go to the bathroom! One of you dunderheads better come unlock me!” Ophelia listened
to the scraping of chairs as Bryce, Tyler, and John walked over to her cell.
Tyler stared at her skeptically, along with John. “I’m letting you out now but no funny business. The bathroom
then straight back,” Tyler said glaring at her through the bars. “Of course!”
No funny business here”, Ophelia said, giving Tyler a salute. He just rolled his eyes.
John unlocked her cell door as Tyler went in and placed handcuffs on her hands. He shoved her out of the cell
with a rough push. Stumbling, Ophelia struggled to regain her balance, feeling out of place in her dirty clothes
compared to the sterile floors and ceilings that surrounded her. She attempted to wrestle out of Tyler’s grip, but her
efforts had no avail.
He smirked, and then tripped her in the middle of the hall.
Ophelia braced herself for the fall, only to have seen that she was being held up by a pair of hands. She looked
up and saw Bryce’s face, as he settled her back onto the ground. Perfect, Ophelia thought, containing her smile to
herself. I just found my next victim.
When Ophelia came back to her cell, John shouldered her inside and he and Tyler walked away. Bryce
lingered, waiting for her to say something.
“Thanks,” Ophelia whispered, ducking her head, putting on an act of innocence. He bought it. Bryce blushed,
“No problem.”
Ophelia put up this act for the weeks following, slowly becoming closer to Bryce. Closer to her freedom. She
subtly dropped hints talking about “how nice it would be to leave the prison,” or “I haven’t seen the sky in so long!”
Bryce sympathized with her, but would always reply that there was nothing he could do.
After his latest visit, Ophelia growled with irritation. There had to be something she could do to make him trust
her. To make him help her escape. Ophelia’s eyes lit up with realization as she realized what she had to do. She had
to make the guard fall for her. Make him trust her enough to let her out.
Ophelia began pouting every chance she got, complaining about being stuck in her cell. Making him feel guilty.
She convinced him to let her go on walks around the prison yard. It was more like a taunting, being able to see the
open land through the barbed fence and not being able to cross it. She grew more anxious day by day. Began
fantasizing about what killing someone would feel like. Ophelia had always been a very smart killer. She picked
people who wouldn’t be noticed if they disappeared. People who wouldn’t be missed. There had always been such a
quiet joy that came with killing. A sense of thrill rushed through her, filling her with adrenaline. Ophelia missed that
feeling.
“Pushing forward
She twisted
Her blade digging
Depper into his gut
Relishing the feeling
Of his blood on her hands
He choked
On his own blood
She smiled”
It was time for Ophelia to act. She met up with Bryce at the front of the cell. “Are you sure we should do this
now? It doesn’t feel right,” he said. “Of course! Don’t you trust me?” Bryce just stared uncertainty. “Besides, there
is no time like the present!” Ophelia said giving him her best grin. Bryce rubbed the back of his head, skepticism
lining his face. Ophelia contained her anger. She couldn’t deal with this right now. Thinking quickly, she leaned
through the bars and pecked Bryce’s cheek. He turned a bright shade of red. Bryce stared at her a minute longer,
before replying, “Alright, but we need to hurry.” “Let’s go!” Ophelia replied eager to leave the prison.

Bryce’s head turned both directions before he pulled out a card and swiped it on the keypad of her cell. He
pulled open the door, and it made a large groan. Ophelia flinched, waiting for someone to come down the hall, but no
one came.
“Quick! Let’s go.”
Ophelia raced out of her cell and down the hall grabbing Bryce’s hand as she ran. They sprinted down the hall,
coming to a fork in the path. “Which way?” Ophelia asked turning to face Bryce. “This way.” He said pulling her
towards the hall on the left. They kept running with Bryce leading the way. Strangely, they never ran into any guards.
Ophelia got a strange feeling, but shook it off and continued running.
They made it to the prison yard. And that’s when everything went downhill. Guards poured out of the towers
surrounding the prison. Ophelia’s eyes darted around, searching for a way out of this mess, but the guards had them
surrounded. No, she thought, panic starting to set in. She couldn’t go any longer without killing someone. It was
driving her mad. She couldn’t let them drag her back without letting her murder someone. Her eyes settled on Bryce,
his exposed neck facing her. He stared at her, question in his eyes. She lunged. Grappling with him Ophelia wrapped
her hands around Bryce’s neck and squeezed. The surrounding guards began to shout, running closer to help him.
Ophelia kept her grip steady, and Bryce's face began to turn purple. He wheezed, clawing at her hand as his eyes
bulged. She crushed her hands down hard, right over his windpipe. And then it stopped. He stopped struggling and
went limp. Ophelia smiled as she brushed the hair from his forehead. “ It has been so long since I have felt
something,” she whispered in his ear, “But Bryce, your death made me feel”
She sighed in resignation, and stood up, taking in the sky one last time. A guard tackled her, pinning Ophelia to
the ground. She looked up, seeing Tyler’s raging face above her. “Why did you kill him? He was the only guard who
was nice to you.” He shouted into her face. Ophelia simply replied, “You forget Tyler. I’m still a killer.”
In one swift movement, she grabbed the gun from his belt, aimed, and fired. I was right, Ophelia thought.
Death is peaceful.
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Ke e p the C urtains D rawn
The air was slow and melodic as it carried the tune of the played-out turntable. The scratchy quality of the jazz
record paired sublimely with the musty smell that permeated Millicent’s second floor. She sat on her overstuffed
sofa, sipping a bitter tea and observing dust particles that danced through the air. Every day, they seemed to flurry
and float in the same manner. In fact, she was sure of it. The way one particular speckle fell slowly towards the
ground was the exact same pattern as yesterday; it had to be.
The whole of her parlor appeared to be the same as yesterday. The wallpaper was still peeling at the edges. The
worn, wooden floors still had scratches around the legs of her furniture. The spots on the aging mirror were still dark
and spreading. At least, Millicent believed they were. The spots were just as she remembered but seeing them
change bit by bit everyday had to affect her judgement of them. What was that saying about frogs and boiling
water? she thought to herself.
Millicent stood, her knees wobbly and feet sore. She walked over to the old mirror, gingerly avoiding the softer
areas of the floorboards. The sound of creaking floorboards was positively dreadful for her ears.
The silver looking glass hung on the wall, framed by tarnished, bronze leaves and flowers made of stained glass
and pearls. That piece had been a gift, Millicent recalled, a token of goodwill from a man she could not recall as
easily as when she received the mirror. She really should have cleaned it before it had gotten so brown.
She could make out that the reflection staring back at her was herself. It was a simple, easy conclusion to come
to. It was only when Millicent looked at the parts that made the whole, that she had her doubts. The mustiness of the
room had long since seeped into her skin, burrowed into her pores, and drawn the lines that dragged the flesh of her
face towards her shoulders. She knew that if something were to bring her to tears, the color running down her face
would match the yellowed, art deco wallpaper. Her hair was unkempt, her tea gown was wrinkled, and the
openmouthed gaze that met her own was an on-again off-again stranger. Looking at that mouth, that was her ultimate
disconnect. She ran a tongue over the front of her teeth to indeed confirm the grey she saw growing at the edges of
her gums. When had this happened? Why had she allowed this?
A noise. Not that horrible, aching creaking of the floorboards that reminded her so much of her own bones, or
the ghostly music from the record player, it was something different. A dull thud, like something was being kicked or
being caught right outside her house. Millicent took the needle out of the record’s groove and waited in silence,
listening for the sound. There, again. This time the sound was shriller. Rubber! That ingenious invention, that elastic
miracle, it was a rubber ball! Somebody was kicking it around, she was certain. Millicent held her breath for the next
thud and received it. She scurried over to the side of the room where she had heard it ring out. It was the wall facing
towards her front yard, the one with the bay window covered by thick, velvet curtains. Millicent pressed her ear to
the wall, eager to hear the noise just one more time. She waited longer than before, but still the thud did not return.
Millicent frowned to herself. It had been a rather exciting development to the day. She dragged herself back to the
side table where her record player was set, ready to ease herself back into her routine of sitting and listening to the
tired songs. It was when she flipped the disk to its alternate side that she heard the noise again.
No, it wasn’t the noise that had excited her, it was a different sound. The thud was softer, but she sensed it
closer, and every time the ball made that miraculous noise, something would crash or fall over. The crashing that
followed the ball’s path was the unmistakable sound of her vases, her coat hanger, and anything fragile in her
downstairs hallway being knocked over. With wide eyes and shaking hands, Millicent realized the noise was below
her now. It had come from the first floor.
She was stuck in place, petrified . Whatever it was had crossed through her house’s threshold. Her curtains
could no longer shield her, the walls of her home could no longer protect her from prying eyes. Another sound,
voices, came from outside. They were muffled, but Millicent could make out something about the ball and retrieving
it. Drawing on what little strength and nerve she possessed, Millicent stepped forward quietly and peeked through

her thick curtains.
In her overgrown yard, a miasma of crabgrass and dandelions, there was a group of boys standing in a poorly
formed semi-circle. They were dressed in an attire that Millicent couldn’t recognize. Their shirts were big, neon, and
cotton, and their lightweight shorts hung loose at their knees. The boys all looked to one of the smaller ones, perhaps
a Jack or a Nick, who wore clothes that were too big for his frame and a ballcap that was perpetually sliding down
to cover his face. They were all yelling at him, pointing to the front door of her house angrily. Everyone except the
little one was grinning. Something unfamiliar panged through Millicent’s heart. She knew that the boys couldn’t see
her, and the idea of their eyes falling upon her wretched form disgusted her, but in that moment she felt a strangled
version of compassion for the boy. If he were to look up, he might see her horrible yellow eye peeking at his group,
and even further, he might understand that she too dreaded the ghastly ordeal of being in the center of the circle.
The boy did not glance up. Instead, forced to bravery, he disappeared through the front door. Millicent heard his
worn-out sneakers pad against the firmer places of her wood flooring. She could’ve sworn that she had locked the
front door when she had come upstairs… last night. No, last night wasn’t right, was it? It sounded right. Millicent
was certain; it was last night when she had locked the door. Regardless, the boy was downstairs, poking around a
house that wasn’t his. And goodness, Millicent hadn’t even tidied up! If the first floor was anything like her parlor,
she needed to get the little rascal back outside.
Millicent opened her door into the upstairs hallway, letting out that horrid, positively dreadful creaking sound.
The noise that the ball and the boy had been making downstairs suddenly stopped. Millicent walked slowly to the
top of the stairs, her dress hanging low, a breath away from grazing the dust covered floor.
An apprehension built with every click of Millicent’s low heel. Her fingers trailed along the bannister. Six steps
down and she would be visible to anybody standing in the front foyer. Millicent noted the air on the first floor wasn’t
as rank as that on the second, and the slivers of light that peeked through her boarded-up windows were a brilliant
honey color. Recalling her own yellowed wallpaper, her own sallow skin, she felt jealous.
He was standing six steps away from the door when they came into full sight of each other. His shirt was striped,
and the neck hung loosely. He had turned his cap backwards to keep his face uncovered. There were two large
“N’s” on both of his ratty shoes. The boy’s eyes were wide and brown and wet. He was gripping his ball, his
knuckles white. Millicent attempted a small smile.
“Hello,” she croaked. Again, she could not escape that dastardly creaking. The boy’s breath quickened.
“It’s alright.” Millicent stepped forward, cursing the ache of her throat. The boy screamed. There were no
words, just that long, high pitched scream. It was something primal, something fearful, something that would warn the
others in his pack that a predator was near. Millicent took another step down the stairs, but the boy fell back when
he tried to run. He scooted backwards on his rear, never taking his eyes off Millicent. When he hit the front door’s
frame, he stood up and ran.
“Go!” he cried out to his friends. Millicent walked faster, down the stairs and through the hallway, till she stood
on the splintering porch. There was no dust in the air outside. What she breathed in, it wasn’t old or musty, it was
fresh. It was fresher than anything she could’ve ever tasted, ever felt. Millicent’s eyes teared up. The boys all
standing in the yard were as frozen as their friend had been inside the house. Millicent wasn’t thinking about their
shock as she took another step into the light of a setting sun. She couldn’t have possibly formed a coherent thought
with the sensations of outside overpowering her. Millicent’s estate had shrunk since the last time she set foot outside
the house. The vast expanse of her land was contained within her rusted, iron fence now. Identical houses with fake
wood panels, white fences, and uncovered windows lined the black asphalt streets. The neighborhood hadn’t been
this crowded if Millicent’s memory served her correctly. What had happened to her garden? Where was her
cobblestone walkway? Who had stolen her croquet set? She was baffled, but Millicent’s confusion was not enough
to distract her from how pleasant it was on the porch. It was soft, it was warm, it was clean. The boys all shrieked in
the same manner as their friend who had entered her home. Her bliss was broken by their incessant wailing. They ran
out of her yard and down the street, not looking back, not speaking to her or one another, just screaming. Millicent
closed her eyes and held her hands over her ears. It was the floorboards and her own voice, all contained in their
cries. The creaking dug its way through her eardrum and nestled somewhere deep in her mind, a place where it could
grow and fester unimpeded.
Millicent stumbled inside and slammed her door shut, still gripping her head. She could feel tears dripping down
her cheeks, tracking with it the dust that had cycled through her house’s air a hundred times over. When she gasped
for air, her throat croaked, and all she breathed in was the pungent, dirty, still atmosphere of her home. It filled her
lungs and tried to choke her out as she ran up the stairs. Millicent rushed down her second-floor hallway and into her
parlor, closing and locking the door behind her.
The wallpaper was still peeling. The mirror was still rusty. The air was still suffocating. Millicent stomped to the
bay window and forced the curtains shut. Not even a sliver of her being, the iris of her yellow, rotting eye could be
seen by another. She turned to the side and came face to face with the horror that had made the boys flee.

Millicent’s mouth dropped, and she moved to put a hand over her open maw but stopped short. She didn’t want to
feel what she could see plainly in front of her.
Her face sagged like the decaying wood that kept her house upright. Her eyes weren’t the fresh brown of the
boy’s or the warm honey of the sun, they were a decrepit, dead color. The puke like hues of her face dripped down
past her chin like a painting that had been left out in the rain. She was positive that at the slightest touch, everything
would cave in. Millicent was stuck staring at herself, her hands hovering over her face, wondering if there was
anything she could possibly do to damage it further. It wasn’t a risk she could take. The visage staring at her wasn’t
Millicent, it couldn’t be. It was an imposter, a trickster, a fiend. It was the damned mirror. In its own age, everything
it reflected must have tarnished just as its frame had. Millicent closed her eyes again, not wanting to look at the
creature any longer, and grabbed either side of the frame. She raised it over her head, and in one smooth motion,
smashed it on the floor. It shattered into more pieces than Millicent cared to count. She took a deep breath and
averted her gaze from the shards that littered the floor. In its destruction, she would have seen dozens of those horrid
creatures all staring up at her through the broken mirror.
Those boys were terrible. They were rapscallions. They were little bastards. Children tended to be, why else
would they do something as horrible as they had. Truly, to have the gall to pull a stunt like that after breaking into her
house, the reasoning behind it was beyond Millicent.
She sat down on her sofa, facing the curtains. She hadn’t remembered resetting it, but the record player had
resumed its scratchy, drawn out tune. The dust around her settled, resuming its usual pattern, just as the dust on her
face and in her lungs had settled as well. She breathed it in, and she breathed it out. The fresh circulation and warm
light that outside had offered her was not worth the trouble of the little miscreants. Even if they weren’t in her
garden, Millicent knew, they would be up and down the street. Just imagine, she thought, the parents that had reared
them. They would be miscreants alike. What of their friends, or their neighbors, or their teachers? Who would allow
people to behave in such a way? Why, miscreants of course. Miscreants who didn’t deserve her lawn, her air, or
even a view through her window.
The velvet curtains were closed now. She could no longer peer out, but nobody else could peer in. Millicent
folded her hands in her lap and smiled to herself, thinking how clever she was to have drawn those curtains, to have
locked that door, to have slammed it shut. The tired, apathetic jazz droned on. She watched the dust swirl through
the air, up and down till it came to rest on the floor. The particles were as pleasant as they had been that morning. It
was as pleasant as her parlor. It was as pleasant as Millicent herself.
All that she needed was pleasant, and all that was pleasant was contained within her estate. Her estate was where
she had remained, and the world that it held would continue to be her only world .
Time entered that molasses like state she was so familiar with. All her worries dripped out of her ears, oozed out
of her pores, and stained the satin skirt of her dress. Millicent felt a serene smile stretch across her face. She
glanced to her side and caught sight of herself in the spotty, bronze leafed mirror that hung on the wall. If she could
remember properly, it was a gift from some gentlemen whose name wasn’t worth recollection. Her toothy, rotted
smile looked back at her. That wonderful, pleasant, familiar dust had become part of her. It had worn out Millicent
just like it had the color of her wallpaper and the sheen of her wooden floors. She turned her head back to the floor,
still grinning to herself, and began to examine the dust once more. Over her music, Millicent thought she heard
something new, something peculiar.
Voices came from outside.
The curtains were drawn. The doors were locked. Millicent stayed where she was with her hands folded in her
lap. In her parlor, her world, the curtains would remain drawn.
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A R ave n and A Wolf
I wasn’t born to be soft and quiet. I was born to make the world shatter and shake at my fingertips. I watch the
world crumble in my dreams. However, it's kind of hard being locked up here. It is very dark. I can hear the
footsteps approach. There are three people. Something new. I hear the key, turn in the lock, and the door creak
open. It is cold.
“Be careful, she's a weapon, a killer. Do not forget this. You can use a spear as a walking stick but, that will not
change its nature. We trust you with her safety and the safety of those around her.” A male voice echoed through my
hollowed cell. It is one of the guards.
“I understand. However, I have a question for you before you give her to me,” It is a new voice, a female. I smile.
“If you keep a destructive bird caged up all day, how will that change the way they act? Aren’t you just feeding its
rage and will to destruct? Aren’t you just making it wait for the day it can seek revenge on those who have trapped
it? Keep this in mind next time someone is delivered to one of these hollowed cells. Remember this question for as
long as you live.” There is a moment of silence before the chains holding me down rattled and broke. The straps
holding my hands, legs, and wings together were released.
“Nettle Bran, you may rise and come towards the door. However, if you take one step out of line, we will chain you
back down.” One of the male guards said sternly. I tried to stand up and promptly fell over. It had been a few years
since I had moved around.
“Okay. So first thing, it’s been a while since I’ve last moved around so, some help would be nice. Second thing, I
don’t’ know where the door is. I sort of have a blindfold on right now. If someone could take that off, then thank
you.” Some footsteps approached, and two hands go under my arms, lifting me.
“Hey, maybe not right at the wings? It kind of hurts. Thanks. I thought they were supposed to be nice about it,
jeez.” I grumbled under my breath. I get nearer to the female who was brought here. She smelled like a young lady.
She smelled of raw hope and passion. It burned.
I waited for someone to remove my blindfold, but no one did. I heard the girl as she neared me. There seemed to be
another scent underneath what I smelled original, a scent she was trying to mask. It was working.
“So can I have her now?” She asked eagerly.
“Yes. We will walk you outside. And then you will be in charge of her.” The guards said in unison. I felt a young,
cold hand grasp mine and pull me forward.
“I guess we’re doing this then.” I thought to myself. I was lead blindly through the long corridors of the prison that
had held me there. It was a strange sensation to feel dirt underneath my talons again. However, that sensation was
over as we entered the cold concrete lobby up above. So many new feelings and sensations that I had lost after all
those years came back to me. I was blindly lead to the frosty air outside and into a vehicle. The door closed, and I
felt the engine start.
“Hello, Nettle Bran. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” The female sitting next to me said. I felt like I recognized the
voice, but I couldn’t place it in my mind.
“Oh. So you’re not going to talk to me then. Haha.” She chuckled. I turned in the direction of her voice.
“Maybe if you would take this blindfold off, then I would conversate with you but, because no one wants to let me
see at all, then I guess I won’t,” I said, annoyed.
“Oh, Hun. You see, if I was to take that blindfold off of you, you would know where we are, where we are going,
and what I look like, and that is something I can not risk. You will be able to see when we return to my place.
Besides, such an interesting specimen like you should be kept a secret. So if you know our location, then you know
how to escape. You will say put, for now, Nettle.” Her scent of hope and passion faded away as it changed to
kindness and wickedness. Those are two scents that should never mix. It started to occur to me of who I was with.
Only a few people I knew had that scent.

