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1Students in grades 7–12 submit works in 10 
writing categories. This year 531 writing 
submissions were reviewed by authors, 
educators, and literary professionals who 
served as regional jurors. Gold Keys and 
American Voices Nominees were awarded to 
works that demonstrated originality, technical 
skill, and an emergence of a personal voice. 
Regional Gold Key recipients move on to the 
National Competition to compete for 
scholarships and other national awards. 
 
One American Voices nominee will be selected 
to receive the American Voices Medal for our 
region. The five nominees from this section are 
as follows:

Gold Key
Arielle DeVito
Firecracker
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown High School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Nadia Ibrahim
Anxiety is Okay
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng

Amaya Razmi
Shattered
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Ella Attell
Hungry
Flash Fiction
Grade: 10
Hawken School
Instructor: Rebecca Marks

Kynedy Dent 
Pretty Intentions
Poetry
Grade: 10
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Danny Carver
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The Graying of America: An Analysis of The Great 
Gatsby through an Environmental Lens 
Critical Essay 
Grade: 12 
Hathaway Brown High School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

The Graying of America: An Analysis 
of The Great Gatsby through an 
Environmental Lens
A New Yorker cartoon depicts a pair of Puritans in stiff collars, 
doublets, and cloaks leaning over the rail of the Arabella as it 
lands in the New World. One says, “My immediate goal is to 
worship God and to celebrate His Creation, but long-term, I 

plan to get into real estate.” This cartoon illustrates two 
competing visions of the natural world – one as a source of 
personal religious inspiration and the other as a storehouse 
laid open for collective economic exploitation. The 
environmental movement has lived within this contradiction for 
more than a century, beginning with the controversial 
construction of the Hetch Hetchy dam in California’s Yosemite 
National Park in 1913. At that time, preservationist and prolific 
author John Muir vehemently opposed the dam’s construction, 
labeling dam proponents as “Satanical temple destroyers and 
devotees of ravaging commercialism” and reproaching them 
for “not lifting their eyes to the God of the mountains [but 
instead] lifting them to the Almighty Dollar.” By contrast, 
Progressives like Gifford Pinchot favored the dam’s 
construction, arguing that “the first great fact about 
conservationism is that it stands for economic development.” 
His unapologetic concern was for the prosperity of “this 
generation first and only afterward the welfare of the 
generations to follow.” In the end, Congress chose 
management over aesthetics, a decision Muir lamented as 
benefitting “despoiling gain-seekers” focused on “everything 
immediately and selfishly commercial.” Now enter The Great 
Gatsby, a novel written by F. Scott Fitzgerald during the 
emergence of the environmental movement but not typically 
read through an environmental lens. It should be. The novel is 
a nod to Muir’s point of view. Indeed, sensing a real shift in 
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American ethos away from its bond with the natural world, 
Fitzgerald uses Gatsby to grimly foretell nature’s strangulation 
at the hands of industrialization and commercialization. 

Fitzgerald does not enter the environmental discourse with 
guns blazing. It’s as if he wants us to connect the dots 
ourselves. And they really are dots because it’s the small 
details that ultimately expose the novel’s greater 
environmental message. Let’s begin by looking at a few 
examples where Fitzgerald subtly disquiets us by blurring the 
boundaries between the animate and the inanimate. Early on 
in the novel, Fitzgerald describes the Buchanan mansion: “The 
lawn started at the beach and ran toward the front lawn for a 
quarter of a mile, jumping over sun-dials and brick walls and 
burning gardens – finally when it reached the house drifting up 
the side in bright vines as though from the momentum of the 
run” (Fitzgerald 6). Clearly, the lawn has agency. It evolves 
from a static object into a moving one, starting in one place 
and ending up in another. While not a particularly dramatic 
moment, it is the first time Fitzgerald asks us to consider the 
implications of inanimate objects having agency, a life of their 
own. 

Another important passage where there is uncertainty between 
animate and inanimate objects is Fitzgerald’s description of 
Corona. It is worth rewriting here in its entirety:

"About halfway between West Egg and New York, the motor 
road hastily joins the railroad and runs beside it for a quarter of 
a mile, so as to shrink away from a certain desolate area of 
land. This is the valley of the ashes – a fantastic farm where 
ashes grow like wheat into ridges and hills and grotesque 
gardens, where ashes take the forms of houses and chimneys 
and rising smoke and, finally, with a transcendent effort, of 
men who dimly and already crumbling through the powdery air. 
Occasionally a line of gray cars crawls along an invisible track, 
gives out a ghastly creak, and comes to rest, and immediately 
the ash-gray men swarm up with leaden spades and stir up an 
impenetrable cloud, which screens their obscure operations 
from your sight" (Fitzgerald 23). 

Now, inanimate objects are moving so quickly that they are 
blurring the visual field. We can guess at what we are looking 
at, think we have a general idea, but never know for certain. 
Even the ontological status of the “ash-men” is suspicious. Are 
they really men or just an optical illusion? That answer is as 
unclear as the grotesque landscape, which now is reproducing 
itself, giving birth to hills and houses and gardens, and maybe 
even those ash-gray men. But, the important point is that 
Fitzgerald is now assigning a distinctly animate property – 
reproduction – to inanimate objects. And the fertility of these 
animate objects is quite threatening as its offspring is a “dismal 
scene” of “gray land” and “spasms of bleak dust” (Fitzgerald 
23, 24). 
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Fitzgerald does not stop with agency and fertility. Animate 
objects also convey intense human emotions. No less than 30 
times throughout the novel, for example, the telephone acts as 
an umbilical cord that connects the outside world into the 
everyday world of human intimacy. It is the uninvited “fifth 
guest” to a luncheon, carrying Myrtle’s malice through the line 
(Fitzgerald 15). It has a voice, as its “shrill metallic urgency” 
induces panic. (Fitzgerald 15-16). It tattles, gossips, and 
exposes underworld secrets. In a similar vein, a green electric 
dock light elicits passion from Gatsby. In the evenings, he 
stands “trembling” with “stretched out arms” towards the light, 
a fitting reaction for a character whose sole physical 
description in the novel is an analogy to a seismograph 
(Fitzgerald 2, 20, 21). In any event, what we see over and over 
again throughout the novel are inanimate objects crossing over 
to the human side of the equation. From an environmentalist’s 
perspective, this inanimate-to-animate crossover is anything 
but benign. 

In fact, Fitzgerald is convinced that industrialization is killing 
the natural world. For him, New York is the incubator for this 
cancer; it’s where the “constant flicker of men and women and 
machines” merge together as one (Fitzgerald 56). And, death 
literally marks the spot. When, for example, Nick and Gatsby 
cross the Queensboro Bridge towards this “constant flicker,” a 
“hearse heaped with blooms” races by them (Fitzgerald 68). 
This is an emblematic funeral for the “beauty in the world” 

choked out by the urban landscape below (Fitzgerald 68). And, 
there is no grimmer setting than the Valley of the Ashes, that 
final resting place for ashes produced by coal-fired burners. 
Long believed by readers to stand for the metaphorical death 
of the American Dream, I contend that it also stands for the 
death of nature. Nothing grows here except “grotesque 
gardens” and “farms” of ashes (Fitzgerald 23). The “foul river” 
is dead (Fitzgerald 24). A white ashen dust “veiled everything 
in the vicinity,” from cars and men’s suits to the “compact Main 
Street” of three buildings “contiguous to absolutely 
nothing” (Fitzgerald 24, 26). It’s what we picture when we think 
of a forest ravaged by fire - devoid of color and lifeless. It’s as 
complete of a “holocaust” as the one Fitzgerald attaches to 
Gatsby’s death (Fitzgerald 162). And, in this crematorium, 
Myrtle dies, struck by the “death car” and confirmed by those 
who “drove toward [her] death” (Fitzgerald 136, 137). 
Significantly, Myrtle’s lifeless body lies with her “left breast…
swinging loose like a flap,” a fatal amputation of that “fresh, 
green breast” that once carpeted Corona (Fitzgerald 137, 180). 
Clearly, this narrow aperture of ashes and refuse spells the 
triumph of the inanimate over the animate, reducing the victim 
– the natural world - to a burned-out, undifferentiated mass.

Sadly, there is no suggestion by Fitzgerald that this heap of 
ashes will change through human action. There are simply too 
many people like Tom and Daisy Buchanan, “careless 
people…[who] smashed up things and creatures” (Fitzgerald 
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179). There are too many commuters who “stare at the dismal 
scene for as long as half an hour” but forget its “tragic 
achievement” as soon as their train pulls away (Fitzgerald 24, 
156). There are too many people drawn into the “green light, 
the orgastic future” that commands them to “run faster, stretch 
out [their] arms farther” towards a “new world, material without 
being real” (Fitzgerald 161, 180). And there is also no hope for 
the next generation, those “little boys searching for dark spots 
in the dust” rather than “pathfinders” searching for “sunshine 
and the great bursts of leaves growing on trees” (Fitzgerald 4, 
156). Man’s fate is to return to the ashes.

Indeed, the cancer that begins on the East Coast is 
metastasizing westward. At the end of the novel, Nick stands 
on Gatsby’s lawn, “brooding on the old, unknown world” that 
“flowered once for Dutch sailor’s eyes” and caused them to 
catch their breath in “aesthetic contemplation” and 
“wonder” (Fitzgerald 180). The trees are now “vanished”; the 
ground is “scarce”; roses are “grotesque”; and the sky is 
“sullen” and “lusterless” (Fitzgerald 161, 176, 180). Gatsby’s 
grass, leaves, and gardens are all “blue,” a color often 
associated with depression and unhappiness (Fitzgerald 176, 
180). As Goddard predicts, albeit in another context, the once 
“dominant” natural world is “utterly submerged” and “going to 
pieces” underneath “all the things that go to make 
civilization” (Fitzgerald 13). With this sublime wonderland 
despoiled, Nick decides to retreat to the Midwest - the “ragged 

edge of the universe” - which he romanticizes as immune from 
ashen graveyards (Fitzgerald 3). This is wishful thinking. After 
all, the “murky yellow cars of the Chicago, Milwaukee & St 
Paul railroad” already wend their way through this “universe”; 
the telephone lines already link the underworlds of Chicago 
and Detroit to the East (Fitzgerald 175).