“W-wait. Are you-?”
“Yes, Nettle. Laral Bloom at your service. Or should I say the Black Wolf is?” The woman sitting next to me said.
It was at this moment when I realized that I was in over my head.
“Now, these are your instructions for the time that we spend with each other. 1, I ask the questions. Not you. 2, you
will do whatever I say. I have a feeling that you know of my power and, you wouldn’t want to mess with it. And last
but not least, remember that I am the good guy here. And thatI am doing the right thing.” I sat there in awkward
silence. Something had changed since we last met. Something was off.
Laral doesn't typically emphasize that she is doing the right thing. It was almost as her confidence in herself was
crumbling. She was trying to piece it back together before she was nothing but ruins. Maybe if I could just? No,
even at her weakest, there is no way that I could currently fight her, and I wouldn't want to take the chance of being
brought back. For now, I will stay put and do as she says while I get stronger and learn what makes her tick. I felt
the vehicle slow to a stop as the engine turned off. We had arrived at her place.
“I, know that as the Raven Queen, you probably dislike being trapped with a predator like me but, it is your only
home at the moment. As I promised, I will take the blindfold off before we walk in.” Her cold hands reached across
my face, and the cloth around my eyes fell. I felt my eyes dilate as a bright light filled my eyes. I felt myself feel
extremely dizzy as I fell over and passed out.
I awoke in a cold, dimly lit room with my hands tied with rope. My head was bounding and my newly found vision
was blurry. I saw a female figure walking towards me.
“So the little bird has finally woken up. Welcome to your new home. I hope you enjoy your stay while you’re
contained here. So, what is your 1st request of the day? You get 3 each hour.” The Black Wolf asked me. I was still
trying to focus my vision as she asked this, so I sat there awkwardly for a few seconds before responding.
“My hands to be freed.”
‘No.” The Black Wolf grinned. Her sharp fangs showing in her wide smile.
“Okay. Uh, do you have a large room with a tall ceiling that I could go into?” I ask, I really needed to spread my
wings again.
“Possibly. Let me check.” She started to walk out of the room. I could hear her as she went up or downstairs, I
couldn’t tell exactly. A new building meant new sounds, the way things echoed changed and I had to adjust my ears
to it. After, of course, I could get my vision back to focus. A few minutes later I heard her return.
“We do in fact have a similar room to the one requested. You have 2 requests left.”
“Can you bring me to said room please?” I asked. She nodded, grabbed my roped hands, and pulled me to my feet.
She then proceeded to half drag me along as I stumbled, trying to see. We entered a brightly lit room, I squinted at
the light. Everything got extremely cloudy and I felt light-headed, I quickly caught myself and stood up straight again.
“You have 1 request left. What is your request?” The Black Wolf asked, her image almost seemed to flicker for a
moment. Most likely just my vision being weird.
“Can you free my hands and let me spread my wings so that I may try and fly within this room. If you do so I
promise to not leave the area.” I said. I was trying to be specific as possible so they would have to say yes.
“N-n-,” There was a sudden pause as her image glitched again. Maybe it wasn’t my vision after all, especially now
that it was getting back to normal. “Yes. Of course.” The figure unbound my hands and wings before fading away.
An illusion. I spread my raven-like wings. It felt so good to have my reflective black feathers again. I tried to flap
and get myself in the air but it was no use. Looked like I had to start at square one, it was time to learn how to fly.
The room I was in seemed to be a large indoor garden. There were small running creeks and waterfalls along with
deep red, yellow, and black flowers, trees, and rocks. It was a very dark scene with a sense of hope and light to it.
As I walked down the indoor path to find a good place to jump off of I noticed that some of the trees had golden
fruits on them. As I reached up to grab one I was startled by a loud grandfather bell toll that sounded throughout the
building. As soon as the 9th toll sounded the same illusion from before appeared in front of me.
“I hope you enjoy your stay here. So, what is your 1 request of the day? You get 3 each hour.” The Black Wolf
illusion said. Okay, so it seemed that every hour this thing was going to appear and talk to me. Great.
“I would like to know if there is a location within this room that I can jump off of. It has to be at a high elevation.” I
said.
“Of course. Follow me.” The illusion led me throughout the seemingly endless room for about 20 minutes before we
reached a cliff.
“Does this work for you Nettle?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
“1 request complete. You have 2 requests left. What is your second request.” I paused for a second and thought
about what I would need or a question I could ask.
“Could you bring the real Black Wolf to me, please? I know you are just an illusion.”

“N-no.” It glitched out, again. “Yes. Stay here.” With that the illusion faded away into the air and left me at the top
of the cliff, ready to fly again. I spread out my wings and walked to the very edge. It seemed that I was above the
clouds though I didn’t feel light-headed at all. I took a deep breath and jumped headfirst into the air below me.
I was now plummeting towards whatever was below me. I tried to flap my wings but it didn’t work. I kept falling,
falling, falling. I started to panic as I realized I couldn’t fly at the moment. Time seemed to slow down as I spiraled
towards the ground. Falling, falling, falling. 1 minute. 5 minutes. 10 minutes. I just kept falling, falling, falling, as I
frantically flapped my wings. I must’ve been up really high if I hadn’t hit the ground yet. Which, in this case, was
lucky for me. Suddenly the world around me started to dim and the air that used to be there became walls covered in
gears and pipes. Falling, falling, falling. I could see the ground now. I closed my eyes, waiting for impact as I
desperately tried to stop myself from hitting the cold metal floor only 30ft away from me now. 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5-. I
felt myself stop. I opened my eyes and realized that I was finally flying. I shot up into the air up above, yelling in joy
as I left the metal pit and reentered the garden. I clumsily landed on the cliff and the Black Wolf was there with her
illusion.
“So little raven, you have learned to fly again?” She said walking towards me. I sat there panting with a smile on my
face.
“You still have much to relearn in the weeks ahead. I brought you here for a reason after all. Now, how about we
talk over some tea?” I stood up and we walked back down the path and into the garden once more. Maybe it
wouldn’t be bad to be trapped with her.
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Whe n the Innoc e nt are Impris one d
When the Innocent are Imprisoned
On a winter day in Richmond in 1984, eighteen-year-old Thomas Haynesworth left his home to buy sweet potatoes
for his mother. He was an African American boy who stood at five feet and six-and-a-half inches tall. As he walked
down the sidewalk, he had no idea that the next twenty-seven years of his life would be stripped from him. An
eyewitness misidentification led to his immediate arrest, and four more misidentifications were made when
Haynesworth’s photo was shown to victims in police photo arrays. Thomas Haynesworth, a boy with no criminal
record, was then convicted as a serial rapist and sentenced to seventy-four years in prison. After spending almost
three decades in prison for heinous crimes that destroyed his reputation and stole precious time from his life, Thomas
Hanynesworth was found to be innocent. He had no connection to any of the crimes for which he was imprisoned, as
proven by DNA testing conducted in 2009 (Sanburn). An innocent man had been sentenced to spend his entire life
locked in a cell, and his pleas for justice and correction were overlooked by the justice system during the decades he
spent behind bars. Twenty-seven irreplaceable years of Thomas Haynesworth’s life were stolen by a flawed and
dysfunctional justice system. Haynesworth’s story is shared by 375 other innocent men and women who were found
to be wrongfully convicted after DNA testing proved their innocence (Innocence Project). Many more horrific
statistics about wrongful incarcerations plague the ongoing history of the United States justice system. Though their
stories do not often see the light of day, there are still countless incarcerated men and women who maintain their
innocence and claim to have slipped through one of the countless holes of an imperfect, inequitable justice system.
The mass numbers of self-proclaimed innocent convicts and the vast error in the accuracy of lawful convictions lead
to suggest that the American justice system must seek immediate reform. Evidence must be redefined to meet the
standards that would truly grant each American their constitutional right to a fair trial. The cases of several hundred
exonerated former prisoners can offer direction as to where the future of justice should lead. Their cases draw
attention to the issues of faulty forensic evidence, unsound eyewitness testimonies, and misconduct within the justice
system. In conjunction with these issues, racial bias plays a key role in the disproportional rates of African
Americans who suffer wrongful convictions.
The cases of Levon Brooks and Kennedy Brewer, two black men from Noxubee County, Mississippi, are
intertwined by layers of injustices that found them guilty of the same gruesome crimes. In both cases, the men were
convicted primarily because of the testimony of forensic odontologist Michael West. In both cases, the men were
proven innocent after spending over a decade in prison. In both cases, the true murderer, Justin Albert Johnson,
walked free. At the root of the meaning of forensic science lies uncertainty. No forensic expert, no matter how many
years of experience they have or where they got their degree, can offer a definitive testimony regarding the facts of a
criminal case. Yet, during the trial of Levon Brooks, forensic dentist Michael West assured the court that “it could be
no one but Levon Brooks that bit [the victim’s] arm,” ("Levon Brooks") and in the later trial of Kennedy Brewer,
West stated that the marks on the victim’s body were “indeed and without a doubt”("Kennedy Brewer") caused by
two of Brewer’s teeth. West’s claims of certainty were unfounded, and furthermore, the practice of forensic
odontology itself remains unreliable. Although bite mark evidence was formerly widely accepted after being used in
the notorious case of Ted Bundy, “a groundbreaking study by the National Academy of Sciences in 2009 debunked
[bite mark evidence’s] use as a means of positively identifying perpetrators of crimes” (Innocence Staff). After the
true assailant in both Brooks’ and Brewer’s accused cases was found, he eventually “admitted to committing both
murders, but adamantly denied biting either victim” ("Levon Brooks"). Investigators later speculated that the marks
on the victims’ bodies were potentially caused by bugs or animals and were not necessarily human bite marks. Thus,
bite marks, the main source of evidence that led to roughly fifteen years behind bars for two innocent men, may not
have existed whatsoever in either case. While forensic science is a critical contributor to solving criminal cases, the
evidence drawn from this science must be carefully analyzed and reasonably applied to cases with a cautious

uncertainty. As seen in the cases of over twenty-six victims of wrongful convictions based on forensic odontology
(“Description of Bite Mark Exonerations”), some forms of forensic science cross a level of uncertainty and become
a dangerously unreliable source of evidence.
Eyewitness testimonies are another crucial source of evidence in criminal cases, but with outside influences such
as coercion and the erroneous nature of the human eye, eyewitness identifications and testimonies are not foolproof.
According to data collected by The Innocence Project, 69% of DNA exonerated convicts’ cases involved
eyewitness misidentification ("Eyewitness Identification Reform"). Countless factors can lead to a victim or witness
mistakenly identifying a suspect. While a crime is taking place, a victim’s immediate thoughts may prioritize finding a
safe escape from the situation rather than analyzing the features of their assailant. Research from The Innocence
Project states that “In a standard lineup... the eyewitness often assumes that the perpetrator of the crime is one of
those presented in the lineup. This often leads to the selection of a person despite doubts” from the eyewitness
("Eyewitness Identification Reform"). Whether or not the victim truly knows what the suspect looks like, they often
feel pressured to choose a person from the police lineup. In the case of eighteen-year-old Thomas Haynesworth, his
appearance in a police lineup in which he did not belong ultimately led to his imprisonment. In the case of another
teenager, Franky Carillo, faulty eyewitness identifications were also the leading cause of his conviction, but in
Carillo’s case, the witnesses were influenced by coercion. The Northern California Innocence Project tells the story
of Franky Carillo’s wrongful conviction, writing that “the initial witness who identified Carrillo testified that police
pointed out Carrillo as the main suspect, leading that eyewitness to encourage his friends to identify Carrillo”
("Francisco Carrillo, Jr."). After two trials, recantations from all testifying eyewitnesses, and twenty years of young
Franky Carillo’s incarceration, a new trial found that Franky Carillo was innocent. This third and final trial
conducted an investigation in which a reenactment of the crime scene “demonstrated that it was physically impossible
for the witnesses to have seen the perpetrator’s face” ("Francisco Carrillo, Jr."). Despite the illegitimacy of the initial
eyewitness testimonies of six teenage boys who had been pressured by law enforcement, Franky Carillo’s first two
trials had proceeded and had found him guilty. During his time in prison, Franky lost his father along with valuable
years of young adulthood, both of which he can never get back. The wrongful incarcerations of both teenagers
Thomas Haynesworth and Franky Carillo prove that eyewitness identifications cannot constitute the majority of a
case’s prosecutorial evidence. The possibility for error, whether by means of innocent mistaken identity or coercion
from unprincipled officials, can lead to an innocent person’s imprisonment.
Misconduct at the hands of law enforcement and other corrupt officials within the justice system is a leading cause
of wrongful convictions. Chester Holman III represents one of these wrongful convictions. At twenty-one-years old,
Chester Holman was arrested by law enforcement for committing a murder on the streets of Philadelphia. Besides
having a car with a similar description as the vehicle that was reported at the crime scene, Chester Holman could not
have had any less of a connection to the murder. When police made the unusual decision to bring Hollman to the
crime scene that night, The National Registry of Exonerations accounts that “Andre Dawkins, a homeless crack
addict with a history of schizophrenia and alcohol abuse, identified Hollman” as the murderer (Possley). With an
underwhelming collection of evidence against Hollman, Philadelphia police proceeded to investigate him. In the ugly
several months of corruption that followed, police built a case around Hollman by coercing a testimony out of
Dierdre Jones, the only passenger riding in Hollman’s car when the murder took place. According to the National
Registry of Exonerations, Philadelphia police “threatened to charge [Dierdre Jones] with the crime, refused her
requests for a lawyer, told her that Hollman was a member of a street gang called the Junior Black Mafia and that he
had confessed to the crime” (Possley). Police continued to undermine the process of seeking justice when they
decided not to fully investigate other leads in the murder which could have led them to the true culprit. Despite
unreliable evidence from police officers, Hollman was sentenced to life in prison, and twenty-eight years passed
before his innocence was proven and he was released. When featured in Netflix’s “The Innocence Files,” Chester
Hollman left a lasting remark: “The tactic that [the police] used was just: Arrest, convict, move on to the next”
(Innocence Staff). Law enforcement lost sight of the goal of bringing justice to a murdered man when they altered
the narrative of the case to fit their agenda of simply finding and imprisoning a suspect. Police had sealed up the
case, and while they moved forward with their lives and their jobs, the innocent Chester Hollman had been stuck
trying to break free from his prison cell.
Law enforcement misconduct has left a range of detrimental effects on victims of all demographics, but the main
targets of misconduct within the justice system have historically been and still remain African Americans. A prime
example of African Americans’ increased susceptibility to mistreatment from the justice system can be found in drug
crime statistics. Research from the National Registry of Exonerations states that “Innocent black people are about
12 times more likely to be convicted of drug crimes than innocent white people” (Possley and Stephens). This glaring
disparity in the rates of wrongful convictions of white and black Americans can be partially attributed to “systematic
racial profiling in drug-law enforcement.” (Possley and Stephens) Without any statistical evidence that African
Americans use illegal drugs more often than white Americans, “African Americans are more frequently stopped,

searched, arrested, and convicted” (Possley and Stephens). Although in the wake of the Black Lives Matter
movement, widespread protests over the summer of 2020 have called for an end to police misconduct, an important
detail to realize is that the justice system does not end with the police force. There is and has been misconduct on a
broader scale within the justice system that must be addressed in order to achieve racial equality. Social activism
lawyer and author Bryan Stevenson addresses some forms of misconduct throughout the justice system in Just
Mercy, the true story of an innocent death row convict named Walter McMillian. One of the obstacles in
McMillian’s case, which was also faced by several of his fellow black inmates on death row in Alabama in the
1980s, was “the all-white jury” (Stevenson 59). By removing black contenders from jury lists and relocating trials to
counties with fewer black residents, courts in the deep South found loopholes in the legal system that allowed them
to create unfair trials for African Americans. In McMillian’s case, his trial was relocated from a 40% black county to
a 9% black county, and racial bias from the all-white jury and judge led to his conviction (Stevenson 60).
Furthermore, McMillian’s alibi was confirmed by over a dozen black friends and family members of his, but the court
ignored this evidence. Instead, the jury relied on the unsound testimony of a convicted criminal and coerced jailhouse
informant who happened to be white. McMillian spent six years of his life on death row before he was released and
proven innocent. A chilling study conducted by the National Academy of Sciences in 2014 found that over 4% of
death row inmates are estimated to be innocent (Gross). Walter McMillian’s struggles to achieve justice for his
wrongful conviction should help pave the way for the innocent convicts seeking an escape from death row.
With innocent men and women currently suffering through a prison sentence they should never have received, the
American justice system must do more to prevent wrongful convictions. Time is irreplaceable; no amount of cash can
match the value of life spent outside of a prison. While imprisoned, innocent people lose family members,
relationships, and opportunities to start a family or build a life. When innocent people are exonerated, they emerge
from prison to reclaim just a fraction of their lives. The Innocence Project is an organization geared towards freeing
“the staggering number of innocent people who remain incarcerated” and “reform[ing]... the system responsible for
their unjust imprisonment” (“Innocence Project”). Those opposed to the Innocence Project’s mission fear that in
working with prisoners who claim innocence, guilty people will walk free. While their fear is valid, opponents of
reform must remember that for nearly every innocent man or woman currently in prison, the guilty perpetrator could
still be free. For this reason, among many, it is vital that the stories of those who claim to have been wrongfully
convicted are heard. In his post-exoneration testimony to the United States Senate Judiciary Committee, Walter
McMillian left these parting words: “Justice is forever shattered when we kill an innocent man” (United States,
Congress, Senate). With the uncertainty that marks every piece of forensic evidence, every eyewitness testimony,
and every intention of the officials who make up the U.S. justice system, all convicts who claim innocence must be
given the chance to share their stories, and most importantly, to live.
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R e d B utte rfly
SCENE 1
(Curtains open. The following text is projected on a backdrop screen: The Communist Party of Kampuchea,
led by Pol Pot, arose in 1960 and challenged the pro-United States Khmer Republic, sparking a civil war from
1970 to 1975. After five years of fighting, the communist party was victorious and took control of Cambodia
under their regime: Khmer Rouge. The projection transitions to a picture of a rice paddy field, titled “Snoung,
Cambodia. 1977.”
Lights up. The sounds of crickets chirping, birds tweeting, and a faint, calming melody are played. The scene
begins in CHANNARY’s dream in the rice paddy field. There are props of trees, grass, and shrubs arranged
upstage. The RICE STEMS are standing, side by side, motionless, in a straight line US. CHANNARY is
center stage, looking out to the audience, in a dazed, dream-like trance.
A few moments later, MOM enters from center stage right and moves across the stage. CHANNARY sees
MOM and “awakens”. The lights turn a pastel lavender color.)
CHANNARY
Mom? (looks closer) Oh, it’s Ma!
(MOM heads toward center stage left.)
Ma! Wait! Where are you goin’?
MOM
I have to finish cutting the rice stems.
CHANNARY
But, why?
MOM
We need food to eat, don’t we?
(She continues moving.)
CHANNARY
Yeah, but … wai-wait! Don’t leave me here! I wanna go back home!
MOM
‘Nary, this is your home.
CHANNARY
No, I-I mean the village!-MOM
It’s safer here. The rice paddy fields will protect you, nourish you, love you. They gave life to me, my mom, her
mom, and so on. Take care of them, and they’ll take care of you.
(She exits CSL.)
CHANNARY
Huh? Wait! Bu-but! (Sighs)
(BUTTERFLY enters from CSR; She does graceful and ballerina-like movements as she moves across the
stage. The lights turn a warm yellow hue.)
(eyes light up) Woahhhhhhh!! Cool!!!
(She excitedly goes up to BUTTERFLY and points up and down.)
(In awe) Wow! I love your blue’s and yellow’s!
(BUTTERFLY smiles and offers her hand to CHANNARY. She grabs it, and they start dancing together in an
upbeat version of ballroom dancing. CHANNARY giggles and laughs in delight.)
Hahaha! This is so much fun!