Moreover, Fitzgerald brilliantly clues us in on how easy it will 
be for industry to plunder the “ragged edge” of the Midwest. 
Here, I’m specifically pointing to the seemingly inconsequential 
scene when Gatsby wants to cut Nick’s grass: “We both looked 
at the grass – there was a sharp line where my ragged lawn 
ended and the darker, well-kept expanse of his 
began” (Fitzgerald 82). Without Nick’s permission but without 
his protest either, a “man in a raincoat, dragging a lawn-
mower” cuts Nick’s “ragged” grass until it is as “well-shaved” 
as Gatsby’s lawn (Fitzgerald 82, 83, 88). As we have seen, 
Fitzgerald’s greatness lies in his linguistic smallness, that 
attention to each word and connection between words. As 
such, Fitzgerald’s environmentalist message is clear: the 
“ragged edge of the universe” is as vulnerable as Nick’s 
“ragged lawn.” Mowing either down is all in a day’s work for 
industrialists and their animated inanimate machines.

In the end, no one can blame Nick for leaving New York. 
Gatsby is dead. Myrtle is dead. Wilson is dead. Tom and Daisy 
may as well be dead. Nature is gray and sterile. The only thing 
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alive and fertile and multiplying is the ash heap in the valley. 
As Fitzgerald succinctly puts it, the “holocaust was 
complete” (Fitzgerald 162). From an environmentalist point of 
view, Fitzgerald is as pessimistic as it gets. His vision is Muir’s 
nightmare, the complete desecration of nature’s cathedrals for 
capital gain. It turns out, however, that Fitzgerald entered the 
environmental discourse at the perfect time. Robert Moses, 
New York City’s parks commissioner in the 1920s and 1930s, 
read the novel, thought it was a “good yarn” about the 
excesses of the “delirious Twenties,” and determined to 
transmute the Valley of the Ashes into the verdant dell that it 
had once been. The phoenix that rose from the ashes is 
Flushing Meadows Park, larger than Central Park and adorned 
with two lakes for sailboats, a golf course, a zoo, soccer fields, 
and the National Tennis Center. It’s ironic. Gatsby never made 
it. Myrtle never made it. Wilson never made it. And Fitzgerald 
more or less tells us that we will never make it either. But the 
ash-men made it. They made it out of the valley thanks to 
Fitzgerald’s words, Moses’ actions, and environmentalists 
everywhere, who believe in green and never stop chasing its 
light. 
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Hungry 
Flash Fiction 
Grade: 10 
Hawken School 
Rebecca Marks

Hungry
For so long, I was obsessed with the old. I would sneak up to 
the attic and sift through the sticky junk that had made its way 
into the dark cherry chest she had stuck in the corner. My 
favorite was a dark red hijab that my grandmother had worn 
the day she met her husband. I tied it ineptly, pretending to 
smoke a cigarette with the long, delicate fingers I was 
supposed to have. My mind raced with premonitions of what 
my suitor would be thinking of me. He would stroke his coal 

black mustache and put out my cigarette, taking my hand and 
leading me away. All but the red hijab would be in black and 
white and the episode would crackle with an old-timey glare, 
much like the photos I found at the bottom of the chest. 
Feeling powerful in my sea of red, I descended the stairs and 
swam to my mother. Off went the hijab, floating to the floor like 
an aged petal. She turned me around with impatience and 
motioned to boxes that needed to be unpacked. In that 
moment, it was clear. The once reminisced transformed into 
the forgotten and each day became valued as a new 
opportunity to prove ourselves. After all, we would only get one 
shot at this, once chance to be a part of it. But it didn’t always 
feel so metamorphic.

I remember that it made my body ached to look at her. 
Slender, doe-eyed, chestnut hair with specs of untainted light. 
Distinguished eyelashes, nose peppered with Americana 
freckles, old country eyebrows. She had been late that day to 
pick me up from wherever I had been hiding. I didn’t have any 
sisters so when we left, I grew close to my cousins. They were 
beautiful and welcomed, and wore their hair long and soft and 
did everything they could to hide the whisper of an accent that 
penetrated conversations.

Mary’s blue, first car, rolled to a red light. Hands fell between 
her thighs. She turned and smiled, inviting me in. Though I 
was seated next to her, I remained at the threshold. The light 
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burned a deeper shade of red and my stomach became 
petulant with hunger. “Feed me.”

For some reason, starring at skinny people made me hungry. 
Not the kind of Middle America, “half a cheeseburger” kind of a 
hungry, but the displaced, first gen kind of hungry. When I was 
a kid, my mother loved to fill our counters with antique foods 
that reminded us of the day we left Syria. I would stuff my 
newly American cheeks with sharp cheeses, buttery rice, and 
sweet dates. I was on a mission to find the best combination of 
the delicacies that crowded the cookie-cutter kitchen my 
mother was so proud of. This was a tedious system of trial and 
error which often left me sweaty and bloated, lying on our deep 
purple couch.

My cousins were more adept at balancing their private life with 
their public ethos of the quasi-ethnic girl next door. Pretty 
enough to slip into America’s obsession with the beautiful and 
different enough to appease America’s fascination with the 
other. With the transition from the hills of Aleppo to the suburbs 
of New Jersey came construction of restraint. I wasn’t so 
smart. I could never turn away triangles of tender lamb stuffed 
with salted pine nuts. “Feed me.”

I never knew where I stood amongst this great food battle. 
When my mother and aunts talked of Syria, food came first. 
These tales were beautifully orchestrated odysseys of crafting 
ornate meals. They talked about standing in the kitchen until 

their feet were sore, plucking granule leaves of thyme from dry 
branches, defiling slabs of meat; they were only twelve or 
fourteen at the time. I took this as my order. I was meant to 
appreciate the foods my mother would recraft in our American 
chapter. But she wanted the opposite. She wanted a red 
Chevrolet, and a white boy. She wanted Mary and Sara, but 
they were just cousins, my mother couldn’t assume the credit.

I think she wanted something she didn’t have to transform; 
something she didn’t have to tire her hands molding, melting, 
and conforming, carefully crafting the new out of the old. She 
told me those stories not to reminisce, but to tell me how much 
better things could be if only I let go of the foods that I loved 
and the retro sound of my own lone heartbeat, accepting the 
unison beats in not just a fit of assimilation, but thankfulness. 
Rich ass gratitude, damn near capitulation where I would set 
aside the heirlooms that once fascinated me and skate down 
the steely path of modernity, a part of it. It wasn’t so heinous 
that she wanted this for me. Even if our epics of the old 
country make for great stories, they make for even better 
cautionary tales of what it looks like to be a prisoner to archaic 
tradition, beautiful, oaky, amber tradition, but chains 
nonetheless. Here, I could be free. But I needed to be what 
they wanted. I needed my differences to be limited in small 
enough dosages that would make it possible for me to join the 
world that seemed to offer so much and be void of about the 
same. My mother fed the fire of the paradox but only because 
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we were equally confused. She didn’t know how to yield the 
Western double edged sword of having a voice yet not coloring 
beyond the lines. Gloria Steinem and tie-dye sounded good in 
theory but you couldn’t stray too far from what they saw as 
right. So maybe you secretly wanted me to accept every part 
of myself, but you also wanted that one way ticket to the states 
to be damn worth your while; I don’t blame you.

The light turned green.  
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Shoot the Sun and Everyone Will Just Be Blind, 
Motherfunker 
Poetry 
Grade: 12 
Cleveland School of the Arts 
Instructor: Diana Snyder

Shoot the Sun and Everyone Will Just 
Be Blind, Motherfunker
“They give us a basketball and a gun and say,
‘Shoot the basket or shoot a nigga’”
                                             -Anthony Pittman
Dear Him,
I haven’t believed in God
since I was eleven

But since my “be safe” only holds so much power,
I prayed for you last night.
 
Your flesh breaks easy
in contact with the heavy weight
of bullets packed with hatred
 
So I prayed God would retrieve
them from your legs,
mend each hole,
replace the blood you lost,
restore each cracked layer of skin,
rebuilding your body’s walls
 
I prayed God would
heal your path to recovery so your
walk through it is painless
Clenched my fists
and pleaded with Her to destroy
every gun ever made to make you fall
so your legs would have
better reasons for running
 
You used to play football,
but your helmet doesn’t fit you anymore
And your teammates, you said,

Gold Key
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don’t see you anymore
cuz they were all running from
bullets that caught up to their backs
 
Y’all were trained to be fast
in a stadium, where
fates have already netted each yard line
and refs look like judges
ejecting you from civilization
Pray your touchdown is glorious till
you realize you’ll never touch           home
again
 
Dear Maree,
This game is not in your favor when
it takes 21 years to grow into
someone you were told to be and
2 seconds to have it all flash before your eyes
like shooting stars
Every nigga is a star born to be shooters
This is what you were told
 
With your right arm extended
Bony fingers wrapped
Around a silver handgun whose
trigger grimaced as you

hit a blunt and choked on
gun powder, high off
street power
Your boys did the same and
y’all had the juice then
 
But on St.Claire juice spills
with the blood of your brothers
and you’re soon to slip on it
with your eyes shut,
and they’re still shut
 
You laid in an ambulance last night
Your mom at your side
playing tug of war with heaven
And I like to think it was her tears that
convinced the angels to let your
soul linger a little longer on this earth
 
So Maree,
Put your gun down.
 
There is no one you can shoot
 
Stop shooting stars,
you’re only shooting yourself
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God, open his eyes
 
 
 Motherfunker
 
faded blue overalls
painted on converse All-Stars
dirt-stained jean jacket sequined red, green, and black pins
naturally dope brown earrings
 
She been rockin that outfit for days
 
She sets up her turntables
records on each platter, plugs Her
Sony headphones into Her ears and
 
vibration/reverberation/concentration
She is the ultimate interpreter of
              beat.
 
chant (U.N.I.T.Y.)        pant
breathless but rest
less cuz us gotta move,
groove to the funk,
 
Motherfunker,

you got style, mad skill
                           made the track
           track me down
capture me
             inter/rupt my autopilot
got me noddin to a different rhythm
                       noddin o
                                       f
                                          f
but ain’t let me get too comfortable cuz
 
girl that r/u/p/t/u/r/e
confronts me, corrupts me
         mind
body          soul
the Motherfunker,
                  soul high
swirlin with the storm clouds
turnin the tables with the turntables
record spinnin
 
Her into a new dimension
with s
            u
                s
                    p
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                       e
                           n
                               s
                                   i
                                      o
                                          n
                                      of
                                  t
                             i
                       m
                  e
She don’t need time to
bind Her to sunflower galaxy roots
and the funk never stops anyway
 
She grows big, burns bright
pollinating seeds of            stars
s e a r c h i n g for home
guiding them on their path through the Zulu
 
She’s watering hood gardens
tending to flower beds of daughters and sons
laying their extraterrestrial hip hop heads
down to Her rhythm
 
in tough with Her peoples knowing where/what

they come from and what that sound like
spinnin some of that old/new
 
She’ll get at you cuz She have to
                           cuz She have to
follow Her
 
hip hop Goddess
God is not a stingy Motherfunker
cuz when the music stops, She         
                                 flips the damn record
ain’t She tell you the funk don’t stop?
and God’s afro don’t stop       growing
so your home don’t stop             growing
 
and them dirt stains on
Her jacket
             on your jacket
                            on our jacket
reminds us how jacked up something dope can be
and the way She rock
Her overalls
                your overalls
                                our overalls
reminds that overall we’re all stars
rockin Converse All-Stars
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She sets up Her turntables
teaches you to set up them turntables
teaches you to
 
play some of that struggle
some of that broke
of that unity
that beauty
love
understand?              overstand?
The Motherfunker,
She dope.
master of the illmatic
that funky hunk of soul
master of communication
 
conversin with ya heart
              beat
repeat
“Loop that track!”
conversin with ya heart
             beat
repeat
conversin with ya heart
             beat

repeat
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The Man in the Suit 
Short Story 
Grade: 11 
Magnificat High School 
Instructor: Linda Evans

The Man in the Suit
It happened at the least likely place—a gas station in 
Pennsylvania. Cammie’s mom brought their rumbling minivan 
to a halt next to the pump, the windows slick with raindrops. 
The sky was an ominous marble gray, the air so still and 
charged with static that it was making Cammie anxious. Her 
dad pulled himself reluctantly from the car’s warm interior into 
the chilly air to refill the tank, and Cammie and her two 

younger siblings hopped out to grab a snack before they 
resumed their road trip.
 
Trudging through the dingy aisles of chip bags and 2-liter 
bottles of pop, she spotted something shine briefly from 
beneath the checkout counter. She froze, slowly turned 
around, and knelt down on the tile floor to carefully cradle the 
object in her hand. It appeared to be a golden pocket watch, its 
thin chain coiling itself into a ball in Cammie’s fist. She softly 
ran her thumb over her name engraved into the lid. Though the 
latch prevented Cammie from seeing the watch’s contents, she 
knew exactly what she had found.
 
"Finding your timer" was one of the most special moments in 
every person’s life; a few of Cammie’s older friends had 
already found theirs, receiving wonderful news. Their parents 
had thrown them huge parties filled with happy tears and 
congratulations. The initial moment itself was nerve-wracking, 
of course, since there was always the possibility that the timer 
would reveal an early death. But of course, those were usually 
exceptions—most people’s timers showed several decades of 
life left, and the moment that you realized you would live to 
meet your grandchildren was truly magical.

Cammie had never imagined that she would find her watch so 
soon. She hadn’t even turned sixteen yet. Her mind flooded 
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with fear and excitement, she scrambled hastily to her feet, 
bumping into a man in a suit carrying a briefcase. He gave her 
an irritated look as he stepped around her to place a sandwich 
and bottle of water on the checkout counter.
 
“You’re holding up the line,” he said disapprovingly, despite the 
fact that Cammie and her siblings were the only other people 
meandering around the little store.
 
“Sorry,” Cammie mumbled, quickly pocketing the watch and 
half-running out the door. Her siblings followed her a few 
minutes later, each carrying an armful of chips and cookies.
 
“Why didn’t you get any snacks?” her sister asked curiously, 
sliding open the door to their minivan.
 
“I’m not hungry,” Cammie said, maneuvering herself into the 
backseat and curling her legs up onto the seat to hide the 
watch. She took it out of her pocket, afraid to open it yet 
almost dying of anticipation. She merely stared in awe at its 
shining surface as her dad shut the door and pulled away from 
the gas station, her heart doing acrobatics. She couldn’t 
decide whether or not she wanted to tell her parents before 
she opened it—her first instinct told her to scream it to the 
world, but something else held her back.
 

It took several minutes for Cammie to work up the courage to 
wedge her fingernail under the clasp. With agonizing care, she 
pried the lid of the watch open, but closed her eyes at the last 
minute in fear. No. She shut the lid with a snap, breathing a 
quiet sigh of relief. It wasn’t the right moment. After all, finding 
out the exact second that she would die was an incredibly 
weighty point in her life—she’d never be able to experience it 
again. The time had to be perfect, and it certainly deserved 
more than five minutes of thought. She settled back into her 
seat, trying to calm the butterflies crowding around in her 
stomach.
 

***
 
Jackson stepped out of the gas station and gingerly skirted a 
puddle of murky water. He strided towards his 2016 BMW, 
sandwich and water bottle in hand. He’d completely forgotten 
about the disheveled teenage girl that he’d bumped into at the 
counter; he had larger matters on his mind.
 
He swung himself into the car and started the engine, twisting 
around to back out of his parking spot. As he turned back onto 
the highway, his mind wandered back to the issue at hand. The 
promotion that he’d received was an incredible achievement, 
and his whole family had nearly burst with pride upon learning 
that he’d be moving to do business in New York City. Jackson 
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himself almost started smiling at the mere thought of being a 
vice president at Goldman Sachs. It had been quite a bit of 
luck that had landed him the position—the previous VP had 
been caught having an affair with the boss’s wife and was 
quickly let go. Jackson knew that he should probably feel bad 
about the situation, but it was rather difficult when he pictured 
his shiny new desk plaque.
 
Idly, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his timer, 
smooth and unscratched. He’d found it a few years ago while 
visiting an amusement park with his six-year-old nephew—it’d 
been glistening under the feet of a young girl with frizzy brown 
hair sitting cross-legged on top of a picnic table bench. The 
moment that he’d opened it had been one of the best of his life 
(second to his promotion notice, of course). He opened up the 
watch again, carefully balancing the steering wheel with his left 
hand, just for old times’ sake.
 
060:02:11:06:23:19. Sixty years, two months, eleven days, six 
hours, 23 minutes, and nineteen seconds. Jackson had nearly 
cried with relief when he’d first opened his timer and had 
scrambled desperately to do the math. He was proud to say 
that he would be living until the age of 93. That was much, 
much longer than almost everyone else he’d met. Some even 
resented him for his privilege, and he’d be lying if he didn’t 
admit that he occasionally felt guilty looking at the despondent 

people who wouldn’t even live to see their forties. But it never 
lasted long; Jackson had been given the precious gift of time, 
and he intended to use it as well as he possibly could.
 
He snapped the timer shut and put it back into his pocket, 
returning his eyes to the road. He had a good life.
 

***
 
Cammie brushed the dead leaves away from a small patch 
beneath a tree and sat down carefully, crossing her legs and 
leaning against the trunk. She breathed in the cool autumn air 
with a smile. Cammie loved camping. Her family went on a 
camping trip every year once the weather turned brisk, and 
even though a storm had been brewing when they’d left for this 
year’s trip they’d refused to turn back. Their tents were 
waterproof, anyways—no true camper would abandon in the 
face of rough weather.
 
Once they’d set up their tents, Cammie had politely excused 
herself to go for a walk before dinner, and had set out in a 
random direction to go think. All throughout the car ride, she’d 
been trying to decide when and where she would open her 
timer. She had tentatively admitted that she wanted to have 
the experience alone, and that she’d show the rest of her 
family after she had accepted the date. Finally, Cammie had 



18

decided that there would be no better place for such a moment 
than in the peaceful, quiet woods as the sun sank lower in the 
sky.
 
Cammie took another deep breath and pulled the timer from 
her pocket, her heartbeat starting to race again. Just get it over 
with. She took one last look at the rustling branches above her 
head, squashed down her nerves, and unlatched the timer with 
a quiet click. Her fingers trembled as her eyes raced across 
the numbers ticking down on the tiny little screen.
 
000:00:00:05:31:49. Five hours, 31 minutes, and 49 seconds. 
Five hours, 31 minutes, and 49 seconds left for her to live.
 