(CHANNARY continues to giggle and laugh as they dance. BUTTERFLY twirls her, and CHANNARY spins
with euphoria. At the end, BUTTERFLY lets go and moves toward CSL.)
(Confused) Wait, what? You’re leaving too?
(BUTTERFLY exits CSL.)
(Sad) Why is everyone leaving? No one wants to stay.
(NARITH enters from CSR, running with a stick in excitement and out of breath. The lights turn a pastel,
light blue.)
NARITH
AHHH!! I gotcha now!!! HIYAH!!
(He throws it sloppily into a patch of rice stems downstage center.)
CHANNARY
Narith?? Big bro? (disbelief) What are you doin-NARITH
(enthusiastically) Trying to catch a fish, ‘Nary! C’mon, let’s see If I got it!
(They go to see.)
CHANNARY
Hmmmm … I don’t see anything. Unless you count this snail.
(She picks up a snail.)
NARITH
Dang it! They’re always so hard to get! I can never remember the trick that Dad taught me. Hmmm, now help me
look for mor--Woah!! There’s a leech on you!
(He points to CHANNARY’s right thigh.)
CHANNARY
What? A LEECH? (panics) WHERE IS IT? HELP ME GET IT OFF!
(She turns frantically.)
NARITH
Stay still, you big baby! You’re gonna bleed even more!
(The RICE STEMS begin to move in unison toward CHANNARY on “bleed”. They don’t notice.)
CHANNARY
JUST GET THE LEECH OFF YOU DING-DONG!
(She finally spots it. NARITH quickly exits.)
Ah! I found it! (beat) Ugh, yuck! It’s so gross, and it hurts like-(She turns to see that NARITH has disappeared.)
Narith? Where did you go?
(The lights turn dark red. Thunder rumbles. The RICE STEMS approach CHANNARY.)
Narith?! (Startled, gasps) Oh, no! Not you guys again!
(She starts to back up.)
Get away from me! Don’t touch me!
(The RICE STEMS encircle CHANNARY, chanting:)
RICE STEMS
Rouge. Rouge! ROUGE!!
CHANNARY
(Shakily) I-I remember the day you guys came into our village. You made us leave! You hurt my friends!
(She wipes tears out of her eyes.)
You took my family away!
(The RICE STEMS lunge at CHANNARY and grab her.)
AHHH! NO! (Screams) You can’t take us again! I wanna go home! I JUST WANNA GO HOME!
RICE STEMS
WE ARE EVERYWHERE! WE ARE FOREVER! WE ARE THE KHMER ROUGE!
(They violently tug at CHANNARY.)
CHANNARY
GET AWAY! MA! NARITH! DAD!
CONNIE
(She yells from backstage.)
WAKE UP!
(CONNIE’s sonic-boom like sound strikes the RICE STEMS, and they collapse. Lightning strikes and violent
thunder rumbles. The lights black out. Heavy rain proceeds. The RICE STEMS exit. The stage crew places a

thatched hut with a few pots and pans inside on CS. CHANNARY lies in the hut, her head away and body
perpendicular to the audience. A clothesline is next to the hut.)
SCENE 2
(A picture of a Cambodian labor camp, titled “Labor Camp. 1979.” is projected. Lights come back on.
CHANNARY is tossing and turning in her sleep.)
CHANNARY
No! No! Leave me ALONE!
(She wakes up.)
(gasps) Where am I?!
(She slowly sits up.)
(Sigh of relief) Oh … that stupid nightmare again. Ugh, every single time I dream about home …(Sighs)
!
(She stands up and looks around.)
Ma? Dad? Are you here? Narith? I guess they’re still out working.
(She walks over to the entrance of the hut, opens the door slightly, and peaks out.)
Huh … no one’s outside, either. That’s rare. I wonder what’s going on?
(She begins to step outside.)
No! What are you thinking? You can’t go outside! Remember what Ma and Dad have been saying for the last year
we’ve been in this labor camp? (Serious) Don’t ever leave the hut when they’re out working! They could hurt you!
(PALM TREE #1 enters from CSR, going toward the hut, sassily.)
PALM TREE #1
(Snobby) “Don’t ever leave the hut when they’re out working! They could hurt you!”
CHANNARY
Don’t trust anyone in the camp, even if you know them. Someone could kidnap you!
(PALM TREE #2 enters from CSL, going toward the hut.)
PALM TREE #2
(Wickedly) “Don’t trust anyone in the camp, even if you know them! Someone could kidnap you!”
PALM TREE #1 and #2
(cynically) Hahaha!
CHANNARY
If anyone knocks on the door, keep your mouth shut! It could be one of them.
(PALM TREE #3 enters CSR, going toward the hut.)
PALM TREE #3
(sarcastically) You hear that, y’all? “Keep your mouth shut!”, she says. Aren’t you the one to talk?
CHANNARY
And do this every single day for hours and hours. (sad, frustrated) But, for how much longer? How much longer am
I supposed to hide in here? I don’t want to live like this for the rest of my life!
(PALM TREE #4 enters CSL, going toward the hut.)
PALM TREE #4
(dramatic) Oh, our dearest, Channary! You and your family were forced by the Khmer Rouge to abandon your
home to work to death in this cramped and disgusting labor camp. You must be exhausted. But are you really? Ma
and Dad told you to stay in here for “protection” while they work as slaves.
PALM TREE #1
Aren’t you bored of doing nothing all day? You’re like, what? Fifteen?
CHANNARY
I-I’m eight years ol-PALM TREE #2
That’s grown up enough! Isn’t it time that you do what you want, Channary? Everyone else gets to go toil! Why
can’t you?
CHANNARY
Well, I-I can’t work because they said I’m too young. But, yeah, you’re right. I’m practically a grown up, and I
know what I want. (bitter) I want to leave this horrible place and go back home where we can be together again. I
want to do what I want and not have to listen to-PALM TREE #3
The Khmer Rouge?
CHANNARY
Well … kinda.
PALM TREE #3

Or is it Ma and Dad?
CHANNARY
(hesitates) They’re only keeping me in here to keep me safe.
PALM TREE #4
No, they’re restricting you from doing what you want. (beat) I have an idea! Why don’t you just leave!
CHANNARY
But, Ma and Dad told me not to go outside, under no circumstances. What if I get caught? What if I get punished?
PALM TREE #1
Not as much as how the Khmer Rouge is punishing YOUR people! They’re the reason you and your family are here
in the first place!
PALM TREE #2
And who cares what they think! Why don’t you just have some fun? Come outside, and we can leave the labor camp
happily ever after!
CHANNARY
Oh, okay … I would like that. (beat) But, what if we run into one of those Khmer Rouge guards?-PALM TREE #3
Stop with the what if’s and but’s! You’re not going to run into them. And, if you do, it’s not like they’re going to kill
you … or maybe they will?
ALL PALM TREES
HAHAHAHA! Hilarious! Ahh.
(The PALM TREES surround the hut.)
PALM TREE #4
Come outside. Come be with us!
PALM TREE #1
Enjoy yourself for once. Free at last!
CHANNARY
(To herself) I can be free again, and do what I want to do. But, what about Ma, Dad, and Narith?
PALM TREE #2
Leave them!
PALM TREE #3
Open the doors!
ALL PALM TREES
Come! Come! COME BE WITH US! LET US IN!
(CHANNARY waits a moment, conflicted, then nods. As she opens the door, CONNIE runs to CHANNARY.
The lights become a warm, yellow hue.)
CONNIE
STOP!!!
(The PALM TREES weaken and groan; they slacken and become lifeless in response to CONNIE’s entry.
CONNIE grabs CHANNARY’s hand, preventing her from opening the door.)
CONNIE
‘Nary! Everything’s okay. Just breathe. (inhales and exhales deeply) That’s right, take deep breaths in and let it
out. ‘Nary, don’t listen to a word they say. They’re trying to get you to go outside. And trust me, it’s the opposite
of fun out there.
CHANNARY
(confused) Wh- what? Why can’t I go outside? Who are you?
CONNIE
Oh, right, I forgot to introduce myself. (giggles) Well, Channary, my name’s Connie, and I’m kinda like your
“guardian angel”, I suppose. I’m here to guide you through some tough times.
CHANNARY
Really? A guardian angel? I thought they were just make-believe, and I didn’t think they’d look like … like you!
(She gestures up and down her body.)
CONNIE
Like a little girl? I know. Everyone has a guardian angel that helps them, depending on what the person is going
through. They may appear in dreams, visions, or through another form. I changed how I look to match someone
around your age, so you wouldn’t freak out. It’d be frightening if I were 18 feet tall, blindingly bright, and had
gigantic wings!
CHANNARY

Oh … okay. So, can you look like regular everyday people? Can you look like my Mom? My Dad? Also, you
appear in what now?
CONNIE
Yes and dreams! I was in one of yours, recently; well, it was more a nightmare. You were having a pretty tough time,
so I thought I would-CHANNARY
(Eyes light up) Ohhhh! I heard someone telling me to “wake up” last night. Was that you? Thank god! Or I guess,
thank Connie! (beat) I’ve been having those nightmares ever since the Khmer Rouge soldiers came into our village
and forced us to this camp. I was so scared.
(The PALM TREES twitch.)
CONNIE
I fixed that, don’t worry. The soldiers (to herself) - or I guess they manifested into rice stems - won’t be bothering
you anymore. (cautiously) Actually, that’s a half-lie … I wanted to talk to you about the Khmer Rouge. See, they’re
on the rise again, and they’re-CHANNARY
(panics) Oh no! Are they gonna take us somewhere again? Are they gonna hurt us?
(The PALM TREES straighten their posture.)
CONNIE
That’s why I’m here right now … to give you and your family a little guidance. I need you to listen very carefully to
this: the Khmer Rouge are planning a mass genocide. Do you know what genocide means, Channary?
CHANNARY
N-No … is it good for us?-CONNIE
Nope. It’s far from good. They want to expedite everyone’s departure date from this planet.
CHANNARY
Huh? Expe-what?
CONNIE
Oh, sorry, I’m used to saying all this spiritual talk with the angels. (Sighs) They want to get rid of everyone. They
want to kill all life here.
CHANNARY
(Panics) Wha-what? They can’t do that!
(Her anxiety starts to rush back in.)
Why? Why would they want to do that???
(The PALM TREES lift their heads and “reanimate”.)
CONNIE
Some people … just have … different ideas for the way things should be, and those ideas may not be for the highest
good of all. But, Channary, I foresee … (concentrates) hmmmm yes! Your family will be given an opportunity to
escape! When it comes, leave immediately! But, you’re going to see a lot of scary things. I want you to be prepared
and try to clear your mind every time it happens-(The PALM TREES smile cynically and turn to the hut.)
PALM TREE #1
Hey! Can you quit talking for once and shut your pie-hole?
PALM TREE #2
Who do you think you are, barging in like that? We were having a fine conversation with Channary!
CHANNARY
Oh, it’s just them, again. They were trying to make me go outside earlier.
PALM TREE #3
Yes, Channary! And we still can! C’mon, let’s go!
CHANNARY
Ugh, they’re so annoying.
CONNIE
Let’s make them leave then.
CHANNARY
How are we gonna do that?
CONNIE
The mind is the most powerful tool you have. If you truly know what you want, and you tell them clearly, they’ll
leave.

PALM TREES
OH MY GOD, HURRY UP!!!
CHANNARY
Will that really work? It seems like they’ll never stop!
CONNIE
Yes, it will. The battle is in the mind. Trust me.
(She extends her hand.)
Here, take my hand. Let’s go.
(CONNIE and CHANNARY stand in the doorway.)
PALM TREE #2
Oh, there you are, Channary! (Frowns) … Oh, she came too.
CONNIE
Okay, now tell them what you want.
CHANNARY
I-I …
PALM TREE #3
What is it? Spit it out?
CHANNARY
I don’t want to go outside. I want you to leave.
PALM TREE #4
But, this is what you wanted!
CHANNARY
No, I changed my mind. This isn’t. Leave me alone!
ALL PALM TREES
Ughhh, fine. You’re a party-pooper.
(ALL PALM TREES exit.)
CONNIE
Yup, we don’t care. Go. Bye.
(She turns to CHANNARY.)
See? That wasn’t so bad, was it?
CHANNARY
Yeah … it actually worked. They left.
CONNIE
If something is bothering you, you need to take action and confront it. Alright?
(CHANNARY nods.)
Now, where did I leave off? Ah, yes! There will be a time where you and your family can escape!
CHANNARY
How will I know?
CONNIE
You will know when it happens.
CHANNARY
(Anxious) Ugh, I don’t know if I can do this. I-I’m scared! I don’t want to!-CONNIE
You’re a smart girl, Channary, and super brave too! You’re a lot stronger than you think you are, and your bright
mind will lead the way to the light. Just make sure to think of things that bring you happiness and joy - fill your mind
with positivity no matter how you feel or what you see.
CHANNARY
I don’t know …
CONNIE
(A breath) When you were born, I foresaw all the possibilities around this time. So many of them are guaranteeing
wonderful outcomes because of the person you’ve become today. This is your destiny. You’re more than ready! I
have no doubt you’ll be “A-okay” (winks).
CHANNARY
Hey, that’s what Dad says!
CONNIE
Okay, Channary, I’m going to leave now.
CHANNARY

(Begs) No, wait! Not yet. When will you be back?
CONNIE
(Smiles) I’ll always be watching over you. Remember to think positively, and you’ll be fine. I’ve told you what you
need to know.
(CONNIE exits. CHANNARY breaths in and out slowly, processing the events.)
SCENE 3
(NARITH, MOM, and DAD enter from CSL. They walk inside the hut; exhausted, dirty, and insanely tired.)
NARITH
I never want to see a log of wood again!
(He lies down on the floor.)
MOM
Narith, be quiet! You don’t want them to hear you.
NARITH
But, I’m sick of chopping them up! My right arm is turning blue from holding the axe all day, and I’m tired of them
bossing me around! (mockingly) “You! Go and chop the next 5 piles of wood after you’re done with this 5!” Ugh,
how much longer do we have to do this for?
MOM
I know you’re tired, honey. I’m sorry, but we don’t have a choice. We do this as long as we have to, and maybe,
they’ll spare us …
NARITH
Ughhhh, but I want to go back home! I want things to go back to normal! I’M BEING OVERWORKED!-DAD
Son, we all are. Our lives are on the line here. While we don’t know what’s going to happen to us, we have to stick
together, no matter what. Family’s always first.
NARITH
(grumpily) Whatever. I’m gonna take a nap.
DAD
Hey, look at the bright side! At least, you didn’t have to pick up the animals’ poop today!
MOM
(laughs) That’s true!
(NARITH doesn’t respond. A few seconds later, he’s snoring.)
Wow, that’s a record!
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T he P olitic s of P aw P atrol
prologue.
it’s hard to lift eyelids
with brain power alone.
when everything about the world is silent
except for mother’s footsteps in the hallway
as she eats cold risotto
out of plastic tupperware.
eyelids are uninterested in vanity,
not particularly motivated to do
bench presses
so mornings get easier. it’s much more comfortable
to remain closed.
act one.
fat, heavy, tongue lying limp
on the floor of mouth. she’s sleeping.
not woman, not man, but she.
sleeping in a way that surrenders
tension of the tongue,
but not the back
not the neck
not the shoulders.
and when her eyelids lift
with brain power alone
she lets the sun warm her mind.
she hears the buzz of television.
she hears what would’ve been
transmissions
on an early morning in 2009.
she hears the bright sounds of paw patrol.
she thinks of how her brother
would like to be called alex.
intermission.
they ought to hear you when you speak.
i wish my name was alex.
alex! my character’s name is alex.
who is even named
bilal?
i put alex as the name.
i put alex instead of
bilal.