***
 
Jackson pushed open the door of his new office, the pleasant 
rush of air conditioning engulfing him. It was a very nice office; 
there was a wide-screened desktop sitting next to a sleek 
leather office chair, and a large window gave him a sweeping 
view of the New York City skyline.
 
“I’m sure you’ll find the office more than suitable, sir,” his guide 
told him chirpily. “If you ever need anything, you can find me 
on the 36th floor in office 28B. All that’s necessary for today is 

filling out the forms you received in the director’s office, so I 
doubt you’ll have much trouble. I hope you adjust well!”
 
Jackson thanked the guide and settled himself into his new 
desk, his mood soaring. The crisp business smell was making 
him feel especially productive, and he reached into his bag to 
start filling out his employee forms. However, he didn’t get very 
far before the phone mounted on the wall behind him started to 
ring. He jumped, startled, before picking it up quickly and 
answering, “This is Jackson, vice president of the internal audit 
department…how can I help you?”
 
“Hey, Jackson,” a casual voice answered. “This is Howard 
Robinson, the previous internal audit VP. I’m gonna stop by 
later today to drop off some of my old materials and records for 
you—just wanted to give you a heads up.”
 
Jackson rolled his eyes. From what he’d gathered, the last VP 
was a womanizing idiot who was stupid enough to put his job 
on the line for a pretty girl. Just what I need on my first day—
dealing with this moron. “Of course. I appreciate your notice.”
 
“Oh, no need to be so formal! I'm happy to show you around 
the place and introduce you to some people. See you later!” 
He hung up with a click.
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Jackson snorted, turning back to his employee forms. He’d 
have to find a way to discourage the guy—he couldn’t afford 
any damage to his reputation.
 

***

It was raining. And thundering. And lightning was cracking in 
the distance.
 
000:00:00:00:15:12. Fifteen minutes and twelve seconds. 
Cammie was about to die.
 
She’d found a shallow valley and had hid herself under a 
prickly bush. After opening her watch, she had tried to run 
back to her camp in a panic without even taking the time to 
worry about direction. Naturally, she’d gotten lost. And then it 
had gotten dark.
 
Another bolt of lightning sprawled across the sky, and Cammie 
curled into a tighter ball beneath the branches of the bush. She 
was so tired that she almost didn’t have enough energy to be 
terrified anymore… almost. She tried to hold back her tears, 
and her thoughts returned once again to the tortuous subject 
of the manner of her impending death. How would it happen? 
Would it be the storm—would she be hit by a flying branch, or 
struck by lightning, or drowned in a flood? Would she be 

attacked by a wild animal? Or would it be something else… 
maybe someone else…
 
If I had just opened the watch earlier, if I had just told my 
parents first, I wouldn’t be in this mess. But no. There was 
nothing that she could’ve done to avoid this, it was fate. The 
timer never lied. Regardless of anything she would have done 
to prevent it, she still would’ve died in fifteen minutes—no, ten 
now.
 
There was a loud thump in the distance. Cammie froze, her 
eyes wide and terrified. She strained her ears, desperately 
listening for another clue. It was quiet for a few moments, then 
she began to hear the soft pounding of footsteps. Cammie 
shrunk further into the bush, fighting to stay quiet. The 
footsteps grew louder and louder, picking up speed as another 
crack of lightning split the sky. Cammie felt something crawl 
across the back of her neck, but she was too afraid to move.
 
Then, in the blink of an eye, the wind died down and the rain 
disappeared, the whole forest caught in a ringing silence. A 
faint whispering began rustling across the branches of the 
trees and the air became shockingly chilled. Cammie’s eyes 
shifted imperceptibly to the timer sitting beside her.
 
000:00:00:00:00.05.
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***
 
Jackson heard a knock on his door and sighed, rubbing his 
temples.
 
“Come in,” he called without looking up from his paperwork. 
The door creaked open and a tall, genial-looking man walked 
in.
 
“How's it going?" he asked cheerfully. “I’m Howard Robinson, 
nice to meet you.” He looked around fondly at the interior of 
the office. “Damn, I’ve had so many good memories in this 
room.”
 
Jackson furrowed his eyebrows and sighed. “Nice to meet you. 
You can just put the materials on top of that filing cabinet. I’m 
sorry to be so curt, but I’m rather busy today.”
 
“No, no, of course!” Howard assured, his wide smile not 
wavering in the slightest. He dropped a stack of paper on top 
of the cabinet and sat down on the windowsill, his left leg 
crossed over his right. Jackson concluded that he wasn’t going 
to leave.
 

“So, Jackson…” Howard mused, bouncing his foot up and 
down. “Oh, that reminds me, what’s your surname? The 
receptionist just told me Jackson.”
 
“It is my surname,” he said distractedly, flipping his form to the 
back side. “I’m not very fond of my first name and I don’t have 
a middle name, so I just go by Jackson.”
 
Howard wiggled his eyebrows. “Ooh, mysterious! I don’t like 
my name much either, but I can’t go around calling myself 
Robinson! What is it?”
 
Jackson figured that the guy wasn’t going to give up, and that 
it would be a waste of time to try to resist the inevitable. “It’s 
Cameron.”
 

***
 
Five seconds.
 
Cammie could hear the footsteps getting louder in the 
distance. The eerie quiet still hung like smoke in the air, 
interrupted only by the pounding of both the steps and 
Cammie’s heart.

***
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Howard laughed. “Funny, I always thought Cameron was a 
girl’s name. Now I know, I guess.” He lifted himself from the 
windowsill and walked over to Jackson’s desk.
 

***
 
Four seconds.
 
Cammie’s eyes were glued desperately to her timer, each 
passing second seeming to take an eternity.

***
 
“Do you know,” Howard began, his face still stretched into a 
smile, “just how much I loved working here? The power, 
prestige, not to mention the pay—finally got to move to the 
upper east side.
 

***
 
Three seconds.
 
Time flowed past Cammie so quickly, so smoothly. It was like 
she was watching a handful of sand slip through the cracks 
between her fingers.

 
***

 
“And then,” Howard continued, “my boss catches me and his 
wife. And all of that is stripped away from me in about two 
seconds.” Jackson finally looked up from his paperwork, 
confused.
 
“Then you, some idiot from West Virginia, waltzes in and takes 
my spot. Did you know my girlfriend won’t even see me 
anymore? She started talking about being faithful to her 
husband and all that, but I know that’s BS. So how about it, 
Cameron? Are you gonna pick up where I left off? Maybe see 
if she'll give you a chance? She’s pretty hot—it’s a good deal.”

***
 
Two seconds.
 
The footsteps reached a crescendo, then stopped abruptly. 
Cammie’s hand was frozen over her mouth, her lungs straining 
to take a breath.
 

***
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“Sir,” Jackson said sternly, having to look up slightly to meet 
Howard’s rather unsettling eyes. “None of that is my fault. 
You’re the one who went and had an affair—with your boss’s 
wife, of all people. I merely applied for an open job position.To 
be quite frank with you, such blatant stupidity disqualifies you 
entirely from working in any sort of authorial position. 
Furthermore, I am certainly not planning on manipulating a 
married woman for my own gratification, and I am offended by 
both your tone and your suggestion. Now, I would appreciate it 
if you left me to my work. Good day.”
 

***
 
One second.
 
Cammie’s hands were tight and shaking around her timer. She 
ran her thumb over her name delicately engraved on the lid. 
Goodbye, mom.
 

***
 
Howard’s hand flicked behind him and something flashed in 
the light streaming in through the window. A sharp stab of pain 
rocketed through Jackson’s stomach and slowly spread 
throughout his abdomen until his vision started to blur. He tried 

to react, to speak, to even think, but his mind was numb with 
shock.
 

***
 
000:00:00:00:00:00.
 
Cammie shut her eyes tightly. I’m gonna die I’m gonna die I’m 
gonna die I’m gonna die 
I’mgonnadieI’mgonnadieI’mgonnadieI’mgonna—
 

***
 
“I—” Jackson managed to choke out, his quivering hand now 
wrapped around the knife handle sticking out of his stomach. 
Howard blinked and gave a nervous, humorless laugh. This 
can’t be happening it can’t be happening my timer said I had 
until ninety this is not my time I don’t understand this has to be 
a mistake—
 

***
 
Cammie was not dead.
 
She took a breath.
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She opened her eyes.
 
She unwrapped her numb fingers from her timer and squinted 
at the numbers.
 
000:00:00:00:00:00.
 
She… should be dead. She had to be dead, that was what the 
timer said…
 
Cammie ran her thumb one final time over the name engraved 
on the lid. Maybe this isn’t my timer?
 
“Cameron Jackson,” she said out loud, her voice shaking. It 
was her name. Was it a different Cameron Jackson? There 
was no way—it had appeared right next to her like everyone 
always said it would. There’d been no one else in the gas 
station near her, except for…
 

***
 
Jackson felt his legs crumple beneath him and he fell, his shirt 
dripping with blood. He tried to stand, grabbing onto Howard’s 
jacket, but he dropped again to the floor.
 
This is

 
not my

time

not yet

It can’t b

***
 
…the man in the suit.
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My Grandma  
Poetry 
Grade: 12 
Hathaway Brown School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

My Grandma
My grandma was not worried about crafting the perfect 
chocolate chip cookie.

The blue and white checked cookbook cover, full of empty 
faded pages, is perched on the shelf silently watching her 
carry the cellophane bags of sprinkled star cookies. When we 
bite into them, sparks rain down, collecting in a granulated pile 
at our feet for the dog to bound over and lick up before my 

mother notices. The innocent trace of pink sugar on the 
corners of grandma’s mouth mirrors mine and the giggles of a 
shared cookie was far sweeter than any chocolate chip cookie 
those other grandma’s made because we didn’t have to march 
into battle with a sponge in one hand and the bottle of Dawn 
dish soap in the other to combat the dirty mixing bowl.