act two.
she hears the sounds of paw patrol. she thinks of 2009.
she wonders if a political analysis of paw patrol is useful.
are the dog cops bad as well?
All
Dog
Cops
Are
Bastards.
is it useful
to critique the youth targeted propaganda
or the fact that none of the characters were named
bilal.
but they were named
marshall and
chase and
jake and alex.
she wonders if a political analysis of paw patrol is useful.
she wonders why they couldn’t have named
alex, bilal.
reprise.
is she always a woman?
when do women feel like women?
when breasts are cupped on a honey-smelling couch on new years eve?
when legs are too fat to wear a skirt?
when mascara smudges, and she/her/hers likes the feel of disaster?
do women cry when they see themselves naked?
does she/her/hers cry when she thinks too hard about
neutrality versus
deliberate existence?
she/her/hers exists on the edge of the grand canyon.
she/her/hers has never been deliberate about
anything once in her life.
epilogue.
it’s easier to think at night. chasing the clock.
beating the sunrise in a literal way
with boxing gloves and typewriters.
waiting for the anticipation of night to end
and the warmth of sun
to activate 2009.
or something similar.
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D e vour Me
Devour Me
“She’s ugly, short, and her face makes me want to puke” were the words that shattered my confidence into a billion
pieces. The person I aspired and worked hard to become over many years was gone with just a few words within a
few seconds. On that day and for years after, I was a mess.
In school, I was never really considered popular, but I wasn't a lonely person either. I had a good amount of friends,
and socializing was easy for me. And honestly, elementary to middle school was a smoother transition than I
expected it to be until I turned the corner into seventh-grade. This was the year, all of the girls started to explore
their appearance and their romantic desires. Dating and crushing became a trendy topic, and if you didn’t talk about
boys, you were considered boring.
I fell into this toxic rabbit hole of peer-pressure, and I joined in on conversations that involved shipping other
classmates or talking about a boy in a pleasurable way. I hated it. Eventually, I became more aware of my physical
features and took more time in the mornings before school to style my hair or change my clothes fifteen times in front
of the mirror. The only thing I wanted was to fit in. However, there were a few factors that made me different from
the other girls. I never wore makeup, I never cursed, and I didn’t know more than half of the dirty topics my friends
would talk about. They called me innocent and pure, and that was the one thing I was satisfied with because deep
down, I knew my cultural and religious upbringing instilled in me kept me sane and clean in my actions.
As the months went by, the boys started noticing more and more girls. They would openly comment on their
appearance. My head would spin in the curiosity of what they thought of me after I saw many of my girl friends
getting compliments. I felt overlooked, but I didn’t let that get to my head. Despite getting tangled in this knot, I had
many things going for me since I joined the school band. I was delighted to be a female percussionist, and I saw my
performance in that class increasing every day as my passion grew stronger. In fact, I was so involved, I didn’t
realize the number of disapproving eyes in that particular class.
In a few short weeks, I started hearing harsh criticism about me from mostly my male peers. My teacher would
praise my work, but they made sure to tear me up afterward. I thought that I didn’t play well because I was a newer
member, so I worked harder to prove them wrong. I cried at home whenever I practiced. I just wanted to show
them that they underestimated my talent. During those moments, I never showed any pettiness or pride because all I
wanted was a reputable name. Unfortunately, I misinterpreted those comments. It was because I was not pretty
enough or tall enough for anyone to see my worth. The other girls who were in the percussion section had a group of
boys lining up and falling at their feet. Those girls received so many flirtatious gestures, and the guys compared me to
them without any reason. Remarks like “You look better than her” or “Don’t let her play that” became a strange
echo in my ear. It occurred to me then that I didn’t need flattery from a bunch of middle school boys. I decided not
to care.
However, sometimes I wish I took it seriously because soon their critical eye on me became intolerable. Before I
knew it, the bad dream I thought I was having turned out to be a reality. Comments like “you play like trash” or “that
was f----ing bad” which degraded my performance suddenly took a detour into another direction. They targeted my
outward appearance and rated me like I was some sort of Barbie doll. Instead, I heard remarks about my skin being
too dark and how the other girl’s skin tone of the same race was lighter than mine. To my dismay, it sounded like
having a darker tone was a sin. It pulled me into a portal of repeating self-consciousness, and I couldn’t bring myself

to remember that all skin colors are beautiful.
For a while, this negativity stereo continued on a loop, and it even spread outside of the band classroom where I
heard other types of slander. It was almost like someone paid all of them to ignore my emotions and step on my
body. It seemed like everyone was against me. I was the outsider.
Consequently, it worsened when some of the girls tried to pair me up with a few guys who I did not know. It might
have been fun at first. As it progressed, I didn’t want to dig my own grave, so I ignored the false rumors and the
ship names that were created for me. Eventually, when the guys who were shipped with me heard about this, they
responded with “What is that name? It sounds like a cancerous disease” or “Ew, no, not her.” After this, I remember
someone told me “you’re nice and all but no one likes you.” It left me wondering, “What did I do wrong?” I could
only manage to smile because crying is taboo at school.
I did try speaking out against the haters, but that only fed them to engulf me further. They questioned my sense of
humor and whether I was too sensitive. I laughed with them then, and to this day, they do not know how much pain I
was really going through. They don't realize how many tears I shed. They never saw the part of me that cringed at
my own reflection remembering their words.
Within months, the whole situation escalated, and no matter how hard I tried to avoid it, somehow the waves
dragged me back into the monstrous sea. A venomous game called “Do, Date, or Die” became popular again, and
everyone played it. Whenever my name was involuntarily given as an option, I was always chosen for the word “die.”
The girls who I thought were my friends actually backstabbed me and only took advantage of my loss to gain
attention for themselves. Soon, I was just a joke to them. I couldn’t talk to the opposite gender about homework, let
alone even look at one without being condemned by peers or being accused of flirting. The same pattern continuedthe boys would respond in disgust to me and the girls would giggle and applaud. My only response was to cry more
at home.
Throughout all of this, I stayed patient with them and smiled trying so hard to hide the sadness and the self-image I
was losing. Only God and music gave me hope. When I could no longer conceal my pool of tears, I told my parents
everything. Starting with those who commented on my appearance ending with the game of “Do, Date, Die.” Our
long yet meaningful conversation really opened up my eyes and their support guided me back on the right track.
Speaking up seriously cleansed my mind, and I was able to focus on my studies and extra-curricular again. I
maintained myself away from the commotion within a healthy distance and finished the year strong. I felt ready for
eighth grade.
This time I made sure to surround myself with positive and genuine friends. Everything was going great. However,
one unresolved rumor from the previous year was still alive. It was about a boy that supposedly liked me. People
claimed this theory numerous times throughout the year. They told me, “He’s always looking at you.” Or they would
say, “You two would look cute together.” After learning my lesson, I didn’t believe them and I trusted my gut instinct
to not care. Still somewhere hidden inside of me, I felt a gush of adrenaline racing in my veins at the sound of being
loved. I buried it and locked it up, but it would sometimes break out of its cell and remind me of it even though I
didn’t have feelings for this boy. I didn’t even know who he was.
That emotional rush only lasted for a short period before my bubble burst. It took five seconds in the hallway for
someone to tell me the words that are tattooed in my mind.
She said, “So you know that guy who everyone is saying likes you? It was definitely fake. We all played “Do, Date,
and Die” and he easily said die for your name because you aren’t hot like the other two girls.”
My honest response was to start laughing and tell her that I knew this wasn’t real all along, but she continued, “No,
listen. He said ‘You’re ugly, short, and that your face makes him want to puke.’I told him I could...”
My heart dropped, and I couldn’t listen anymore because for some reason those words stung me worse than a
scorpion’s touch. It was like someone took away every ounce of oxygen. The hallway was still and the people
around me became blurry. During class, I was crying a storm in the back row wiping away my tears before anyone
could see. Once I was completely drained, I only told one girl, my best friend who I trusted, what had been said.
Many thoughts ran through my head, but only one stood out this time, “I can’t let him define me.” It was easier said
than done.

Fortunately, later that day, I found him in the back of the bus and I said, “Maybe look at your own face in the mirror
before judging others.”
People around us on the bus started laughing in both confusion and amusement, but my friend understood what I was
talking about and defended me. Sooner or later, more people heard about what he said. And by the end of the bus
ride, they too were on my side calling out his rude behavior. He never apologized on his own. However, on that day,
I experienced two of the greatest emotional rides ever. It was a decrease in my self-confidence, but also the beauty
of support and coming together. It’s a day I have never forgotten.
Weeks turned into months, and before anyone knew, it was already time to graduate middle school. That boy won an
award for good citizenship and civic expression. I was angry. I was angry at the teachers who picked him. I was
angry at myself. Do my feelings not matter? Is a good citizen someone who exhibits good traits in front of some
people but acts the opposite to others? I wanted to tell someone how much I cried thinking back on their twisted
words.
Revenge sounded good. I didn’t do it though. Revenge is for those who have lost, but I didn’t lose anything. So I
cheered for everyone on graduation day whether they hurt me or not. Forgiveness, however, was a long journey.
Society will always judge. No matter how well one does. They will always find the weakness, look for mistakes, and
point out the flaws. I haven’t fully overcome the brokenness from my past. Some days I feel a tear streaming down
my face when I remember the cruel words thrown at me, but I know that they don’t control my life or determine who
I am. The confidence in my appearance might be low, but it never left me. I became more comfortable in the way I
look later in high school and didn’t care about impressing anyone anymore. The most important lesson I learned from
this experience is that bottling up emotions can cause damage. The world can think I’m too emotional or too fragile,
but I know strength comes from the heart.
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F all Into the N ight
Fall Into The Night
-1Dark. Very dark. Swelling people. He’s behind me. His face. I don’t know. I don’t know. His face, hooded.
Dark. Hooded. Shove. Run. Run. Shove by. Quick glance. Sweating. Hidden. Infinitely slow. Pace. Dark. His face.
Unknown. Run. Run! Dark.
-2I woke up that morning sweating and panting for breath. I couldn’t stop seeing the frightening hooded creature
behind me. I sat up on my bed and looked around frantically, like the man was still there. Quickly, I thrust my black
and purple covers off of me and got up. Raced myself to the door, where my light switch hung on the wall. Flick.
Yellow light flooded my room as I still looked around, unable to take his face from my vision. Which is funny. I
never actually got a good glimpse of his face in my dreams. How do I think I know what he looks like? How do I
even know what he is? If he’s human? He was in the shadows the whole time. But I do know his face. It’s terrifying.
That morning, I dressed in my usual attire; jeans and a t-shirt. I made and ate my usual breakfast, Cheerios and a
banana. I left for school at my usual time, 7:35. My homeroom teacher greeted me, as usual, and first period began.
You wouldn’t at all notice anything was wrong. You might even assume I was having an okay day, the way I was
acting. But I kept dwelling on my nightmare. I’ve never had a nightmare before. Not even when I was little. I saw
my first horror movie when I was 8 and now they’re my go-to movies. But for the first time, I was a little scared. I
was a little scared.
-3They happened again, and the next morning, unlike the first, I was plain confused. Infuriated. Like I said, I had
never gotten nightmares before. I’d rarely gotten scared, even! But all of the sudden, I was. I felt like I was naked
in front of the world. On the top of Mount Everest. With penguins dancing on my head. I didn’t know why.
Everything was normal. I should be happy and thriving. Recently, my grades had even climbed and it was October,
my favorite month, closest to Halloween.
Except.
My best friend forever, Tess, had left abruptly. Two days ago. Monday night, I was texting her.
She had said her mom was cooking pasta and that she had to go help, which was odd. Who needed help making
pasta?
But I had no choice but to go along with it. I agreed and said that I would see her later.
And I had been waiting ever since.
It was very foreign to me to not have Tess continuously buzzing in my denim pocket. Very strange not to pass her
on my way to third period. Very wrong to call her every night seeking help on an algebra problem and only find her
voice mail waiting for me. And I was right. Something was wrong. Something. Was.
Wrong.
-4This time, the man was on the opposite side of my math class, where Tess usually sat. He was staring at me, like
Tess often did, but without all of her sarcastic facial comments and muffled laughter directed at Mrs. Elton. He
looked like a predator hunting its prey. Like I was the small rabbit munching on grass. I started screaming when he
got up and walked toward me, but the class continued without so much as a backwards glance. Mrs. Elton finished
her lecture and called on me to answer a question, but then got confused. They couldn’t see me anymore. They all
crowded around me.

Suddenly I was gone.
It was dark. The horrible man encircled me in a shrouded setting. The only light was radiating from me.
His knife shot toward my petrified face.
-5That night, Saturday night, was the fifth time my nightmares had happened. It was the first time they were not the
same. Like the first morning, I woke up panting and sweating. But I felt different. It seemed more material. Although
the first few nightmares had felt real, this had felt like I had foreseen the future. That this mystery man would actually
come into my life. Like he was real.
I started panicking. I couldn’t leave my house, I knew it was irrational, but I couldn’t. I would refuse to leave
and if anyone had any problem with that, well too bad for them. Lucky for me, that day was Sunday and we never
went to church, even though Grandpa Freddie was Episcopalian. So I stayed in my bedroom. The entire day.
That day I decided that I would tell no one about my dilemma. I ruled out my parents. They would want me to go
see a counselor, which I infinitely did not want to do. My sister, Ellie; and brother, Jones, would scoff or ignore me.
I would have told Tess, but I didn’t think that texting her would have any effect. So I would deal with it by myself.
-6That Monday morning held the worst fear I had ever experienced in my life. Allow me to elaborate.
I was walking to my school, St. Emmett’s, at a fast pace. I was still running on adrenaline from the night before.
I’d had a nightmare, of course. I couldn’t wait to be in school safely where I was certain no strange men with creepy
faces in dark hoods would find me despite my dream.
Yet. As I speed-walked on the sidewalk, I looked about frantically to make sure everything was fine. There was
a cute dog on a leash, which I normally would have stopped to admire, but normal was far behind me at that point.
There was a pack of young ladies on the other side of the road; shopping, I would presume.
And. In an almost unnoticeable corner next to two trash cans, a figure in a black robe waited. I stopped.
Peering, almost squinting, I pried for the face I knew so well yet had never seen.
The man turned around.
And I saw.
His face. White like the clouds littered in the sky above me, but more still. His eyes. Orange, red almost;
piercing through the air between us. He smiled. My stomach went 20,000 leagues under the sea. His teeth, like little
angels, all lined up, waiting. For something. Maybe me?
That thought was all it took. I ran. I sprinted down the sidewalk toward St. Emmett’s, only a block away. I
dashed through the small amount of people between me and the school. Past the lamp posts. Past another dog. Past
Mr. Norton’s neatly kept flowers that I had admired my whole life. I didn’t even wait for the little man to light up
signaling for me to walk. I ran, panting, nearly missing the red Ford that honked at me.
But. When I reached the school, everyone was staring at me. They started asking questions, none of which I
answered. With their voices in the background, I turned around, expecting a determined figure chasing, leaping
behind me, but all I could see was his figure in the distance. Immediately I blacked out. I fell down on the concrete
stairs of St. Emmett’s and into a nightmare.
The nightmare was not from my thoughts though. Nor was it one of the normal chase-me-scream-at-me types. It was
right then. In that moment. I was living the present. From his perspective, behind the trash cans. He held a silver
knife; was running a rock of some sort across the blade. Sharpening it, I realized. He giggled; a faint, dizzying
sound. Abruptly, I wanted blood. I wanted it bad, and I wanted mine. Mine. I wanted my blood. I wanted it now.
I could not come back from that scene for a few moments. When I did, I figured everything out.
-7I did not generate that. That hideous thought and feeling. I did not. I didn’t even make up my dreams at night.
Something was causing them. Something I now knew.
That man–that thing–was entering my body, or rather my mind. He was editing and rewiring my thoughts. He was
sneaking up on my mind and harnessing it like I was cattle. He was giving me thoughts that scared me and doing
things that I didn’t know the Earth allowed of one person.
What was he going to do to me? I could only guess.
-8I lied. I said that that Monday morning was my worst experience. It was that night.
After school, I rushed myself home, afraid of any unwanted creepy people entering my thoughts or blocking my path.
Did my homework quickly, without much care. Cooked dinner; Pasta. Ate it with my family quickly. Went upstairs.
Got in bed. Fell into horror.
If I said I fell asleep the night I died, I might actually be lying. I was half.
-9Half looking at Tess and half facing my death, of course.