My grandma was not worried about saving the ham in the 
fridge for the next day like my mother had planned. Instead, 
we sneak downstairs and giggle in the soft white glow of the 
refrigerator as we alternate pulling pieces off the ham and 
stuffing them into our gaping mouths, pausing to listen for my 
mother’s footsteps. We are thieves, stealthily stealing the 
crowned jewel that happened to double as a honey baked 
ham.

My grandma was not worried about being like those other 
grandmas. She did not bake, knit, cook or clean like grandma’s 
were “supposed to.” No, she was one of a kind, not worried 
about being like the other grandmas.

My grandma taught me to play the piano even when my 
fingers were too small to spread across the keys. She made 
me instant mashed potatoes when my stomach ached and 
gave me a ginger ale in a green and white checked plastic 
cup. She would tell me she knew I’d be just fine in this world 

Gold Key

ELLIE CASCIO



25

because of the way my older brothers cowered away from my 
girl power. She taught me to always use paper plates because 
dishes be damned and she opened my ears to Frank Sinatra.

My grandma was not worried about being like the other 
grandmas.
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A Study in Stigmata  
Poetry 
Grade: 12 
Westlake High School 
Instructor: Ann Hasenohrl

A Study in Stigmata
The thin light from the late-morning is coming in at the wrong 
angle, hitting the off-white and tinged blue walls like a forgotten 
sea-themed restaurant on the New England coastline. There 
are no doors: only entryways that disappear into the rest of the 
stuccoed hall.
 
You walk out of one room into another softly, like the wings of a 
moth. He’s in there with a paintbrush pinched between his lips 

and visible holes in his hands. He shifts his feet uncomfortably, 
rubbing toes over the spots where flesh was pushed out with a 
nail. He takes the brush from his mouth and idly paints roses 
on his forearm. Testing the color palate, he sits on his honey-
warm stool in front of a Greek countryside painting. You know 
this is a dream; you don’t care.
 
He comes for you after you wake for the fourth time. The light 
is still transparent, like a pale whisper, only this time, you can 
tell the sun is completely blocked out by a cloud. It won’t rain 
today, and you aren’t afraid that it might.
 
You touch his hands, and the spots on them run off like paint. 
He cradles your jaw and presses a faint kiss to it. You don’t 
feel his lips - you feel a moth brushing against the bones of 
your mouth, wings tracing over the fruit of your jaw. He pulls 
away, handling you as if you were the answer to everything 
and anything. You probably are, to him. I love you, he doesn’t 
say, but you know him well enough to understand that he 
wants to say it.
 
I love you more than life itself. You are perfect. I love you more 
than the entire world. I would let it rot just to keep you to 
myself. Don’t ever leave me. You are perfect. I love.
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You tuck his face into your neck so you don’t have to look into 
it. You whisper Yahweh, and feel him tremble in your hands. 
You try to tell him Alleluia, Israel, Alleluia, but you don’t think he 
heard you.
 
You find him again in the painting room, but without his 
paintings. You find him in a room down the hall, and you can’t 
remember which one it is, only that the off-white stucco walls 
usher you from entranceway to entranceway. He’s idly painting 
roses on his forearm, only this time the paint drips off his arm 
slowly, thickly, collecting on the underside of his arm before 
dripping like sticky tar. His hands are running, and the color is 
sliding off his feet, too.
 
He looks up at you with big eyes, big brown eyes wide 
because he doesn’t know how to ask for it yet. You don’t know 
how to tell him, so you don’t tell him. It’s not in the things you 
see, Israel, alleluia. You don’t know, but He does. Alleluia. You 
don’t tell him.

You stay in bed all day and when you look up again the thin 
light is still thin and at the same wrong angle. This not-morning 
has lasted through to the evening, and your mind is telling you 
that something’s wrong, something’s amiss, but you are tired 
and you aren’t tired and you don’t yet want to be awake. You 
hear a faucet running from a room somewhere in the hall, but 

he’s just mixing paints. He washes his hands like a priest at 
communion, but when he towels off, he’s still left with his 
hands. The paint runs thick like tar down his arm, and you roll 
over.



28

Pretty Intentions 
Poetry 
Grade: 10 
Cleveland School of the Arts 
Instructor: Diana Snyder + Danny Carver

Pretty Intentions
"Why can’t black girls write about flowers?”
My mother asks me vexed
Like roses in my hair will make me beautiful 
but some days I don't even own a reflection in the mirror
I rip off my skin piece by piece
wash the colonies out my cornrows 
my hair is loud enough 
why can't black girls write about flowers

 
Poems, like people, ain’t always pretty, I say.
 
Dreamt about my brother
a giant lingered over him
held his last breath in his hands
six daisies in his back and 
honey dripped from his lips
while mom is in tears
I can't find dad anywhere 
and I'm picking-
 
“Why can't black girls write about flowers?”
 
thorns encase my neck 
Orchids are shoved down my throat
throwing up petals
skin welts from bee stings 
cut from the stem 
Instead of savoring my roots
and I wonder when does the girl
become gasoline 
ignite your garden 
and lay you between my teeth 
affectionate Orkid arsonists 
do I leave flowers 
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at the funeral
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intercardinal 
Poetry 
Grade: 12 
Hathaway Brown High School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

intercardinal
(i: north)
there are glass-and-paper girls, here,
who shimmer when the wind blows their way
but i am stuffed full of sinew
heavy with blood and marrow
mud oozing under my skin

(ii: east)

once upon a time, i wrote letters
to myself, but i only know words
when they are woven into my veins
sliding down collarbones like honey;
i cut my tongue on the envelopes

(iii: south)
i am the trees, sometimes,
and the moths between their twisting fingers,
leaves cut open by teeth, lace bones
shuddering in the stillness of the day
and stars held in cool palms

(iv: west)
regret lives in the trachea
traces each cartilage ring from lungs to lips
breathing contractions, exhaling negation
i shouldn’t have asked you to bring me back roses
i should have wanted periwinkles

(v: center)
i wonder if i don’t always have to be beautiful
if i can be large and ugly and hollow
with fireflies nesting in my irises
and i can just be scattered bones sometimes
who am i anyway, to deserve this body?
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Firecracker 
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons 

Firecracker
She has a firecracker shout and her tongue is cough-syrup 
red, she has coils of hair ripping itself out of her head, she has 
wide eyes behind heavy eyelids and stubs of fingernails 
burrowed deep into her skin, she has plastic pearls and baby-
pearl teeth and her thoughts are as green as the purse digging 
into the back of her neck, as the plants she digs up in the 
backyard and ties into daisy-chains and onion-grass necklaces 
and she only curls up when she’s laying in the soft clover 
watching how roly-polies protect themselves from the outside 
world.   

She has skin that smells of sandalwood and freckles like 
pinpricks of stars across her shoulders, she has rainbow-
stained hands from melted crayons and sticky sugar, she has 
hot glue snarled in her curls and paint striping her wrists like 
scars, she has numb fingers for every card painstakingly 
folded and lettered, she has cheeks numb from smiles and 

kisses, she has eyes numb from tantrums and unwanted tears, 
she has two missing teeth and endless songs about them, she 
has joints made from stiff gingerbread and royal icing.

She has stones from the riverbed in between each of her toes, 
she has an awkward gait and a shining smile, she has strong 
arms from borrowing Atlas’s burdens, she has scar tissue 
building up under her scraped knees and too-tight hugs that 
almost hurt and a body that threatens to burst from its 
confines, she has eyes that have tired of seeing too-much, she 
has a cough that lingers long past its time and every inhale is 
filtered through layers of excuses before she can breathe. 

She has lace in her lungs and stretched across her thighs, she 
has eyeliner wings but shoulderblades light with empty space, 
she pulls hair tight across her scalp and asks about for 
scissors, she has sleep-heavy limbs that lunge away from her 
body in clumsy strokes, she has crooked teeth lined with 
curses and eyes that catch in shop windows and black-painted 
nails, she has scabbed-over wrists and elbows that bleed, she 
has knives on her tongue instead of languages.

She has cigarette smoke staining her throat and pills polka-
dotting her mornings, she has thirty shades of eyeshadow and 
a face she’s afraid to wear outside so she paints herself a new 
one every day, she paints herself whole worlds on old 
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canvases that seep into the walls and shuffle people’s words 
until she’s satisfied, she has vines growing from the veins in 
her wrists and they’ve just begun to bud, she has scars 
branching like lightning from the soft flesh of her feet, she has 
a stutter in her palm’s life-line and she has a firecracker laugh.
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Silence 
Poetry 
Grade: 12 
Padua Franciscan High School 
Instructor: Brenda Kuvin

Silence
Door wide open

Thundering steps
Silence

Booming voices
Wavering protests

Silence
A smack against skin

A gasp from within

Silence
Pounding footsteps
Door slammed shut

Silence
A thud on the floor
Wracking with sobs

Silence
Trapped in the mind
All you can hear is

Silence
A morning bird

A mourning broad
Silence

Mind-racing
Stomach-aching

Silence
Spotting him

He says nothing but
Silence

Can’t tell a soul
Living in
Silence

Alone as can be
Looks towards the tree

Silence
Whispers ‘round

Gold Key
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Rope you found
Silence

A single tear
Joins you in

Silence
Thoughts spinning round

Begging for
Silence

A gentle sigh
A whispered goodbye

Silence
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Multiple Vignette 
Dramatic Script 
Grade: 12 
Cleveland School of the Arts High School  
Instructor: Diana Snyder

Multiple Vignette
You want me?