-10When he entered my room, I was surprised that the usual, dreamy unfamiliarity and haze was not at present.
Neither was that feeling of floating or the abrupt beginning of a new horror.
I was actually in my room; actually under my covers, which I could feel above me; and I actually had to pee. When
he got closer to me, I froze. I took in his face and his eyes and his knife and tried to yell.
But I couldn’t. I couldn’t move. I was frozen, waiting for life’s end and beginning. I was waiting for the fake fear of
my dreams. But there was none. I realized that I had to breathe and so I took in a couple deep breaths, trying to
quell my racing heart. He spoke. I couldn’t hear what he was saying. His voice was magical, tempting me to end my
life sooner and sooner.
And I resisted. I knew I had something to fight for. I knew my life was worth something more than these silly mind
games. I had my mom, and my dad, and I had Jones. I had Ellie. All of my teachers who were rooting for me back
at St. Emmet’s. My tears were running down my face; blurring my vision. Blending the last dull colors I would ever
see. I had something to fight for.
And he resisted. I was weak, and he had his unearthly powers. I lost and he slipped into my mind once and for
all.
-11He took up half of my vision. Literally. It felt like my eyeballs were forced apart, each on a separate planet, both
with their own minds. In one, I watched my killer carry out my fate and in the other,
Tess.
I was already crying, but it was quieter now. Silent tears that snaked their way down my face to my throat. I
wanted Tess’s end to be over fast, but this is not what my murderer had in mind. It was like he was reliving the
event. Like a video, but in my head. Almost slow motion. Making me suffer longer. Like a dream. Or a nightmare.
He had cornered her in her house; a place I had been to many times before. She looked terrified, like I was then. I
was sure right now that the man was recording me in his thoughts.
Tess also looked brave. Like a brave, silent, crying soldier about to be rewarded with peace. They were in her
bedroom. She was in the corner with her blue chair. The one that was about to be stained with her own blood. He
held a knife; a shiny, silver, hideous, beautiful, sharp knife at her throat. I was crying. Begging. Please, no. Please.
Please.
-12He held another knife, much like Tess’s. Pointed at me. I was a target. He flicked his hand. Ready. Ready, but
the knife did not come from his grip. He was playing with me and he knew it. He giggled that hideous giggle; the one
that reminded me of how close I was to eternal freedom. I tensed up. He came closer. Traced my features with his
cold blade and long slender fingers. My lips, blue with fear. My nose, squinching up, the closer the knife got to it.
My eyes, burning with tears, both eagerly prying and closing up tight at the fear. He went to my ears and decided I
needed another piercing, which left me screaming in surprise and pain, and unable to hear much anymore. Which was
almost like a blessing, his giggle muted. He was having a great time. I knew he loved seeing me in pain. He could get
in my head, so of course knew the one thing I had a fear of; Knives and needles.
One time a nurse had to pin me down on the wall just to give me my flu shot. I relished the idea of getting anti-death
shots in that moment, when I was about to get the opposite.
Another thought comes to mind: Why didn’t I tell my family what was going on with my dreams?I might have
been able to live if I had.
I am pulled back to reality. Slowly, he walked back a couple of steps. He held the knife, poised in the air. Like in
my dream, he aimed the blinding knife at my face. Pulled his arm back. Flicked his wrist and the knife seared toward
my face.
I fell into the night.
-13On the 2nd of November, 2020, Elizabeth Eleanor Snowfall died in her bedroom. She was 14 years of age. She
is predeceased by her grandmother, Eleanor Lucy Albertson. She is survived by her grandfather, Dr. Fred
Albertson; her mother, Melanie Snowfall; her father, John Snowfall; her sister, Ellie Snowfall; and her brother, Jones
Snowfall. She was a straight A student and never failed to impress anyone. The most important things that she
accomplished, however, was that she was kind, funny, thoughtful, and always put in her two cents. She loved. She
always loved. Even in hard times, she loved. She is beloved and will forever be cherished.
She died along with another; Tess Helden. The loss of these two young girls is huge for this small world and the
authorities will be searching for the monster that killed them until they are sought out and abolished.
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T he D og Tie d to the S he d
The Dog Tied to the Shed
My mother likes to tell this story. She likes to tell us about the way that nighttime in the Chinese countryside was
dark, impossibly so, with the pitch blackness swallowing up bodies save for the moonlight glint of wide-awake eyes.
So different was this from the bright glare of her home city, grubby streets alive until the thin hours of morning.
Indeed, these visits away from the tenements of Kowloon were a different world entirely to her. She likes to tell us
about the smell of afternoon porridge, about how she and her cousins would line up outside of the cramped kitchen
for those crispy pieces of baked rice that caked the bottom of the clay pot. She likes to tell us about the humbleness
of it all--the threadbare sheets, worn from use and stained from age, her cousin’s clothing, too loose in some places
and pitifully small in others, hand-me-downs thrice-over. But most of all, she likes to tell us about the dog.
She reanimates through her words that scrawny mutt of a puppy—those large, wet eyes and a washboard of ribs
poking through reddish-brown fur. The dog was special because my mother’s cramped, three-hundred square-foot
apartment back in the slums of Kowloon would have never been able to squeeze in another mouth to feed. So she
would play with the dog every day, run her hands through matted hair as he wiggled through the coarse grass. She
loved that dog, had learned to love him in that shallow yet genuine way that a child does in a small span of a few
days. She loved that dog and that was why she could not watch what happened that night--what happened with the
dog, the rope, and the shed.
She describes the shed, how the old wood smelled and creaked as it soaked up the heavy summer air. The paint
was peeling and cracked on the paneling, the sides buckling into itself, making the shed look like an angry ghost
encased within molded timber. She describes the unholy screech of those wooden planks as the dog fought against
his restraints.
From time to time the details fade and shift. Sometimes the dog’s fur is grey instead of brown. Sometimes the
shed is bigger than it is, imposing as it looms over the small cottage house. Sometimes the story happens in the harsh
bite of winter rather than the humid boil of summer. But the basic bones of the narrative always trickle down to this:
my mother, the shed, and the dog with those washboard ribs.
My mother’s uncle’s family was very poor—that much my mother makes clear. She is always a bit defensive as
she says this, as if she is trying to justify what she is going to tell us next. Her uncle’s family was poor; food was
always thin. Each morning, she and her cousins would go out to the chicken coops to collect the eggs from under the
warm chests of their mothers and feed the ducks and hens the leafy choy choy that her aunt grew in the vegetable
garden. And each morning she would find that one had gone missing. One hen’s nest would be empty, barren, as if its
inhabitant had simply vanished into the night.
Where did they go? she asked her mother, who always responded with nothing as she spooned another mouthful of
meat into her rice bowl.
And so, my mother thought very little of this. She did not think much about the dinner from the night before,
chicken steamed and shining with soy sauce, nor did she think about Chinese tradition, how custom demanded a
person to give the best they had, all they had, to their guests. Her uncle’s family had no money, no fine clothes or
toys to share with her and her siblings. All they had was meat, rare as it was, to offer, and offer they did. One by
one, the ducks disappeared from the swimming hole and the chickens from their nests until there were none left.
During the day, my mother still left them food, the best stalks that she could find, in their feeding spots, willing them
to come home. At night, the enveloping darkness of a starless sky was accompanied by ear-splitting silence in the
absence of small duck feet stirring water, of soft cooing from sleeping hens. By the last evening of my mother’s stay,
there was no more food left, nothing left to sate the hunger that still gnawed in their stomachs. The rice stores were

exhausted; the vegetables were either too wilted to eat or too young to be harvested. Worse still, there was no meat
left. There were no more ducks, no more chickens; there was no animal left to be offered. No animal except for the
dog.
At this point in the story, my mother always pauses. She looks down at her full ricebowl, at the serving dish
brimming with stir fry in the middle of the table, with something akin to guilt.
My mother recounts the next part carefully: just before dinner on that final day, the adults rounded up the children
of the household and sealed them behind the heavy brick of the main house. A single, large wooden door separated
my mother and her cousins from the outside, but there was a large crack in one of the boards that they could peek
through. In the beginning, the cousins shoved and pushed to get a view of what was going on, thinking that the adults
were playing some fun game without them. Indeed, it looked that way. All of the adults were running around to the
eerie staccato beat of the dog’s playful yips, the glow of the setting sun painting their faces red as they did their
strange little dance around the animal.
I want to play too,my mother thought to herself.
Instead, she watched her uncle chase the dog, tie a thick rope around its neck. Confusion fell into panic as the
dog’s barks turned into whimpers. Her uncle stood over the cowering pet and my mother realized that the dull glint
of grey in hands was a metal pipe, pitted on the sides and rusted at the ends.
Screams, the kind that my mother had no idea a dog could make, scrambled together with the ugly sound of metal
hitting soft flesh. Over and over again, her uncle’s arm would come down, merciless as it bashed against bone and
snapped tendon. One of her cousins jostled my mother to the side to take a peek. She let him, but by then it was too
late. My mother was still too young to wrap her mind around death, the astonishing cruelty of it. Yet, when she had
heard the screech of the pipe, the animalistic wails of pain, she understood. Eventually, her aunt blocked the door
and all my mother could do was stare at the rough cotton of the woman’s dress as the shrieks of the dog
crescendoed and then sank into nothingness beyond it.
“And what did they do with it? With the dog?” I ask, because I am young, naive, and the only dogs I have seen
are chubby puppies smooshing against one another behind the shiny glass of PetSmart. My mother blinks--once,
twice.
“They ate it.”
“Why?”
“Because they were hungry.” Because there was nothing else to eat.
So. My mother likes to tell this story. She likes to tell this story about the dog, the hunger, and what happened
next. But I do not like to hear it because that means that those kids on the elementary-school playground were right.
They say that every stereotype has a grain of truth to it, that no racial joke is completely rooted in rumor and
prejudice, and this story provides the ugly evidence. When I am asked jokingly whether or not my family really does
eat dogs, I can lie and say no, or I can lie and say yes. I can say no truthfully because my family does not eat dogs
and never will eat dogs of their own volition; it was starvation, that ravenous hunger, that forced their hand all those
years ago. But I can also say yes truthfully because the facts of that story cannot be changed no matter how it is
spun; there was a dog, a beloved family pet, and then there was a soup--thin broth with chunks of stringy, tough
meat. Over the years, I have learned to resolve this paradox; it is important in this story to keep the horror in
context. It is important to never leave out how my uncle whispered prayers and apologies as he secured his beloved
pet to the shed, how my grandfather wept at the dinner table as he accepted his portion of food, how my mother
refused dinner that night, ignoring the ache in her stomach, because of her childish love for that dog.
And so, whenever I am faced with this question, to which I can answer with the dishonest truth or the truthful lie, I
bite my tongue, laugh, and say no, my family does not eat dogs.
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T he F e nc e
The Fence
The day was sunny and cruel, sticky and sour like melted lemon drops. The stone-cold morning air pierces
through my lungs as I inhale sharply with anticipation. “Six more days,” I murmur to myself quietly. I open my heavy
eyes to meet your longing gaze through the bolted windows. I smile.
“Meet me at the spot,” you whisper through the impenetrable walls with a wink, your silky voice inaudible yet I
understand every word. The monotonous beeping of the alarm clock echoes through my isolated chamber as the
bolted door unlocks. I race down the silent streets, the icy road melting by the second from the bitter lemon sun. I
hear your heaving breaths as you run close behind me; I smile, knowing I’ve always been faster. The Fence grows
nearer as we approach the edge of the community, and I skid into the debris-constructed fort we had built to endure
for almost 10 years. I lean my pounding head against the cool bricks and sigh with relief as you slide into our secret
spot next to me. As you join your numb fingers with mine, all I can think is how I could ever live to see a single day
without you by my side.
“6 more days”, you confirm, must have been reading my mind as you ask nervously, “Cally, what’s gonna happen
to us?” I shake my head at the carefully neglected thought. I am taken aback by your next words. “Cally, run away
with me.”
We have been here since birth. 1,781 kids under age 16. Just us and our identical chambers, meager food rations,
and our curious minds constantly wondering why we are confined inside The Fence. Every year, three white vans
come to take away those who have turned 16. We all optimistically dream of the opportunities and privileged life that
lies outside The Fence, but no one really knows where the 3 white vans take us. The mere thought of living another
year without knowledge of the outside world is unbearable, and the one thing keeping me from fleeing with you is the
lingering thought: Is The Fence keeping us in, or is it keepingsomething out?
The last 6 days were unbearably painful, having been faced with the toughest decision one could be offered. Do I
flee the only structure of a life I have, and live in constant wonder of why we were restrained inside an electric fence
our entire lives, just to be free with you forever? Or do I trust the government that raised us in confinement and
finally understand the reason behind our isolated community, and risk losing you forever?
The bright lemonade sun was replaced by sullen, misty clouds, sulking in the hazy sky. They weighed down our
weak, weary shoulders, turning everything a heavy gray. The stone walls and floor of my cell. The cobblestone roads
I had walked hundreds of times. Your eyes were gray, my eyes reflecting the same empty color. Everything was gray
except for the shiny white vans that forever dwelled in my worries. I stood beside you, looking out over The Fence,
trembling hands in my hoodie pockets, my shaky breaths barely visible against the early morning air. Suddenly, a low
rumbling noise pulled me from my ghostly trance and drew my attention to the lush woods in the distance. Your eyes
are alert, squinting at 3 pairs of headlights penetrating the murky fog and growing bigger and brighter by every
precious second. Your tough hands grip my shoulders with urgency.
“We have to go now. Cally, please, I can’t risk losing you. Who knows where they might take us!? Please, run
away with me, stay with me, Cally”, you plead as the vans grow nearer in the early hours of the life-changing day.
Tears creep into the brims of my eye as I blurt out my decision.
“I’m sorry, Luke, I can’t–” your head hangs as you turn away. My voice breaks as I call after you, “How do you
expect me to live without knowing anything about my purpose in this life? I can’t just go every day wondering about
The Fence and how we got here and where we will go! I won’t just give up whatever I’ve waited 16 years for!”
Silence. You stare into the distance for a moment. I wonder if you will even turn around. I question whether you
will even say goodbye.
“Well I won’t just give up on us!” you shout back, your pained voice hindering the stillness. Through my tearblurred vision, I see the vans speed past The Fence, white-masked faces peering out the tinted windows. We stand

apart for a moment, staring into each other’s gray eyes. Time stops. The gray world spins around us. I can’t breathe.
Heavy, marching footsteps echo through my ears, but nothing else seems to matter in this moment.
Suddenly, a pair of gloved hands grip my shoulders and pull me back. I choke and sputter as my eyes water from
the smothering exhaust from the vans. I regain my sight and balance to spot you sprinting into the distance. I panic. I
kick and scream, thrashing in the masked man’s arms. I fight against the powerful restraint of the gloved hands
throwing me into the van. I finally break free. You’re still running. Now I’m running, still faster. You stop, hundreds
of feet ahead, and you see me. Suddenly, my tear-blurred vision goes black, and the last thing I see is you; standing
still, facing me, waving your familiar hand goodbye.
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T he Mothe r
The Mother
My father told me it was like magic when I was born. He said the thunder outside froze mid clap. He said my mother
had told him the building shuddered, and it felt like all the world around her had imploded into a little muffled dot.
My father said that was the moment her mind had finally cracked.
As a child, I hadn’t noticed anything unusual about her. My mother, as mothers are to all toddlers, was beyond
human. A subspecies that slept standing straight up with their eyes wide open, a spirit that faded from existence
whenever I retired from requiring constant attention. So it hadn’t seemed strange to me that she never spoke, not
even once. Nor showed any hint of emotion; I didn’t think the muscles in her face had shifted in years. Crust had
built up in the corners of her eyes, little tufts of eyelashes and dust, because she didn’t blink either. But I had never
met another mother. I knew they existed, out in the world, but never saw them, and so I assumed that they were all
exactly like mine.
And it didn’t bother me, the lack of feeling. She expressed her love in other ways. Our old house was nestled in its
own corner of reality. A concrete building with five sets of stairs all joined together in one long, vertical well. The
windows were sealed with lines of thick glue, colorfully patterned carpet blanketed the floors broken in intervals by
bare patches where squares of it had been pulled up. Rectangular fluorescent lights blinked on and off haphazardly
within the rooms and along the hallways. My father liked to name the rooms inside the building. The fifth cupboard
on the third floor was called Cobweb, the dim chasm-like room below the first floor was Mildew. Even the bathroom
with seven toilettes, all separated by graffitti branded, thin, plaster walls he endearingly dubbed Leopold. Every
evening, without fail, I would be asked to fetch a glass from Bristle, after my father had seated himself at the head of
the dining table and realized he had forgotten a drink for my mother. And I would kick back my stool and clamber up
onto the split granite counter top to reach the shelves where the elusive styrofoam cups roosted. It became routine,
and so familiar. I would think hand on stone, foot on handle, knee on stoneand suddenly I would stand four feet
taller than I had been before. Until, one night, the handle of the cabinet door beneath the countertop wasn’t there.
The world slowed down as my bare foot had grazed the empty space where my step was supposed to be. The hole
in the asbestos tile ceiling grinned at me as I fell, menacing, ragged edges dripping with dust as it salivated,
anticipating my demise. It was then a hand had brushed my head. I widened my eyes and there was my mother’s
face. I was cradled in her arms, inches from the concrete floor. She set me on my feet, reached into the cabinet, and
retrieved a tube of cups, wrapped in a sleeve of plastic. I don’t remember my father ever forgetting a glass after
that.
I was fifteen when I first met another mother. It was January, the first week of the month, and gloomy as I had
annually observed from the clear paned window on the third floor. But this January was different. I could hear it in
the pipes, groaning as frigid water inched through them, and could feel it in the woolen coat my father slipped over
my arms and shoulders. At first, I was uncomfortable in the thick fabric, my arms pinned in place, my shirt rumpled
against my back, and my shirt sleeves shoved halfway up those of the jacket. But I kept it on, because my father
wore his only twice a year. I could tell that this was the day he would take me outside with him.
My father had packed a large bag with every set of clothing both he and I owned, save for the thick corduroy pants
I wore tucked into long socks. He then sat me down upon the first stair and shoved my feet in molded leather
footwear, thick and rigid, pulled on two plastic capped pieces of string, and tied them in a neat bow near where my
ankle began. Then he helped me to my feet.
“There, your own pair of shoes,” my father had explained. He slipped his own on as I wobbled around the entryway.
Excitement bubbled in my chest as he stood and took two face masks off of their hook, one whipped and rugged, the
other still scented faintly of plastic packaging. The first time he had put one on I had been frightened. His hair was

matted down and smothered by a cap of leather, and his voice was muffled behind a muzzle of mesh. What had
scared me the most, however, were his eyes. They were just two domes of shiny black plastic. He told me he could
see out of them, but I didn’t quite believe him.
So when he placed the duplicate over my head and tightened the straps at the back of my skull, panic flared and I
stumbled backwards.
“It’s all right,” he cautioned me. “We need these on to breath out there.”
I relaxed immediately. My father nodded concisely, took my shoulders, and spun me around to face my mother, who
was placed in the mouth of the hallway, arms by her sides.
“Say goodbye to your mother,” my father murmured. I could feel his breath against my neck as it funneled from his
mask. “Say goodbye, now.”
I tried to turn around, puzzled, but my father held my shoulders firmly set towards my mother where she stood, all
shrouded in a dim fluorescent glow.
My father sighed. “Like this, boy.” He lifted one hand off of my right shoulder and waved his splayed fingers, palm
out, at my mother. “Go on.”
I slowly stretched my arm out, locked my elbow, and unclenched my fist. My mother cocked her head. With two
jerks, I waved my hand back and forth, then, as my mother shuffled forward once, my father grabbed my still
outstretched hand and motioned me towards the door.
I turned with him, facing the outside, but stayed rooted to my place on the tile, my hand pulling from his as he
continued forward. My father stopped by the doorway, slung his bag over his shoulder and pushed his way into the
outside. A blast of frigid, sulfurous air knocked me backwards in his wake, but my mother stepped up behind me and
pushed me through the door after him. He was waiting for me, hands shoved into his pockets, and wooly hood
waving back behind his head. I stole a glance back and up the building. The fifth floor was hidden in a yellow fog
that sagged in tendrils, seeping a film that clouded the windows of the lower floors. Through the door I could see my
mother, stone-faced as ever, turn away and disappear down the hallway.
With a shuddering breath, I faced what my father called the Tundra. Far along the horizon, a haze of ash and ice
blew fiercely. Yellowish mounds capped with thick mist stretched for miles. Faults in the ground spewed gusts of
toxic smoke like fire from a dragon’s maw. Dust tumbled over the tops of my shoes. My father took my hand and led
me away.
We stumbled on for hours. The wind blew, but it was silent, and I could hear my father as he told me what things
were, and what things had been. Shriveled rags of what looked like cloth sticking out of the ground were shrubs. He
said that these had been tall things once. Taller than our building, tall enough for their green tufts to scrape the white
sacks of moisture my father called clouds. A cut in the ground, wide as it was deep, he said once had water flowing
through it. But now it was just a snaking bed of loose silt, gently piling up its slopes as the wind forced dust down
into it.
I was grateful for the shoes. Every so often, a speck of rock would drill itself into their thick leather, but never
pierced all the way to my toes. The wind blew these tiny stones up near my face as well, but the mask warded them
off. The mesh that covered the tube over my mouth was made of layers of tighter and tighter mesh as it closed in on
my face, preventing the suspended particles from finding their way into my nose. My father said that years ago, the
tall growing things would have held the dust in place, but now the breeze snatched it up and hurled it in great gusts
that would fill my lungs faster than I could cough.
We trudged onwards until the swirling mists of dust and gas were darkened by the light dimming behind them. It was
then my father stopped. I almost ran into his back, it was so sudden and night so close. He helped me duck down
under an overhanging slab of stone and then he talked. We sat there until I could barely see my own hand in front of
me. The only thing I could spot of my father was the glare off the black orbs in his mask. He explained to me how
everything had been. When he was only a boy and the sky was blue, not orange. When buildings towered even
higher than our own. When roaring metal boxers shot down paved paths faster than anything he’d ever seen. He said
that there were things living in the ground when he was young. Things that slunk around on four legs, not two, and
slithered flat on their stomachs, and flew through the sky on wings of silk. There were people too, he said. People
like us everywhere you looked. At each and every turn there was someone who talked just like we did.
I didn’t believe him. I wiped the layer of grit from my mask and pushed back out from under the overhang. My
father was quick to follow after me. He took me by the shoulders and stared down at me, but however kind his voice
was, I couldn’t attach it to his mouth. It was all shuttered inside the grated muzzle of his mask. Still, when he turned
and walked away again, I followed him. Because he was my father, and anyways, I wasn’t sure which way led back
to home.
It wasn’t much further before I saw the lights. They were puffy and ragged behind the swarms of dust, but they were
there. And behind the lights, as we grew closer, there were walls. Walls and windows climbing more than twelve
stories into the air. I stopped a few paces from the steel door, my face bathed in fluorescents, and stared up at the

concrete. Any indication of an end to the building was only the little lip of stone that rimmed the roof. But my eyes
were torn from the inverted abyss of height that made my head swim to a patch of light on the second floor. A
silhouette, fading into the glow behind it, stared out at us. Seconds later, the steel door creaked open.
My father took my hand and hurried me inside before the doors were slammed shut behind us. The room we had
entered was so bright and clear, I felt my hair bleaching. Faces, faces of people, peaked out from underneath plaster
trimmed archways. People with bagging eyes and thin hands and gaunt cheeks.
My hands shook too violently to remove my own mask, so my father lifted it off my face for me. I scrunched my eyes
against the glare, and gingerly felt the raw patches where the rim of the leather had eaten into my skin. A man with a
fiery red beard and round face walked up to me and my father. He wore a stocking cap and jacket with cuffs around
the elbows, the ends of which were tucked into the waistband of his pants. When he extended a hand, my father took
it in his and shook it up and down twice. Then the man did the same to me. His palm was very cold against mine, and
his long fingernails grazed my wrist.
“Welcome back, Johannas,” he said. His voice was gravelly and low, but somehow squeaky, like he had something
stuck in his throat that wouldn’t allow the words to pass by it.
“Every year, like clockwork,” my father replied.
The man laughed. None of the other figures in the entryway had made a move towards my father. They all just stood
staring at us with their fingers locked in their laps and their ears open.
“But something has changed, yes?” The man smiled at me, gravely. “Your son?”
“Yes,” my father answered. “Things have changed.” He handed the man his large bag who in turn placed it in the
arms of a younger child. The child lugged it up the stairs and disappeared around a corner.
“You will make yourselves at home?” the man asked.
My father nodded. And the others turned and walked back from where they had come from.
My father smiled at me, took my by the shoulders, and guided me down the hallway in front of us. Little images in
thin boxes hung from spindly wire lodged in the creamy colored walls. Fibrous carpet clung to the rims of my shoes.
When we reached the end of the corridor, my father swung back a pair of doors and ushered me into the room
beyond.
It was larger than anything I had ever seen. Enormous rafters soared into the ether above, painted in shadow, as the
lights were mounted in sections low against the walls. People sat nestled in cushions or by fires. Some whispered a
greeting to my father when he passed by them. But he never stopped to speak as he had with the man at the door.
Instead, he made a swerving path towards a young woman in a chair near the corner.
She put a hand to her mouth when my father approached and wrapped him in an embrace. Her smile widened when
he kissed her cheek and held her hand and she whispered a few words to him. A child, her child, tugged on her
sleeve. He wore a red shirt splattered with purple stains, and his hair was frizzled around his face in a blonde halo.
She snatched the giggling toddler off the ground and nuzzled his cheek.
Each action hit me like a slap to the face. Each blink of her eyes, each twitch of her mouth, every word she cooed to
the squealing child in her arms sent me reeling. This woman, this being, was a mother. But she could move. She
could speak. And my father, my father had come alive too. When she swung her boy into my father's arms he smiled
wider than I had ever seen before. It sickened me.
Then the mother leaned towards me. “It is wonderful to meet you,” she said. Her eyes were charcoal. The color it
was before being thrown into a fire. A flaky grey, like ash already burned.
I fell to the ground.
My father knelt next to me. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “This is your mother now. She will love you. She will care for
you. As yours never has.”
But I was afraid. So afraid I feared the beating in my chest would rip through my skin and splatter to the floor.
“We will stay here,” my father told me. But his voice sounded very far away. The walls around me were melting. The
air was congealing. The fire in the corner hissed and spat. When I looked at my father’s face, his eyes seemed
hidden by glossy black shells, and his mouth looked smothered in a mesh muzzle.
I scrambled to my feet. My father mirrored me, grabbing my elbow as I flung myself away from the mother.
“Come, now,” my father murmured. “Collect yourself.” His eyes searched my face, but behind the orbs of black
engulfing his sight, he couldn’t match my gaze, nor could he see my fingers, gradually twisting out of his grip. I
wrenched myself from his grasp, turned around and never saw him again. My father’s yells rumbled after me, but I
never paused. The double doors were open, the hallway passed in a blur as I fled. My head pulsed when I pulled the
mask over my eyes and then I was outside. I could feel the lights on my back and so I ran. Before I could be burned
by the bright white. I ran with my eyes closed. Ran and ran with no direction, only forward with my hands stretched
out in front of me and my fingernails collecting dust. In each gust of wind I could hear her voice behind me.
Unnatural.
There was no way to tell how I had found our building. But the sky was brighter when I came close to it, and the air

was cleaner. There, beyond the edge of the revolving door, sat my mother. She had pulled up a folding chair and was
looking out at me.
Just watching me, silently, as I pushed into the building and shattered my mask on the concrete floor.
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D ave , Mobile
Unbeknownst to him, Dave had been living in a fireplace throughout his childhood. He wasn’t the kind of person to
focus too hard on his surroundings. What he did notice was the dimensions of his room. Whenever he went over to
his friends’ houses, they always had rooms that at least fit a bed.
He didn’t hold this peculiar living situation against his parents, though. You see, Dave’s parents didn’t realize that
little boys weren’t supposed to sleep in fireplaces. They never got the chance to read one of those parenting books,
so all they could do was give it their best guess. Dave’s mother also guessed that he liked potato chips. Dave did not
like potato chips.
On the few occasions in Dave's first ten years of life that he and his parents went on vacation, the family Volkswagen
never failed to break down at mile marker 106 on I-95. Dave chalked this up to the fact that his dad never failed to
start doing donuts on the side of the Interstate at mile marker 106 on I-95. No matter now.
At his current age of 32, Dave liked barbeque potato chips, but he never saw his mother anymore so it was
pointless. Dave lived in Carmel, Indiana. His mother lived in Kearny, Nebraska. There weren’t any trains that ran
direct from Carmel to Keanry, so until Dave learned how to drive or bought a bike, there would be no interaction
between him and the woman. Dave’s father died at mile marker 106 on I-95 eleven years ago.
Dave recently went to the supermarket on April Fools day. He asked one of the workers if the store had any sesame
bagels in stock. The worker said no. Dave walked away and bought plain bagels instead. He didn’t realize the
worker said no as a prank. Dave was the April Fool.
On a lighter note, Dave decided as he was eating his plain bagel later that same day that sesame bagels didn’t
necessarily appeal to him anymore. He also decided that his feet were starting to hurt from walking 3 miles to the
grocery store whenever he needed bagels.
The parking lot was nearly empty. Odd, Dave thought, that the Department of Motor Vehicles could not keep their
own parking lot full of motor vehicles. He began to taste ash in his mouth, as he always did when confronted with a
challenge; this was a product of his childhood living situation. Dave had neither acquired a driver’s permit nor a
license in his life, mostly due to the fear that he would end up back at mile marker 106. A father’s fate, he feared,
could turn into a son’s ruin as well. In fact, Dave figuratively steered clear of most transportation other than his own
two feet, unless of course, someone else controlled the vehicle. Feet, being attached to the body and therefore the
brain of a human, are the most reliable moving things on this earth.
Dave had reluctantly arrived at the DMV for one reason: his mother in Kearny called him every day to ask what the
weather felt like in Carmel that day. He figured it would be more convenient for the both of them if he could go to
her house and show her how to access the internet page that showed weather forecasts for different locations. That
way, she could find out on her own. He also figured that she was getting old and he needed to see her before she
ended up in a retirement home. He did not want to visit her in a retirement home.
“Number 426, you’re up.” That’s how they did things at the DMV. The man at the front entrance gave him a number
and Dave’s name was no longer Dave; it was 426. So, when the DMV woman called his new name, he approached
her.

“What are you here for today, Sir?” Now his name was Sir.
“I’m here to get a license for driving.”
“And you’ve passed a driver’s education course?”
“Certainly. I finished the course last week.” The course consisted of a man handing a booklet to Dave and telling him
what to study. The man would then give Dave a quiz on each chapter of the booklet. Dave passed with flying colors.
“Well then, the next step will be for you to take the road skills test, and I believe we have someone in today to
administer it. Do you have a vehicle here with you today?”
“My feet.”
“Uh… Okay, we’ll use a car from our lot then. How about you sit down and wait a little bit, then I’ll call you up
when our administrator becomes available. Alrighty?”
“Alrighty.” Dave sat back down and waited to hear the number version of his name again. The ash started to tickle
his brain, or at least it sure felt that way. Dave wondered if the ash would affect his ability to drive. Luckily, he
didn’t have too much time to think about his ash brain before he heard 426 again and found himself in the front seat
of a 1989 Volkswagen Corrado.
“Ready to begin?” This sentence came out of the mouth of a bushy man named Theodore, or at least that was the
name-tag version of his name. Dave couldn’t help but wonder what his number was.
“Yes I am.” Dave really was ready. He drove with stellar speed control due to the strong foot muscles he had
developed over years of walking. He made sure to slow down on turns and stop at least 4 feet before the car in front
of him at stoplights.
“Impressive!” Theodore said when Dave eased onto the interstate without jerking the car into high gear too fast.
Dave learned over the course of their time together that Theodore liked to encourage through exclamations.
Interstates were a sore subject for Dave, but he managed by closing his eyes for 2 seconds every time he passed a
mile marker. You can’t end up like your dad, he thought, if you never give yourself the opportunity. Theodore, as
kind as he was, made for a horrible test administrator. He did not notice Dave’s eye trick once, even when the car
swerved slightly to the left or right for two seconds.
Dave parked the car in the lot and made his way back inside the DMV with Theodore’s paper of approval. Plenty of
check marks filled the little boxes, complete with Theodore’s smudged signature at the bottom.
After waiting for 26 more minutes, the DMV woman took Dave’s picture and handed him a temporary license. Dave
celebrated this achievement by walking to his favorite soft serve ice cream stand. Sitting on the bench, he thought
about next steps. He assumed that step would be to buy a car. But as this thought came to mind, he started to pay
attention to all the vehicles whistling past him on the main road. How dreadful, he thought, it would be to stick
myself in one of those things forever! I wouldn’t even see the ground beneath me!
Dave made up his mind fast. Approaching the nearest person, which happened to be a gangly boy of about 20 years,
he inquired:
“Could you point me to the nearest bicycle shop?”
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P oe ms of the P e rs pic ac ious
Dreams
Dreams, float about my head
Uncontrolled silver thread
Ideas, whispering in my ear
So quiet, I can barely hear
Phrases stolen from a book
Of poems, old and overlooked
Possibilities wrapped around my fingers
But plausibility does not linger
So as my tranquil body sleeps
My mind worries and it weeps
For no one knows the woes of mine
never will the stars align
or give the darkness hope for light

Stuffed Animal
Fur matted with tears, new and old
And with secrets that reside
For it is you who I lean on, you who I hold
For when my best friend died
You have always been there
And together we grow old
With or without her
You will always be my friend
Even when she left this world
You are who I hold

Your glossy eyes stare at me
So I turn your head away
I have not held you,
Hugged you,
Or kissed you in so long
Because I have been feeling strong
But when my world started to crumble
You are who I went to cuddle
Because you were always there
And always will be my friend
You have watched me grow

And change
and learn
and glow
You have seen tears
Of joy and sorrow
And flashes of blind anger
You have seen drama queen,
And Awkward teen
And everything in between
You have seen me
Come out of my shell
And become someone else's minion
You have seen me stand up for myself
And set lofty goals
You have seen me
In all my glory
And only you know my full story

Low Blood Sugar
My fingers twitch and quiver as I watch them write
I am not controlling them, nor is my mind
Veins blue against my skin
Pale, scarred cheeks
Bruises up and down my legs
And my soul, it weeps.
My fingers, ripped and bloody
My mind is torn to shreds
My blood pumping fast and strong
Bringing sugar to my head.
With candy comes relief
As my grumpies fade away
The rose comes back to my cheeks
And my fingers take a break.
With my low blood sugar gone
I relax and breathe
For now I may clear my head
And find sought after peace
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S c is s ors
When I was in the third grade, my english teacher made us do reading logs. Reading logs were to make sure each
student was reading a sufficient amount of books. Every Friday, we had to turn our reading logs with the amount of
minutes we had read that week and our guardian’s signature to authenticate our reading. The reading logs were for
kids who were not like me, I loved reading and school. I thrived on an assignment like this because I got to show off
my organization skills and how much I love school.
One day I was sitting in my third grade science class and I could hear the clickity clack of those high heels
walking down the hallway. I knew it wasn’t for me, I was never the kid who got in trouble, like I said, I loved
school. The vice principal walked in and whispered to the teacher, trying not to embarrass whichever kid is getting in
trouble. But, they always ended up embarrassing them anyways because the same sentence rolls off the teacher’s
lips:
“Could you go with her please? She needs to speak to you. Take your things”
“Yeah… sure”
My heart sank down to my stomach. This had never happened to me before I walked behind the vice principal all
the way to the office. I felt like I was leaving my trail of sweat all the way down the hallway. We sat at a round table
and she asked me,
“How are you doing?”
“I’m fine. How are you doing?”
“I’m doing well, thank you for asking. I wanted to talk to you about something.”
“Okay, what is it?”
“You’re reading logs. What you’re doing is illegal, you cannot forge your mom’s signature on the reading logs”
Busted.
I started crying. (I don’t do well with getting yelled at by athuority figures.) I thought I was going to jail. She said
it was illegal! Jail here I come... To be fair, I had done my reading. But, I had forgotten to ask her for her signature
so, I used my flip phone to ask my mom if I could copy her signature, while on the bus. Too bad this has happened
three times now. My organizational skills ego had taken a hit. The vice principal handed me a box of tissues,
hesitantly and continued to punish me.
“I am not going to suspend or expel you because I talked to your mom and she told me that she gave you
approval for the signature. But, you still need to realize that this is not okay. Since you never get into trouble, I am
going to give you a warning this time, but please do not continue this pattern.”
The conversation kept going, but I was no longer listening. I left in full tears, even though I was not actually in
trouble. I thought my mom was going to kill me, but she didn’t. Instead she said:
“You need to get better at my signature.”
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T he S torm T hat C hange d E ve rything
The Storm That Changed Everything
Hurricane Katrina was all everyone was talking about. It was all over the news, how it was devastating the
Bahamas only as a tropical storm, and by the time it would hit the United States, it would be a category five
hurricane, but to 14-year-old Naomi, it didn’t matter. She had her own matters to deal with, like her upcoming
projects due, making plans with her friends, and babysitting her eight-year-old brother, Jett. Her Mom, Dad, and
grandmother, Nana, as Jett and Naomi called her, were going to extreme measures to prepare their slightly less nice
New Orleans home for the feared storm that was quickly coming towards them. As they were boarding up their
windows with scrap pieces of wood they found around trash dumpsters behind buildings, Naomi told her mom about
how she was looking forward to the hurricane, as long as nothing went horribly wrong. It meant some family time and
getting to hang out and play games with Jett, and her mom said, “Naomi, I wish I was an optimist like you. You
always find the bright side of things, which is what so many people need to have in this world.”
Three days passed, and the dark clouds were looming. The wind was picking up, and it was starting to drizzle.
Naomi and Jett were sent home early from school to their small home with boarded-up windows and gallons of
bottled water on the inside. The rain fell, and it kept falling. The wind blew harder, and the power went out. The
rainwater that fell seeped in under the bottom of the door and through the loose boards over the window into the
house.
By the fourth day of the hurricane, the streets outside were so flooded that if Naomi walked into them, the water
would rise to her mid-thigh, not to mention the winds that would literally blow her off of her feet. Inside the family’s
home, where there would usually be a cozy fire in the fireplace, instead, there was knee-deep still water that smelled
appalling and was ruining the family’s furniture.
Naomi and Jett were playing Crazy Eights when their mom called their names from the kitchen. “Naomi? Jett?
Mom?” her mother called. Naomi and Jett entered the room with their grandmother close behind, none of them
knowing what was going on. Her dad started, “we have bad news.”
“As you three know, the living conditions of our home have become, well, unliveable. Inside the house, there was
water damage and flooding all throughout, and the water levels will only rise as the hurricane goes on. Your dad and
I have decided that it will be safest for all of us if we leave the house and go to the local shelter two blocks away
because sadly, our house is soon going to be ruined,” her mother finished.
Naomi’s eyes filled with tears. She and her family were going to leave her home because it was going to be
flooded and destroyed. The room she had since she was a baby, the staircase she sat on every Christmas morning,
the kitchen where she had bake-offs with her friends, would be gone. “Pack up your valuable stuff in your suitcases
because we have to leave as soon as possible,” said her dad.
Naomi rushed upstairs and looked around her room. What to pack? Everything had a memory, and most of it
would be gone soon. She rushed around grabbing a few of her favorite clothes, some books, pictures of her and her
family and friends, and her mom called her downstairs.
Jett hauled his suitcase down the stairs right behind his big sister. Everyone else in their family was already ready
to go. They loaded the suitcases into the family’s old 1991 model minivan and hopped in before any water and heavy
wind could do too much destruction.
“We have a problem,” her dad, the driver said.
“What is it?” her mom said.
“The engine won’t start, I think there’s too much water damage.”
“Well, what should we do? The shelter is only a few blocks away.”
Silence suddenly dawned on the family as they realized what they might have to do.
“Walking through a category five hurricane could and will go horribly wrong,” her grandmother said.