A man and woman sit on a raggedy couch in a small 
apartment, there's hardly anything in there except a couch and 
a dim lamp.

Man: I used to hold my momma’s hand when I got scared. I 
used to hold it so tight she would tell me I needed to loosen 
up, she wasn't going nowhere. I used to be scared of the world 

and the people in it. I wasn’t used to seeing color on people. I 
guess I used to see in black and white. I aint know what bad 
guys looked like. ( Pause.) When I was younger everybody 
would pinch my cheeks and tell me how cute I was. It would 
scare me, all these strange people touching my face. Then 
when I turned 10 I noticed a change, people would look at me 
funny , like I stole something from them, like I wasn't supposed 
to share the same world with them. I was a foreigner, or a 
alien-like being that looked dangerous to ‘em.

Woman: Cause you black as coal.

Man: It’s funny cause I ain't know I was black until a white girl 
told me at the swing sets. I was 13. I told her I thought she was 
pretty and I wanted to be her boyfriend, but she told me I was 
too black and i reminded her of Darth Vader.

Woman: So why you moping about it now? You want a white 
woman?

Man: (beat.) When you look at me, what you see?

Woman: I see you, ain’t nothing more to it.

Man: You scared of me?

Woman: Scared of you for what? Cause you black? Nigga I'm 
black too. Is you scared of me?
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Man: Nawh, cause you a woman.

Woman: And what’s that ‘pose to 

Man: I ain’t scared of no woman. Not a black one at that. 
Maybe a white one, they might get a man like me in trouble.

Woman: (rolls eyes.) You know they will, whitefolks period.

Man: Whatchu think of me? Do you like me?

Woman: I like you, you something different. You know about 
me, and yo self, and them, and us.

Man: I like you too.

Break.

Man: Do you want me?

Woman: Want you as my man?

Man: Want me, in other ways.

Woman: Other ways like what?

Man: Don't you want me, as ya lover?

Woman: I ain't havin sex with a man that I ain’t married to. You 
gone marry me first?

Man: Nawh, I don't believe in marriage.

Woman: Why?

Man: Cause I'm a black man. And we don’t ever get married.

Woman: That aint right.

Man: It is, look at yo momma and daddy.

Woman: I ain’t got no daddy.

Man: Neither do I.

Woman: And neither did my momma.

Man: Cause black men don’t get married, we make love to you 
until the sun comes up, whisper we love you in ya ear. Make 
ya toes curl. Then we leave you the next day.

Silence.

Man: Now do you want me? (stands over Woman.)

Woman: ( small break.) I want you.

Man: ( reaches hand out to Woman.) Come with me then, and 
I’ll make you love me tonight. But I’m gonna warn you. You 
might hate me tomorrow and for the rest of your life.

The woman nods her head, take his hand, and they both exit 
living room and enters bedroom.
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THE END.

Broken Women.

Two women sit on the couch in a living room. 

1st woman: He told me he loved me. (Pause.) He told me he 
loved me, and he wouldn't ever leave my side. But he's gone, 
and he's not coming back. And now I'm alone, with nobody but 
myself. That ain't enough. Nobody wanna be alone forever. I 
only wanted him, and he ain't coming back. Ever.

2nd woman: Ain't nobody's fault child, people come and go. 
Everyday. I’ve seen it, shit you seen it too.

1st woman: I ain't never think I would hurt like this over a man. 
A man I only known for 3 weeks. (in a daze.) It felt like a 
lifetime. He was so smooth, him and his chocolate skin, always 
knew the right things to say. He was a real man, one that use 
to walk me to the front door, hold the door open for me. He use 
to ask me about my plans, and what I cared about, was I 
passionate ‘bout somethin’. I ain't know. I could never give him 
the answer. I was always following somebody else's dream, 
anything that sounded like making money. Then he asked me- 
“ But makes YOU happy?” And I couldn't answer em, cause I 
ain't know. I still don't know.

2nd woman: (small break of silence. stands up.)You'll be fine 
chile, all you need is to get under a new man to get over a old 
one.

1st woman:  You must not understand the feeling of loving 
someone that God takes away from you forever.

2nd woman: You don't know nothin bout me. (pause.) I've been 
married 3 times. My first husband, I was married to for 10 
years, he died on me. I cried every night, I prayed just to have 
his healthy baby. Cause I was pregnant, you know, before he 
died. I wanted to hold on to some life that I could share with 
him one more time. I wanted that connection, the 
resemblances so I could see his face in our child. See if the 
baby acted like him a little. (walks to the kitchen and pours 
drink.) Bet you wondering where the baby at huh? (1st woman 
nods.) Baby was stillborn, wasn't even living when I birthed it. I 
was too ashamed to look at it. I didn't even know the gender, 
or how it looked. I aint care anymore, I was so ashamed, I was 
so ashamed.

1st woman: How you deal with something like that?

2nd Woman: Found another man to get under. I told you I was 
married 3 times. The second husband made me forget 
everything. He was sweet and fun, and sexual. I did things I 
never did before with him. I was happy, but I didn't love him, 
We were married for 5 years, then he left. Went off to fight in 
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the war. (pause.) He ain't never come back. They just sent a 
few of the items back he took along with him. And I threw them 
out. I never attended no funeral, ‘cause I was so ashamed, I 
was so so ashamed. Once again.

1st woman: I ain't strong enough to go through something like 
that, twice. Did the third one die? Did god take him?

2nd woman: No, he left me for another woman, ‘cause I 
couldn't give him kids. He told me I wasn't woman enough. I 
was a let down. We was only married for 1 year by then.

1st woman: Do you still hurt? Are you still ashamed?

2nd woman: Sometimes I am. Sometimes I still cry, and 
sometimes I forget why. But then I remember that love makes 
us hurt, then it don’t stay long. Just for a little while. Then you 
be reminded of that person cause you see stuff that remind 
you about em, stuff that ain't going nowhere, or stuff still living. 
Then you stuck with the burden of re healing yoself each time. 
Then each time I'm tryna find another man, to heal. (sighs.) 
But it's your choice bout how you wanna handle it. Me I told 
you my way, you can follow it if you want. Or you could be 
woman about it and pick yourself up, cause baby you're falling 
apart. I wasn't never woman enough, I still aint. That's why I 
still cry. All the time, while the world is turning and movin 
forward. I'm stuck here in the past, cryin over the lost ones.

1st woman: So I shouldn't cry?

2nd woman: Not for too long. Not forever.

1st woman: It feels like it will be forever, lord knows it does.

2nd woman: ( sits back on couch.) You gone be fine babygirl,
(long pause.) Just breath.

Both women sits and looks into space. 2nd woman sips her 
drink.

The End.

The Encounter. 

A young black woman in her late teens leaves work at a fast 
food restaurant. It is late at night and she seems tired, a white 
young man approaches her as she walks. He is obviously 
homeless.

Homeless: The world ain’t too friendly to me, like it is to you. 
You know, you got things and I don’t have shit. I know you got 
shit. That’s all I need, is a little shit.

The woman looks over at the man. She removes one earbud.

YW: excuse me?

Homeless: I'm sorry I don't mean to interrupt you. You look 
tired, but you still have a look about you, a high class look, like 
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you going somewhere in life. Where you going? Can I come 
along with 

YW: (Looks slightly irritated and confused.) Excuse me sir, I 
don't know what you talkin’ bout.

Homeless: You look nice-- like you fine, in a sorta way.

YW:(awkward.) Thanks.

Young woman walks faster and the homeless young man 
speeds up.

YW: (turns and face him.) Can I help you sir?

Homeless: Look baby, I caught a plane from Chicago. My 
grandma passed away not too long ago. I had money, about 
500 of it, enough to go back home. But I got robbed, by a 
couple of black boys in hoodies, I ain’t know em. I need shit, 
and you got shit.

YW: I’m sorry I don’t understand what you want from me.

Homeless: Do you got anything to help me through the night, 
I'm hungry, I'm broke and I ain’t got one place to go. Do you 
got some money to spare baby, just a little of your shit.

YW: I'm sorry man, I ain’t got shit, but the clothes on my back, 
I can’t help you, I can hardly help myself.

Homeless: You got it made I can see it in your eyes, them big 
dark brown eyes. They look like they been through some 
things, but you got yourself outta it, outta it real quick.

YW: (YW laughs.) I'm glad you think so, I'm glad you think you 
know me. But you done had 500 dollas in your pocket and I 
ain't never seen a check over 3. I do hope you get better, or 
find your way, but I don't got enough shit for the both of us. 
(YW walks off.)

Homeless: (Yells after her.) You black bitch.

YW: (Stops and turn around.) Yeah I'm black, and I just might 
be a bitch. And I'm sorry you feel the need to shout that out to 
me, as if it would offend me. I see myself in the mirror every 
morning, so what you say don’t really bother me as much as it 
would have use to.

Homeless: (Laughs.) You black people in your pity party 
stories, you got a job, and a little money in your pocket. What 
more do you want? You can’t help a man out you see 
struggling.

YW: (Shakes head.) People like you would never get it. And 
that’s okay cause I'm use to it by now, and I don’t expect you 
to. But lets just say I lost my own bus ticket today, and I 
needed 5.50 to catch the 11 bus home, and we both stand on 
the corner and ask for a little helping hand for the night. You'll 
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get the 5.50 before I even get a chance to get a dollar. I 
challenge you to one day sit back and think why. I ain’t got it 
made, people don’t hand me shit when I ask for it, because 
people think since I'm black I'm always lookin to be a pity 
party. And plenty of people think like that. So you say you ain’t 
got shit, and neither do I. I ain’t never had shit, and I never will, 
because I'm black. But I’ll never be a pity party. God damn it! 
I'll make sure I wo’nt ever ask a soul for shit.

The YW turns and walks away as casually as before. The 
Homeless man stands looking confused before approaching 
another random person on the street.

The End.

 

ImprisonMENt

A white male interviewer is talking with Him, who is a black 
male prisoner. Him is serving his time in jail. 

Him: My Dad told me when I was 13 how to be a man. He put 
a gun in my hand and told me you either learn to use this or 
use these. (Guy puts his cuffed hands in a violent ball.) And 
guess which one I choose?

Interviewer: I guess it was the gun, that could be the reason 
why you’re here now. Right?

Him: (chuckles.) Nawh I choose my fist. So he took the gun 
from me and I ain’t never thought about using one since, well, 
until that night.

Interview: Tell me about that whole day, how did that happen?

Him: It was me and a few homies ridin around the block, my 
momma and dad was at home. We ain’t plan to cause 
disrespect to anybody, but ourselves. We smoked a couple 
blunts. One of my homies, he had got us a blunt and some 
henny and we was rolling around smoking and drinkin. They 
put a little shenanigans in it, and that really got us high.

Interviewer: Shenanigans?

Him: The blunt was laced with other drugs. Ya know, PCP. 
(Interviewer nods and Him continues.) One of the homies 
started talking about goin to get it. (Chuckles.) And I ain’t know 
what “it” was until we was pulling up at the back of a gun shop, 
it was a cat who worked there that would loan guns to one of 
my boys cause they were cousins so he had that pull. My boy 
went in talked to the Cat for a while then he gave my boy some 
hand guns. When my boy got in he handed all of us some 
heat. And I thought of my Dad's question “You either learn how 
to use these (Holds up cuffed hands.) or this.” I looked at the 
gun and at that moment I knew my life was about to change, 
cause I knew I was about to be a different type of man, a man 
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that some people just might not like. Or a man that would have 
to save somebody's life, that life could of been mine--

Interviewer: But instead you and your friends decided to break 
in someone's home.

Him: Well, actually that wasn’t our plan. Well at least it wasn’t 
my plan. I don’t know about my boy who got the guns for us, 
because he was gone off them shenanigans. He started 
talking about somebody had something that belonged to him 
and we was about to go get it. Ya know, shake em up a little. I 
ain’t know somebody was gonna die by my hands. I mean that 
wasn’t never my plan.

Interviewer: Let’s skip up a step to when you arrived at the 
house.

Him: We pulled up to this little raggedy house, it was about 11 
that night and my momma was blowin up my phone. By this 
time we were all gone off this blunt. So I wasn't so worried 
about nothing--

Interviewer: So each of you were under the influence at this 
point?

Him: Oh yeah, we had PCP blunts and earlier that day I took a 
xan so I really wasn’t in my normal state of mind. I was thinkin 
real violent. (eyes dilate.) And I was excited about it.

Interviewer: What happened next?

Him: I can’t remember, all I remember was waking up in a cell, 
then I called my Dad to come bail me out. But he told me I 
couldn’t leave.

Interviewer: Why?

HIm: Cause I murdered somebody.

Interviewer: Who did you murder?

Him: (Long empty pause.) My home boy that got us the guns.
(swallows hard.)They told me that my boy was holding the guy 
that lived there down and my homie wanted me to shoot him, 
and I shot, but I shot wrong and I killed my boy. (Break.)

All my friends got scared, ran off and left me, and I guess the 
guy that my boy had on the ground ran somewhere to call the 
police, cause my dad said when the police got there I was on 
the couch watchin tv in a trance, like I was in a different world 
with the gun in my hand, just dangling at my side. I been here 
in jail ever since, and that was 16 years ago.

Interviewers: (sarcastic voice.) And you don’t remember any of 
that?

Him: At first no, now I remember a little bit of of some stuff, like 
the gun going off,and a tv playing and officers yelling 
(Changes voice.) “Put the gun down.” But I couldn’t move, I 
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was so stuck, and I still am. (Chuckles.) Ain’t that crazy how 
life works?

Interviewer: I know that your other friends, as well was the gun 
salesman recently had a parole date. They were all recently 
released from jail.

Him: And I wish them a good and healthy life.

Interview: (Gives a blank stare before continuing.) How did you 
parents feel, especially your father since you brought him up 
earlier.

Him: My momma was hurt of course, and so was my father, 
but he just told me I guess this is the man that you choose to 
be. He said that he was even more disappointed in me for 
going against my word and using a gun when I decided years 
earlier that I wasn’t gonna deal with those. Oddly he told me if I 
choose the gun first he would have had no choice but to 
respect me now cause I probably would of turned around and 
used my hands instead of killin my friend cold blooded, and I 
wouldn’t be here now. But maybe if I wasn’t smoking and 
drinkin that stuff none of this would have happened at all, I 
mean I wasn’t in my right state of mind, that's why it happened. 
That’s what I believe.

Interviewer:You seem to be justifying your crime because you 
were intoxicated.

Him: No sir, I know my mistakes as a man, and I know what I 
could have done better. But I'm here now and ain’t no turnin 
back, so this is how it gotta be. To be a man in my world, 
shooting a gun is always a choice we gotta learn to decline 
forever and when you decline it once (beat) it’s like it won’t 
stop coming back to you. It’s always there somewhere waitin 
to catch a man like me at our weakest, and good God, that gun 
found me and controlled every part of my being.

Break.

Interviewer: Do you believe that violence is the essence of 
your manhood?

Him: That’s the only way a man like me ever learns. So that 
must count as something, right? Unless you're telling me I still 
haven’t reached manhood. Tell me sir, do you look at me and 
think we both equal in manhood? Can you answer me that? 
(Smirks.)Do you see me just as much of a man as you? Or do 
you look at me and see scum, someone that could never 
grow?

(The interviewer clears his throat and looks down at his notes 
to see if he missed any important questions or concerns. Him 
nods slowly and chuckles softly.)

Him: Well let me tell you something sir, think of me as a 
dandelion, some may dislike me and try to destroy me, kill me, 
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tear me down, but I will always grow no matter the 
environment that I am placed in. I am that dandelion that grew 
in a jail cell.

The interviewer clears his throat uncomfortably and Him looks 
down at his handcuffs in a trance.

The End.

 

Daddy, did you ever love me?

A black girl in her early 20’s leaves a message on the 
voicemail of a cell phone she called.

Black girl: Hi, umm ( pause.) It’s me. I don't know if you 
recognize my voice but I got your number through some family 
friends.

( Break.)

I recently started watching the clock tick for at least 5 minutes 
everyday. That's 35 minutes a week, I believe that I sit and 
wonder about you, not that it's a lot compared to anyone else I 
think about, but it's enough to say you grace my mind 
everyday. Sometimes I wonder if you think of me, or actually 
have the desire to watch a clock and calculate how long you've 
thought of me throughout your day. But my intuition always 
tells me my wonders are wrong. My mother told me that the 

woman's intuition is never wrong and I believe her, cause I 
remember it guiding me through many things countless times, 
life lessons I guess. But I don't think they really ever taught me 
much cause sometimes I fall for the same tricks countless 
times. By men mostly, and usually men like you. They seem to 
remind me of you, act like you, carry themselves like you. 
People say that a girl looks for men like her own father, so I've 
grown use to finding men who claim to love me, before 
leaving, just like you. And I can't help but wonder why you've 
turned your back on me so many times, without regret, a single 
explanation to why you left me. I wonder if you ever like 
(pause.)felt a tab bit of guilt and remorse. But I doubt you feel 
that.

(Black girl sighs and closes her eyes for a short period of 
time.) I remember seeing you a year ago, at least I hoped it 
was you. The guy seemed to carry the same demeanor, and 
looks, we had similarities. Big similarities. But I couldnt find 
myself to approach you, and I was hurt because you glanced 
at me briefly before looking away as if I was a stranger on the 
street. It is quite logical that you wouldn't remember me, I 
mean you did leave me before I was 6, but still. I recognized 
you, so how could you not recognize your own daughter? You 
were supposed to be my first love. But instead I found love in 
the wrong arms countless times and still I find myself 
wondering when will I ever be good enough for you to love me. 
(pause.) I don't expect you to call me back, I really don't want 
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you to. I'm just relieved that I can finally get these feelings off 
my chest. Goodbye and I wish you a healthy life.

The black girl hangs up and takes a deep breath before 
grabbing her college book bag and heading out her dorm 
room.

The End.

Fresh Step

Two girls are rehearsing after school for cheerleading practice. 
All the other girls were dismissed besides Girl 2.

Girl 1: No,no! I keep tellin you, its left foot first, then right, spin 
twice, jump one, jump two, run, leap, cartwheel, then pose. It’s 
not supposed to be right, then left, jump, leap, then pose. You 
gotta spin and you gotta do the cartwheel or it ain't gone look 
right girl.

Girl 2: (pouts.) I cain’t do it, why you keep makin me try.

Girl 1: Cause I thought you wanted to prove em wrong. You 
said you hate when they look at you and laugh, but you gotta 
try. I'm not gonna let you get the easy way out cause I feel bad 
for you. Girl you gotta try.

Girl 2: Might as well quit the team. ( plops down on ground.) 
I'm already two payments behind on the bill for my uniform 
anyway. Ain't no sense (Pause.) besides look at me.

Girl 1: I’m looking at you. And I see a girl that makes excuses 
for herself all the time.

Girl 2: (sighs.) You don’t understand what it's like to be a girl 
like me on the cheerleading team. People look at y’all and see 
pretty and slim. But when I do it, all they see is fat and black.

Girl 1: We all black.