“What other choice do we have?” her mother asked, and just then, every person in the car knew that they were
going to have to try to walk three blocks in a strong category five hurricane.
“Just leave everything in the car. The less stuff we are carrying the likelier it is that we make it to the shelter,” her
dad advised.
Before anyone knew it, the family was out in the open, walking in waist-deep water. Naomi was having trouble
walking and falling behind the rest of her family. It’s like walking through the ocean,Naomi thought, but during a
whirlpool, rip current, and tornado. At least once we get through this situation, we’ll be safe and dry with
plenty to eat in the hurricane shelter. The wind howled like a pained wolf and the rain pounded against the five
family members, stinging their cheeks and drying their eyes. The intense conditions made what would usually take no
more than two minutes to walk, take more than two hours. Even worse, Naomi was beginning to fall behind where
her parents were, and no one could hear her shouting to slow down over the sounds of the rain and wind.
The water was rapidly yet smoothly flowing down the street as a silk fabric would yet it still pushed back on
Naomi. She was so tired that she couldn’t walk anymore. If she took a break from pushing as hard as she could to
get through the deep water, she would fall even farther behind the rest of her family. A tree branch broke and flew
right past Naomi, cutting her arm, and the disgusting street water made the cut sting and burn. While she was looking
at her cut, a dog struggling to keep its head above the water caught her eye. It was a pretty moderate-sized dog
without a collar, probably some sort of yellow lab, but nonetheless, it had clearly been misplaced during the
hurricane and was struggling in the rough water.
Without thinking first, Naomi rushed over as quickly as she could to grab the dog. She saw a piece of what
seemed like someone’s roof that was floating down the river. She grabbed onto it and hoisted the dog up so it could
sit somewhat comfortably on it. She wanted the dog to be able to sit as comfortably as possible, even if that meant
sacrificing her own warmth. With the dog on the small piece of debris and Naomi holding onto it, they both laid their
heads down to let their bodies rest after trying so hard to push through the flooded streets. Naomi got up with a jolt,
realizing that the rest of her family was long gone, probably already to the shelter at that point. She was stranded,
alone, in the middle of a neighborhood she could no longer recognize. She fit right in with the knocked down
branches, old furniture, car parts, and other pieces of debris floating down the new river that used to be a road
where young kids like Jett would play hopscotch and freeze tag.
A few hours later, after floating around on a piece of someone’s roof with her new dog friend, Naomi’s whole
body stung from the cold and wind, and it was getting dark. Hunger and thirst gnawed at her whole body, and she
felt like she would never make it out of the awful circumstances. She knew there would be no way of surviving while
just holding on to a piece of roof, and lucky enough, while she was looking around an unidentifiable and torn-up
town, she saw a big truck for what seemed like a local grocery store, Blanchard’s, even though she’d never heard of
it. She realized that if she could get herself and the dog on top of the truck, they would both have a much higher
chance of surviving. Naomi picked up the dog and let go of the small roof they’d called home for the past few hours,
and pushed and paddled against the gusts of wind and pouring rain while holding the dog. She hoisted herself onto
the hood of the truck and lodged her feet in between the somehow still intact windshield wipers and windshield.
With all of her strength, Naomi lifted the dog up to the top of the truck first, even though she knew she might slip
and fall, and she used every last ounce of power in her arms and core to lift herself up too. They were sitting on the
top of a truck in freezing cold downpours, and the only thing that kept her warm was the thought that her parents,
grandmother, and brother were most likely safe and warm in the hurricane shelter.
As evening turned into night, Naomi held tightly onto the dog, making sure neither would accidentally slip off of
the tall vehicle. All of a sudden, the sounds of rain and wind turned into something else. It sounded like a beating
noise and it was getting louder and louder. As it came closer to the girl and the dog, Naomi’s drenched hair whipped
around her face, even more than the hurricane itself made it. She knew it was a tornado, without even turning
around, but all of a sudden, she saw a light. Not a natural light, more like a spotlight one would see in their school
play. She became curious so she turned around and looked up, and it wasn’t a tornado! The loud noise was a
Louisiana Rescue Service helicopter, looking for stranded people in the hurricane! She waved her arms and tried to
be as noticeable as possible, and luckily when the light was moving around the street it stopped on her and the dog.
The rescue team sent down a rope ladder for her to climb up, but she couldn’t bring herself and the dog, so she had
to hold onto the bottom of the ladder with the dog under her other arm while they slowly raised the ladder.
When she got into the helicopter, there was a man who gave her a plastic bottle of water and a small bag of
Goldfish, and she gratefully took them. The young woman in the cockpit of the helicopter, who introduced herself as
Mallie asked Naomi, “What city are you from?”
“New Orleans,” Naomi answered.
“Wow,” the guy sitting next to her said.
“We just picked you up all the way in Metairie,” Mallie said. “We’ll fly you to one of our shelters in New
Orleans while looking for more survivors on the way if that’s alright. After the rain and wind slow down more, we

can try to find where your family is.”
Wow, Naomi thought, Metairie is six miles north of New Orleans. I really floated far.“That sounds great,”
Naomi said, “I really hope I can see the rest of my family soon.”
“Well, once we land at our shelter and the flood levels go down and we locate them, we’ll be able to drive you to
the shelter they’re at.”
Naomi nodded. Once she found her family again, she knew would be able to convince them to keep the yellow
lab that she saved. Even though the storm changed everything she knew in her life like her home, her hometown,
ultimately, she would have a unique story to tell for the rest of her life.
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G ris ha
I.
It’s been a while since we knew each other like old habits,
since you dragged me half dead out of deep water.
It’s been a while, yet we fall perfectly into place
when you meet me at the curb.
I had forgotten the way your fears quivered in my hands.
Clutching them again,
I know you like before,
and I let you remember me, too.
Together we float across an infinity of light,
an infinity of meadow,
making our way back to each other.
Only thirty-one hours with you-one night that doesn’t feel like Wisconsin,
but two that feel like home.
I realize I like you because you can’t keep your hands to yourself,
because you’ll never stop touching until my flesh is half yours.
When I am hungry,
when I crave every part of you
and sneak you like seconds at the dinner table,
my touch turns you to Northern winter brushing up against the trees.
I’ll never have you sitting still.
You’ll keep moving,
keeping warm.
You’re only half mine if I can catch you.
When you finally learn the ridges of my palms,
you’re all mine and I’m all yours.
In heat we’re indistinguishable like a melted candle still glowing,
deaf to the cold hammering on the door.
Touch me once,
and I’ll never take shape again.
Touch me once,
and my skin will give way,
a fragile and dying river for you to resurrect.
My body will ripple again,
I’ll be intense and alive,
I’ll want your hands to tell me where I’m beautiful.
Will you call me darling where no one else can hear?
What name will you whisper to make my hair stand up?
I’m here now,

close enough for your fingertips to reach me,
and I’ll reach back.
Close to me,
right beside me,
your eyelashes shift like shadows upon my face.
We’re gentler than we’ve ever been,
and I’ve decided to love you this time.
No longer wound tight around myself,
I could so easily come undone-you’ll let me come undone,
won’t you?
I’m all soft for you,
all full of aching when I leave you.
Our starving souls can’t survive off so little time.
II.
Your mother is awake and intent
while I lie with my fingers in your hair.
Early morning stacked on top of her mound of flour,
she tucks her childhood into little balls of bread.
Home tastes like cabbage and apple jelly,
and I am full for the morning-sweetheart,
taste me and be full for the morning.
Russia is waking up early to pour passion into breakfast.
Russia is her son who passes on to me a strange and foreign word for cucumber.
Russia is settling down in a city with white Christmases
like those of the past.
I meet her twice, and glimpse history welling in her eyes each time.
Both of us far from home,
both of us bound to Lady Liberty’s forgotten North,
bound to you.
Your mother,
pulling the pierogies from the oven,
calls the name of a boy within whom the old world’s fables ignite a pulse.
Then she retreats,
catching the remnants of morning,
and leaves her offerings of welcome behind on the table.
The merchant’s wife sips her tea as we eat,
as light caresses your delicate cheek.
I like her because I like you,
because she is pierogies and shyness in the kitchen,
your green eyes like decaying Saint Petersburg copper.
Hand suspended, poised above her abundance of fruits,
she will never touch the way we do.
She waits for her husband to come home from behind the paint,
beyond the time of the canvas.
On the wall,
she hangs in her lonely eternity,
womanly worry on her lips
and her cup half empty.
III.
You take me to the city,
you take me to wonder.

One day I’ll take you to mine,
and we’ll walk arm in arm down similar streets.
I want to keep something like this going,
I tell you later.
I want to keep in touch,
I want you to come visit.
I want home to be a vague notion to the both of us,
something floundering in the glass of downtown windows,
something innate nestled between our bones.
Tell me you’ll stop by soon.
Tell me you need shelter for a few nights-I’ll have a bed made up for you.
IV.
When sunlight steals its hand from your cheek,
the moon decides it wants us as hungry animals in its shade.
We escape from noise to noiselessness,
where the grass sighs silently and the air has gone mute.
There are a million things I could say to you,
each one a star puncturing the dim knot of sky
that brightens with every constellation I tangle into it.
Thirty-one hours,
and not enough time to number these untold truths.
I become more and more you
as darkness blurs our bodies together-I refuse to sit still,
I see myself in the wide black of your eyes,
I hear my heart drumming in time with yours.
You are quiet,
so I suddenly want to kiss you
and throw all the halves of my sentences out
and be quiet for a moment, too-and then I want you to memorize me,
to remember my voice,
to be able to find your way back to me from afar
through soul alone.
I tell you I love you the way humans love each other,
and hope the words stick in the sky.
Daringly,
you clench my softness between your teeth, and hold on tight.
I wonder if swallowing it would shred your stomach into sorrow.
In the lowlight,
I’m free to unwind without reticence.
I apologize for Harlingen,
for Zuidbroek,
for all the times I spat your love back up once I was done with it.
Cup the mess of me in your palms,
and build me back up from my wrongdoings.
V.
The hair on your neck is just barely wet the next morning,
our last morning;
you come downstairs to greet me
without letting it dry.
Our final moments are clean,

you are clean,
and I am hopeless in your hands.
I try to love you in a way I think you might like,
giving you one kiss for each mile that will stand between us by evening.
With so little of this left,
I collapse into your arms for the last time.
I’ll miss our orange soda back East;
you search your car for the empty can.
Grisha, my darling,
Chekhov’s little wonder,
your mother’s bunny rabbit-I am part of your feverish world now.
I share this universe with nurses, cooks, soldiers,
your breath that coils around my ear
like hallucinations of wind.
You grin through your marvelous youth-we’re children again,
we’re edgeless again-and heaven and reality are suddenly nothing but words.
In the end,
this will be a dream burning up behind our foreheads,
putting us to sleep.
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Wave s of E motion
Waves of Emotion
Stop. I told my brain. Don’t think about it anymore. They don’t deserve your thoughts, they never did.I
blasted the radio louder to distract myself. The process of carrying on like this went on for three more hours.
Regrets would make their way into my brain, I would shun them away, blast my music louder, and add more pressure
to the gas pedal. The sooner I arrived the better. I finally pulled into an overgrown driveway surrounded by a warm
gold wheat field shimmering with the gentle breeze, the repetitive waves of the stalks blowing sweet air towards me.
Or at least it would be like that when I was done with it. For now, it was a dull, dusty, brown piece of land, with an
uneven fence around the border that was cracked and falling over. It was a little less than an acre. Small, but just
what I needed to take my mind off of, everything.
Be quiet.Next, my eyes wandered to the house. It was cramped, with just enough room for a kitchenette,
bathroom, and living space that doubled as a bedroom. The grey-ish paint was peeling, and it appeared that some
sort of vine was growing out of the chimney. In a way that the comforting evening light hit the cool cracked stone
steps onto the faded sage door. I loved it. As I carried in the few boxes I had brought from my old living space, I
slowly felt more fatigued. As soon as the last box was inside, I collapsed on the bare couch and fell asleep.
In the morning, I got right to work on my field. While most would rent equipment, I wanted to do it by hand.
Like I said, it wasn’t for any profit, I was just using it as a distraction. I was taking advantage of it. Stop. Being
selfish. Stop. Using it for my own personal gain.“STOP!” I screamed. The scream that escaped my lungs was
unexpected, and I would feel my emotions losing control any moment now.
“Why can’t I escape! My thoughts are suffocating me STOP IT, STOP, STOP!” I felt my body trembling, what
if someone heard? I didn’t want to talk to anyone about anything, especially this.
Work Olive, work, and you don’t have to think about it.I guess that I could scream all I wanted this deep into
the countryside. It was so different from the congested streets of New York that I was so used to. I worked all
week, digging, plowing, planting, and watering. All was normal, until I got a visitor. An old woman with short white
hair and pronounced smile wrinkles knocked on my door, shocking me. The closest house I had seen around me was
miles away, near the market way down the road. The woman’s light pink button up glowed slightly in the spring sun.
A wave of fear swept over me. People? I wasn’t expecting people near me at this time.
Stop Olive. Control your emotions. It is not the end of the world. Tell them you don’t want to be around
people, and politely ask them to leave.
“Oh, hello! You must be the girl moving into Mr. Wilson’s old home, glad to meet ya! I’m Pearl, Pearl Hathaway;
I live here on this little farm. I was just about to bring you a little house warming gift if ya don’t mind, can I come
in?” she exclaimed. I panicked.
“Uh, I… Uh, no.” She stared at me.
“It’s fine, I’ll just be a minute. This is quite a place you got on your hands,” she said gazing out at my freshly
plowed field.
Who does this woman think she is barging into my house? A friend?
A new wave of emotion washed through
my body, but this time the fear had been replaced by sadness as the memories and homesickness flooded back. She
needed to leave before I had another outburst.
“Excuse me, I’m feeling very tired, could you maybe go home until I can get some sleep?” I lied desperately.
Pearl looked up from the t-shirt she was folding.
Folding? Is she really doing my laundry?
“I have just the thing for some post-farming fatigue, you sit right here, I’ll boil some tea,” I wanted to scream
again. Here I was, away from my city life, my big penthouse life, my lots of friends life, to be alone. And yet,
something was holding back, it was almost like I didn’t want her to leave. Before I could make up what was causing

me to feel this way, a warm cup of Earl Grey Tea was in my hands and I was sitting on my plush couch.
“Now, Mr. Wilson told me that a young woman named Olive Walsh was moving into his old house from New
York City! I can’t even believe that a city like that exists, and now I’m meeting someone from there? Tell me about
it, I just cannot keep in my excitement,” she babbled.
“I uh… I don’t… It’s not that…” I began to protest, but her longing eyes were somehow comforting, and I felt
my words slip out of my mouth.
“It’s big. And loud. And people are everywhere, very different from here. The houses hardly ever have
backyards, and when they do, it’s normally a public space. Actually, there are not many houses. We all live in
apartments,”
“Wowee, have you ever seen one of those big apartments? The pen-houses or something? I’ve only met one
person who lived in one of those things, she was a riot!”
“Penthouses? Yeah, I used to live in one too,” my voice grew smaller and smaller as my sentence carried on. I
sipped some tea.
“Now do tell me Olive, why would you ever leave one of those things? I have heard that those houses are quite
the ambition out in New York.”
“I needed to get out. My business… I just needed to leave,” I could feel my face getting hot. The icy ocean of
emotions was swirling menacingly in my brain. What would it be today, sadness, anger, despair, frustration? I didn’t
wait to find out.
“I think you should leave Mrs. Hathaway. Please leave,”
She smiled.
“Of course. But Olive dear,” she began as she shuffled toward the door. “Call me Pearl,” And with that, she was
gone.
Why would you say those things to her? Olive you idiot! You just talked to this random old lady about part
of your old life! What if she comes back? These were my thoughts as I drifted off to sleep, my commands to stop
being ignored by my brain once again.
The next morning, Pearl was back, this time bearing a large picnic basket with sandwiches and more tea. This time, I
did not struggle and simply let her come in. We sat outside eating our sandwiches and watched the clouds move lazily
across the watery blue sky. We chatted about the different farms in the area, and Pearl taught me about the different
crops she had grown up tending to. Unlike me, she was a farmer for profit. She pointed out her cottage across the
road. It was in the middle of a large soybean field, so far from my view that I had never even seen it.
“Do tell me Olive, what made you leave your old home?” she asked casually. I hesitated. Even though I had only
met this woman yesterday, I somehow felt as though I could trust her.
“Because it was never a home to me. I started a business at a young age, and it took off pretty quick. I was
kinda shoved into that New York socialite life without really thinking about it. I soon learned that people were taking
advantage of my new wealth and status, people who I thought were friends, and people who I thought were family.
So I just left. And no one followed me. Not my parents, not my sisters, not my best friends. No one,”
“Did you want them to come after you?”
“Well, no but… I just… I needed… I needed… I wanted… I don’t,” my voice trailed off, And then all of a
sudden I started crying. Salty, sad, hot tears dripped down my cool cheeks. All of my built up sadness exploded like
a broken dam, and for once, I didn’t stop it. This was the first time I had cried in years. Tears upon tears, they ran
down my face, for what felt like hours. And Pearl just stayed there. Sat next to me and held my hand.
You have shown this random woman more emotion than you have shown anyone else in your life.
But was
she that random? The more I thought about it, the more confused I became. She had shown up and been kind to me,
talked to me, and didn’t judge me even though I had been so harsh with her. Then I felt something I hadn’t felt in a
long time; relief. It was spreading over me, slowly dissolving all of the toxic emotions that had been controlling my
body for so long. And as the crying ceased, Pearl was still there. Continuing her cloud watching with the now setting
sun. She pushed a little bit of water my way and squeezed my hand. As if she knew that I wanted to be alone now,
she got up and left without another word. For a few days I took a break from my wheat field. I sat on my couch and
just thought about all that had happened. For the first time in forever, I felt like a human being. Not an object being
tossed around parties and family events being peppered with money questions, but a 24 year old with a wheat field
and a nice friend.
Now that I was free, where would I go? I weighed my options. On the one hand, I had heard some people
talking about a larger wheat farm a few hours away, one with a nicer cottage and better resources for growing crops.
The price was not unreasonable, and since I still hadn’t sold my business, I could easily buy it and invest some
money into it. There was a nice river nearby, with docks for fishing boats and swimming. The property also included
a large forest with tall trees and singing birds. It sounded like a paradise. But what if this wasn’t the life I was
intended to have? What if I grew tired and bored? Pearl enjoyed her rural lifestyle so much, but would I like it the

same? I had loved the past few weeks, but what if my love for this strange place in the middle of nowhere grew old,
and I wanted to restart again? My other option still existed, however. With my new mindset, I could go back to my
friends and family, speak my truths, cut a few ties with some of the fake people in my life. I could see my parents
and my sisters and my best friends, sell my business, get an average job even. But what if I couldn’t exclude the
toxic people from my life? What if I wasn’t strong enough? What if my family didn’t want me back? It had been a
very long time since I had contacted them, and I had left in such a cloud of anger… I spent almost three weeks
thinking. Thinking and working in my field, contemplating and dozing off to sleep. I needed to talk to someone. I
needed to talk to Pearl.
“Hey Olive!” she said in her normal cheery tone. “I was just about to give you a call, how are you feeling?” I
didn’t hesitate this time.
“Confused. I’m feeling better than I ever have in years, I just feel honest and happy, but that’s not why I’m
confused. I need to move. The field here isn’t large enough for me to make a living, and keeping my business to live
off of just reminds me of my old life. My options are to start over, or finish what I started. I need to either go home
to my family or move to a wheat farm a little north of here, I could actually make a profit off of it. If I went back to
my family, I would talk to people that make me feel upset, sell my business, quit the socialite life, and live average. I
know that this sounds strange, but it’s all I’ve ever wanted since my business took off. If I bought the property and
moved, I wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. It would just be me and my crops. Again, I know that this sounds funny,
but talking to people makes me stressed, and this would be so peaceful…” my voice trailed off as I thought about it.
Pearl didn’t say anything. Just smiled down at her tea cup.
“Soooo you think I should…,” I started for her.
“Olive, sweetie, I can’t make this decision for you. But I will tell you this. The man who lived in your house
before you, Mr. Wilson, he was in the exact same position as you. Young startup from a big city sick of the
champagne drinking, penthouse living, party hosting life, leaves his family and moves here. Doesn’t talk much, a big
ball of sadness and anxiety, just working in his field all day. And I’ll tell you he was faced with the exact same
choice. Go back to his family or move to another larger place in the countryside. And before him was another girl,
and before that another young gentleman and before them was a set of twin sisters. And they all made the right
choices for themselves,”
“Why did they all come here?” I was even more confused.
The same type of people living in the same place at different times?
“Oh I don’t know, fate seems to work in odd ways. Maybe it’s something in the air? Strange that it always works
out this way, but I’m glad it does. I’m not sure if you know Irene Basil?” Pearl said. My eyes grew wide.
The singer Irene Basil?I had never really listened to her music, but I heard that she made quite a splash a few
years ago when she had randomly left Nashville for the summer and came back as an entirely new person. She
smiled more, wore less makeup, and began to stand up to the critiques in the media. She stopped singing, and
became a music producer for kids that didn’t grow up with a lot of odds in their favour. Some said that she was
stupid to quit her huge job with her big mansion, but she looked so much happier now whenever the press spotted
her. Pearl chuckled at my surprise.
“One of my more famous cases. Poor girl lived her whole life feeling like she never gave anything for all that she
got. She finally built up the courage to stop her whole operation and go back to her family. I can’t take all the credit,
but she likes to owe it all to me so I don't argue!” Pearl said with a laugh.
“I really don’t know I keep ending up with all these kids needing my love and advice, but since this isn’t my first
rodeo, I tell them the same thing everytime. Listen to the waves of emotion. The emotions we experience in life are
never ending, like the waves in an ocean or the sway of the fields. We need to learn how to use those emotions to
our advantages, since they never stop. What are your waves telling you? Listen to those,” she said. I could only
comprehend this to a certain extent.
Listen to your emotions, the waves of neverending emotions.I knew what to do.
“Thank you Pearl, for all that you’ve done, I haven’t felt this happy with myself in a long time. I have your
number to call, I’m assuming that you will stay at this house for a while,” Pearl chuckled again.
“Of course dearie, I’ll speak with you soon,” And with a hug and kiss on the cheek, I sprinted home. I packed
up my stuff, said goodbye to my almost fully grown wheat field, jumped in my car and drove. I felt so happy and sure
of myself as I made the calls to the local real estate company to put my newly rented house and field back on the
market. I talked on the phone to make my staying arrangements. As I drove off into the distance, I smiled and
thought about my choice. For once in my life, I was only thinking about the good, and not what I was missing. I
smiled because I was free of the binding emotions that had tethered me to a small box for so long. I smiled because I
had never been more sure of something in my life.
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O kaga, C A
The party is insane. Cheap beer, pulse-pounding trap, and an awkward mix of juniors, seniors, and whatever other
stragglers were in the area. Some kid skates off the roof into the swimming pool. Another idiot swan dives onto the
pool table and snaps it in half. Once we enter, it’s a free-for-all. Sam puked his brains out in the upstairs bathroom.
Ashley and Alex got it on in the hot tub. Xayah did a lot more lines of E off the back of her cell phone than what
seems healthy. I’m kicking ass at Smash Bros in the living room. Then, we’re all in the van speeding off ‘cause Zion
and Jackson have beef and Zion hangs with the Crips and is headed for his car and no one wants to see if he’s going
for the door or the trunk.
Now we’re cruising down the coast back home. Some Frank Ocean song is on the radio. Sam is leaning out the
window, feeling the breeze and the moonlight on his face. I think Ashley and Alex are knocked out in the back-back.
Xayah is insisting that she doesn’t need water but that’s a lie. I’m driving, looking out for cops cause I didn’t
entirely avoid the beer. I don’t think I’m in the other lane but this lane looks like that one and the lights are pretty
and then a hand from the back seat is shaking my shoulder.
“Dude, pull over, let someone else drive. You’re wrecked.” Sam says, blowing the hair out of his eyes. He’s not
up front but his breath still smells like beer and his hair is falling over his eyes in a real gentle way, golden curls over
pools of honey. I want to kiss him.
I scan the signs we pass. There’s an In-and-Out up ahead, so I wave him off and keep cruising. He slumps back
in his seat, clicking the seatbelt as he does. That might have been the wrong move. Whatever. Who else is gonna
drive? It’s not like he’s less sloshed than I am.
The parking lot is empty, so even my drunk ass can find a parking space. The van doors slide open and we spill
out onto the concrete. Alex has finally woken up, so he goes inside and gets food for everyone. Meanwhile, Xayah
has climbed onto the roof of the van. She’s staring up at the stars and shouting out constellations when she finds
them. She’s wrong most of the time. Ashley has also stirred from her sleep, and has been making sure our parents
know we’re staying at her place. Sam has taken out a speaker and now is thumbing through a playlist. Alex has
returned, and is distributing food. I bite into the double cheeseburger and there’s tomatoes, which usually aren’t a
problem. Tonight, though, they just aren’t to my taste. I pick them off, and then in a weird show of grandiosity, I
pitch them onto the highway. An 18-wheeler makes ‘em paste on the road. I turn back to the van, lock eyes with
Sam, and a chuckle rises in my throat. He joins in. Something soft is playing through the speaker, autotuned vocals
and bedroom hi-hats. I sit down next to him; he has ketchup on the corner of his mouth. I motion toward it with my
thumb, he wipes it away and turns back to his burger. There’s a blush in his cheeks. I’m tired of waiting.
I lean in and our lips lock and the world ends and begins and there’s fireworks and it’s a very sappy moment. I go
to pull away but he grabs my face with a delicate touch and pulls me back in. I think I black out for a second.
Finally we realize we’re been forgetting to breath, and there’s a tingle in my spine as he pulls away. The world feels
pink and purple and blue and orange and the breeze that was so soft is biting all of a sudden so I slide closer to him.
He steals a fry from the bag at my feet and his head is on my shoulder and Xayah finally gets a constellation right and
Ashley motions for all of us to get back in the van ‘cause her mom is blowing up her phone. We all pile in back
home, back to Okaga, back to dilapidated skate parks and stuffy suburbia; shoving skeletons in closets and bones in
backyard holes; white-washed fences, grey concrete, and black grip tape.
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C orruption in the Ame ric an He alth C are S ys te m
Corruption in the American Health Care System
Imagine going out to eat at a restaurant and looking down at the menu to see no prices listed. You ask the waiter
what the costs are, and they tell you that they will show up on the bill, which you will receive after you have finished
your meal. After waiting for almost an hour, your meal arrives, and it turns out to be very stale and tasteless. Since
you only ordered a sandwich and a glass of water, you expect the total cost to be 15 dollars at most. The waiter
returns with an extremely complicated and lengthy bill of over a hundred dollars. As you try to make sense of the
bill, you ask the waiter how a simple sandwich can cost so much. After all, the delicious sandwich you bought from
the restaurant only a few miles away was a mere five dollars. He explains that the administrative costs, expenses for
the supplies, and salaries for all the workers add up. When you arrive home, you get ready to write a review about
the poor food quality, unacceptable service, and overpriced meal only to discover there is no platform for you to
share your terrible experience.
The American health system works in a very similar fashion. Before and during a procedure, a patient has no
way of determining what their hospital charges will be. When they finally receive a bill, they can only discover the
total amount they owe. It is nearly impossible to determine what the individual charges are for even after receiving
the bill. Moreover, some hospitals charge very little for a simple test or procedure while others charge hundreds or
even thousands of dollars for the exact same thing. For example, journalist Jeanne Pinder and her team conducted
research on hospital charges and discovered an echocardiogram at a hospital in Brooklyn was 200 dollars while the
same test cost 2,150 dollars at a hospital in Manhattan, which is only a few miles away (Pinder). Hospitals can get
away with profiting off their patients by overcharging because they do not have to publish their prices, and many
patients are unconscious or not in a state to make proper decisions. Due to the lack of transparency in American
health care, health care costs have become extortionate.
Compared to other developed nations, the United States of America spends an extraordinarily large amount of
money on health care. In fact, health care costs account for 16.9 percent of America’s gross domestic product
(GDP), which is virtually twice as much as other developed countries. Switzerland spends the second most on
health care, and this sector consumes only 12.2 percent of its GDP. Over 10,000 dollars are spent per capita on
health care in America while most countries spend less than half of this astronomical sum (Tikkanen and Abrams).
Since America puts so much money into the health care system, it is expected to have significantly better health care
results than other wealthy nations. However, the opposite is true: the average life expectancy in America was over
two years lower than the average for all countries in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development in
2017. Additionally, when compared to most other developed nations, the United States has one of the highest rates
of chronic disease, obesity, hospitalizations from preventable causes, and avoidable deaths (Tikkanen and Abrams).
As a result, America’s excessive health care spending has had many negative consequences for the country’s
economy. Annually, America spends more than it can afford on its various expenditures, and it is roughly 24 trillion
dollars in debt. In order to successfully reduce the deficit, the amount spent on health care needs to be significantly
reduced. Furthermore, the excess money America spends on health care can be utilized to improve education,
advance infrastructure, and increase the opportunities available to the socioeconomically disadvantaged.
Concurrently, millions of Americans have been forced to put themselves medically at risk because they cannot
afford the treatment they need. If a patient cannot afford his or her treatment, then he or she is at risk of skipping
doctor’s appointments, rationing out prescription medications, and taking other actions to save money that could put

his or her life at risk. In 2019, the American Cancer Society conducted a study that discovered 56% of American
adults have suffered at least one medical financial hardship. In the same year, Gallup conducted a poll that
discovered 25% of Americans had been forced to delay medical treatment for a serious illness or they knew a family
member who had to delay their treatment. The most appalling statistic was found by Harvard Medical School in
2009. Their study discovered every year 45,000 Americans die due to not being able to afford treatment and proper
medical care (Sainato). Anamaria Markle is one of the millions of innocent Americans who lost her life due to
unreasonable health costs. After being diagnosed with stage three ovarian cancer, she lost her job and insurance.
Due to her failure to pay the various bills for her treatment, Markle was forced to decide to discontinue her
treatment. She soon died at only the age of 52 (Sainato).
When faced with medical uncertainties, a patient’s first thought should not be about finding a way to pay for his
or her treatment. Hospitals’ main goal should be to provide their patients with the best quality of care possible.
Currently, many hospitals are unfairly profiting off their patients because nobody is holding them accountable.
Everyone deserves to have access to affordable medical care. In order to begin fixing America’s broken system, the
government needs to prioritize making health care costs transparent.
Specifically, in a well-functioning economy, the competition between producers drives prices down. However,
this self-regulation in medical care is not possible if consumers do not know the costs among different hospitals.
However, if health care providers were forced to make their prices public, then there would be an incentive to lower
prices. For example, if one hospital’s blood tests are only 20 dollars, then very few people would want to go to the
hospital a few blocks away that is administering them for 300 dollars. The hospital that charges 300 dollars would
be forced to decrease their prices or lose their customers. Additionally, it is essential for health care consumers to
have resources to determine the value of different hospitals’ care. If the hospital charging 300 dollars has blood
tests that are more accurate and efficient, then they might be a better choice for some patients.
An efficient way for hospitals to communicate prices to their potential customers is simply through a search
engine. When a patient wants to buy most other goods or services, they can quickly search it up on Google and
discover the cost and quality from multiple different companies. If a company wants to be successful, they need to
sell good quality items at affordable prices. Having the cost and quality of different hospitals’ care readily available
for consumers will incentivize the producers, hospitals, to offer the best quality of care possible for the most
competitive prices (Pinder).
Many politicians, hospitals, and even patients do not believe transparent health care costs have the potential to
make medical costs more affordable. They argue that most patients will not choose the most reasonably priced care,
as higher rates are correlated with better quality. However, studies have proved that there is little correlation
between health care costs and quality. When hospitals overcharge their customers, it is often due to unnecessarily
high administrative expenses, other problems with the system, or just to make a substantial profit (Gustafsson and
Bishop).
Additionally, many American citizens assume patients cannot select the most economical care for themselves as it
is impractical for patients to compare different facilities to determine the one they want to use, especially in an
emergency. For example, if someone has a heart attack or a severe allergic reaction, then they are not going to take
the time to evaluate different hospital rates. In these circumstances, patients will not be in the right state due to
inadequate time to choose where they want to receive their health care, and they usually will choose the closest
facility. However, if hospitals were required to be transparent in their costs, whichever hospital a patient goes to for
treatment would have affordable prices as a result of competition among hospitals. Obviously, there would be a
significant difference in costs between the same hospital stay prior to when medical costs were published compared
to after hospitals have to fully disclose their costs. If they do not adjust their prices, then the hospital would lose a
majority of their non-emergent patients because these patients will have time to research and select the most
reasonably priced facility before booking an appointment.
Concurrently, not everybody understands how expensive having access to medical care is as they believe being
insured will protect them from very heavy medical costs. However, they do not understand that during major
surgery, even with adequate insurance, there can easily be thousands or even tens of thousands of out of pocket
charges. Getting sick can force even a financially stable household into bankruptcy. In most developed countries, a
patient only has to worry about getting better when they are sick as health care is very affordable. Having
transparent health care costs would assist America in improving its health care system, and maybe even be the first

step to universal health care in the country.
Currently, the United States government has already started working on the first steps to making health care
costs more transparent. One attempt to assist patients in understanding the cost of health care was made with the
Affordable Care Act. It requires hospitals to publish their list prices for all of their services. While it had the right
idea, it is incredibly confusing, and it does not help lower health care costs. Since the prices the hospitals published
were for each individual service and not the total cost of a procedure, it is impossible for patients to figure out the
total price until they are billed weeks after their procedure. It also does not educate patients on the quality of the
care provided at different hospitals (Gustafsson and Bishop).
Another attempt at requiring hospitals to make their prices more transparent was made by the Trump
administration. They proposed a plan to force insurance companies to inform their consumers of the total out-ofpocket cost for different services. This plan would help patients prepare for the expenses associated with their care,
but it would be ineffective in lowering the costs of hospital care as it would not increase the competition between
them or give them an incentive to charge less. At best, it would increase the amount insurance companies pay by a
modest amount. This new plan is intended to go into effect in January 2021, and it will probably still face court
challenges (Appleby, 2019).
Clearly, the government needs to focus on requiring hospitals to make their health care costs completely
transparent in order to help take the burden of expensive medical expenses off their citizens. Nobody should be
forced to decide between getting treatment and going bankrupt or discontinuing their treatment. Patients deserve the
best quality of care for the most affordable prices possible. If restaurants can be upfront with their customers and
prices, so can hospitals. Hospitals should be a safe facility for patients to feel comfortable getting their treatment at
economical costs. Americans have a responsibility to bring about health care change by advocating for better health
care costs and transparency and writing to their local representatives. If people don’t start demanding the right to
affordable health care, then hospitals will continue to unfairly profit off their patients.
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My E ve rything
The sun shines down onto the trees, pockets of light leaking through and touching the ground. A bit of sun touches
down on a rabbit’s fur as it nibbles silently on the grass in my backyard. Suddenly, the rabbit turns into a grey blur as
it speeds away. My dog races by, chasing the rabbit to its burrow under the shed stairs. To her dismay, the rabbit
disappears from sight. She races back toward me, stopping suddenly halfway back. The rest of the way back to me
she limps slowly. She struggles to climb the stairs up to the deck.
A visit to the vet revealed she had torn a muscle in her back leg. Younger dogs normally get surgery, but Roxy is
ten. The doctor says to keep her resting and let it heal. Now she won’t go outside alone. Her normal lively stride is
crippled by the injury. Months go by. Her leg isn’t healing.
More vet visits gives us more information. Something is off with her liver and the pain meds for her leg are
worsening it. The doc says not to worry and to keep letting her heal. No matter how much medicine she takes, I can
still see the pain in her eyes when she slowly maneuvers her leg to sit down. I see the struggle it takes for her to
reach the top of the stairs.
Dogs may not talk, but Roxy is communicating. I can see the way she thinks. I know the way she feels. The way she
lays her head against my leg when we’re sitting on the couch tells me that she knows. She knows she’s getting old.
The way she leans her body weight into me when I sit next to her on the floor lets me know she understands. She
understands that her time is running out and that soon she won’t be there anymore.
She knows but isn’t scared. Even though she’s the one who is in pain, she is comforting me. She comforts me with
the way she stays next to me on the couch for a few extra minutes before going upstairs to bed. She lets me read
aloud to her, even though she can’t understand the story. She trusts me to support her head as she sleeps. She stays
by my side, even when there are other people to go see.
She used to help me keep my head about me and I used to help her keep her youth. Now I’m trapped in the house
and my mind is slowly deteriorating. Quarantine drones on and there’s no way to help me anymore. She tries to keep
me sane but it slowly stops working. I tried to keep her young but I can’t stop the process of aging. She did her job
to the fullest and now she’s taken on a new one. Now she slowly helps me through the loss of her.
I haven’t lost her yet but we both know it’s coming. She’s wiser than me, no matter how much more advanced
humans are. She’ll always be my everything, even when she’s gone.
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S is te r
Police cars surround my home,
white walls bathed in red and blue.
I called them here,
our blue knights wielding words as their weapons.
Not once did I see their faces,
for they are but ideas behind a door hidden in the halls of my mind.
How could it be trauma ifI do not remember?
The source of my problems waiting tosuffocate me with open arms.
But it is not suffocation,
merely freedom that my past offers.
Distinctly,
I remember crying in a chair in which I have never sat since.
An empty room tucked in the confines of my home houses memories which I did not know I possessed.
Others have it worse than me,
so it would be wrong for me to complain.
The guilt I feel for laughing when I should be crying whenI should be silent is too much to bear,
and yet it does not weigh me down.
I feel lifted,
my past providing the validation I need to feel what I feel.
Time and time again I have been toldit is not a competition.
I cannot help it when I revert to my childhood self,
sprinting on the playground during tag and wondering why I am so out of breath.
My memories are a game of tag,
and everyone is it except for me.
What right do I have to be so dramatic?
Day after day I am told I am loved.
You are loved.
You are loved.
You are
loved.
You are loved.
You are loved.

You are loved.
You are loved.
You are loved.
You are loved.
You are loved.
You are loved.
Only once did I say that I loved her back,
and it was to keep her silent.
Quiet is our house,
filled with memories placed on mute.
Every Tuesday they are played back on the television,
different views of the same event.
Try as I might,
it is too much for my old mind to understand how anyone feltexcept for myself.
You believe me to be anempath?
No,
I am but a compulsive liarwho can no longer tell her real memories from her fake.
No one knows this as well as I,
and yet I know nothing at all.
She sits alone,
not knowing what little her future has in store.
It is only her that I blame,
even if in the back of my mind, buried with my memories of her,
I know the only person I may blame ismyself.