Girl 2: But y’all ain't this kinda black, I’m the kind of black that 
make people angry, and the kind of fat people wanna laugh at 
when they see it jiggle a little bit. I’m too big to be jumpin, and 
skippin, and cartwheelin--

Girl 1: Then leave. (throws hand toward exit.)

Girl 2: ( shocked.)Huh?

Girl 1: Go on, you can go.

Girl 2: (rises slowly.) Really? You ain’t gone have the team 
decide if that's fair or not?

Girl 1: Nawh, why would I? You gave me enough to 
understand.
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Girl 2: Understand what?

Girl 1: (chuckles sarcastically.) Ya see love. One of the 
reasons our coach picked me to be the captain wasn't cause I 
was the best. Or the fastest, or cause I had the best 
technique--Which I do. But I was choosen because I had 
confidence, and I loved me for what I had to offer even if that 
wasn’t much, or as much as someone else. I cain’t make you 
stay and do something that brings your confidence down. But 
honestly I don't think you ever had confidence. And I cain’t 
teach you how to love yourself. (picks up paper and scans 
through it.) And neither can the team. (continues to look at 
papers.) There ain’t much more for us to offer you.

(Girl 2 stands and looks at Girl 1 confused.)

Girl 1: ( Looks up.) Oh! You can leave now! And don’t worry 
about the payment fee, I’ll have the coach waive it for you. She 
was talkin bout doin it anyways.

Girl 2: (dry voice.) Thanks ( walks out slowly, before turning 
toward girl 1 angrily.) I do love myself.

Girl 1 ignores her and looks at the paper.

Girl 2: I love myself, I always loved myself, and I got 
confidence. Ya hear me?

Girl 1: (Looks up and puts hands on hips.) Ain’t this what you 
wanted? Didn’t you want to leave the team anyway?

Girl 2: But you said I ain’t love myself and I do. 

Girl 1: Please leave. I have to make up a routine and I need 
the quiet time.

Girl 2: (raises voice.)I got confidence and I love myself.

Girl 1: Get out of here. You not part of the team anymore and 
there ain’t any further talkin bout it.

Girl 2: You cain’t just say I dont love myself and you don’t know 
me!

Girl 1: (raises voice.)Get outta here, and I ain’t gone ask you 
again!

Girl 2: I love myself and I got confidence. I was the only person 
that ever loved me, and cared for me. All my life I had to teach 
myself how to love. You don’t know my life.

Girl 1: (Gets in girl 2 face.) Leave now, Why you still here? You 
got what you wanted didnt you?

(Girl 2 begins to cry and quickly wipes a tear away.)

Girl 1: Now leave before I change my mind about talking to 
coach to waiver that fee for you.
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(Small break.)

Girl 2: (cries out emotionally.) Why don’t nobody ever fight for 
me?

(Girl 1 looks sympathetic for a moment.)

Girl 1: I’ve been fightin for you, the whole team has. We see 
something in you that you just cain’t see for yourself. And you 
got us fightin too damn hard. We was fightin for you and you 
wasn’t even fightin for yourself. I might not know your life but I 
can see how you feel about yourself, shit the whole damn 
school can. That’s why they laugh. You say you love yourself 
and you have confidence, but you never show it. It’s time you 
work on you.

Girl 2: So that's it huh?

Girl 1: (smirks.) Well what more do you want?

Girl 2: (sniffles and laughs.) I dunno, I’m sorry.

Girl 1: Sorry bout what?

Girl 2: For wasting the team's time. I know without me y’all 
would of at least been two routines ahead.

Girl 1: You ain’t waste our time. A lot of people need as much 
help as you. You just ain’t see it.

Girl 2: (Starts to leave.) Well thanks and I hope y’all beat the 
Pink Diamonds this Saturday.

Girl 1: Thanks love, I’ll see you around school.

Girl 2 waves and continues out.

Girl 1: Hey! ( Girl 2 turns around.) And you're not the only 
person that ever loved you. You still have a whole team of 
people that will forever be rooting for you. (becomes stern.) 
And you better bring back you pom-poms by tomorrow 
morning or that, you will be charged for.

Girl 2:(smiles.) I will.

Girl 1 watches her out the door shaking her head with a small 
smile on her face.

The End.

 

Protesting

A girl is laying down on her boyfriend's chest. They are 
watching the news about a teenage boy who was recently 
killed by police. There is a protest going on downtown.
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Her: (a tear falls from her face to his chest.) 8 young men, in 
the last year, that coulda been anyone, anyone baby. ( pause.) 
I wish I was there protestin’ with my people. Now the people 
will claim I wasn’t really pro-Black after all, cause I’m not out 
fighting for my little black brothers, or for him. (nobs to screen 
at the photo of the dead black boy.)

He: (smokes cigarette.) Let's go! Let's go down there, we done 
did it before plenty of times. Why you don't want to now?

Her: (sniffs.) I’m scared. (pause and looks up.) I’m scared for 
you.

He:(swallows.) scared for me for what.

Her: I’m scared that you might be the next black brother 
bleeding out of your melanin. That scares me. And I just 
wanna lay with you today and watch the news and pray that 
you ain’t next--that we ain’t next.

(There is a moment of silence.)

He: I get scared sometimes too. Ya know, when I’m on my way 
to work, or on my way home. I use to never feel safe in my 
skin, with my hair, with my features. But sometimes I still think 
it’s just too much for the world to look at.

Her: Or understand.

He: Or understand. Yeah you're right. I mean, I use to look at it 
like we all gone die one day, I mean if it ain't by the white 
man's hands, then it’s by the world suffocating us like a damn 
noose dangling from a tree somewhere. So I didn't worry to 
much about it, but now at time I do.

Her: ( sits up.) Promise me something.

He: What?

Her:(whisper.) That you will stay alive, and you’ll learn to 
survive in your skin.

He: I promise. I don’t want you to just worry about me though. I 
want you to protect yourself and remember what you stand 
for--the people. And don't you ever let anyone take that away 
from you. You taught me something, you taught me how to 
love the things that people don’t understand. Love the things 
people hate about themselves. You taught me what black was 
really about, and how to embrace it. YOU taught me that. You 
taught a lot of black people that. All these years you’ve been 
an important activist for the black youth and people. That's 
what makes you pro-black. Your passion for our people.

Her: I know, and it's important for me to help spread the 
message of black beauty, and black intelligence. But at the 
same time things like this ( points to TV.) are slowly tearing me 
down. And it gets hard to keep doing this. Cause its like almost 
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everyday I’m crying for somebody, and baby I’m sick of crying. 
I’m sick of seeing our black people dying and all this work I’ve 
put in, it feels like not a damn thing is being done about it.

He: (hugs her close, and points to TV.) Look at that little boy’s 
picture. Don’t you think they need more role models like us? 
Don’t you think we need to show them that black people do 
love each other and we will come together and defend one 
another during anytime, any obstacle we’ve faced. Our people 
only has each other. Stuff gets done about it, cause people like 
us get up and do it. I never thought a person like you would 
start to feel this way, but its okay you are only human, and 
sometimes we need that.

The News station changed view to the protesters downtown, 
one guy was being arrested as he screamed No justice, no 
peace in the camera.

Her: I prayed for them last night. I asked God to protect each 
spec of dark pigment we all carry, like a load of weights, and I 
asked God to let them see beauty in the pain we carry, and the 
tears that we shed for this weight. (pause.)I just hope our God 
looks down and shields us all with her loving arms.

(They sit quietly.)

Her: I feel so guilty not being there. Like a traitor. 

He: If you wanna go, we should be there. It’s all up to you.

Her: (shakes head.) Naw,as much as I want to I just can't. I 
wanna lay here today with you. (changes channel.) and forget 
this, just for today. I just want you to hold me baby. (He pulls 
her closer, as she wipes a tear away.)

He: It’s okay to hurt, and it’s okay to cry. (chuckles.) you taught 
me that. (kisses forehead.) But don't feel guilty, the people can 
handle one day without you.

Her: I know, but you don't know how it feels to fight for 
something for so long and now it’s like you’re slowly giving up, 
giving up on all of us. Damn! That shit feel bad.

He: I know how it feels, but I know this is what you're 
passionate about. I know that you’ve been working for a 
change, and our people knows it. This feeling will pass, you’re 
only human, and you still need time to rest at times.

Her: I know, but I guess I’m letting fear take over. Ya know, or 
the white man. I'm just scared that we could be the next 
victims on the back of a black lives matter t shirt and all the 
times I done that it has never crossed my mind. I’m just not 
ready for that.

(They start to watch some show on TV that they have never 
seen before. They sit on the bed quietly, with red eyes and 
aching souls.)  

The end.
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Anxiety is Okay
It was something out of a movie. Everything was in slow 
motion, every clap, every cry. The arena was bustling with 
movement, booming with noise. Zak only heard his unsteady 
breathing, his blood rushing in his ears like roaring waves. It 
was always before a challenge that he cracked and nerves 
overflowed his system.

Anxiety was like a ghostly demon, creeping up at the worst 
time possible in an attempt to ruin a poor soul. The last thing 
Zak wanted was to botch his routine, though it was likely he 
would. His dreams would crash and burn right before his eyes.
 
No, Zak told himself forcefully, stop being a pessimist, you 
loser.
 
“Zaakir Yamin,” an official tapped his shoulder, “You have five 
minutes.”

It was as though his heart really did stop. The ghostly demon 
laughed coldly, trying to persuade Zak into quitting yet again. 
He wanted to run out of the arena, hop on a plane, and blow 
that mega-sized popsicle stand. But a reassuring hand 
grabbed his own, “You can do it, bro.”

He could do it. Zak just didn't want to. The problem was that he 
was part of a team. If he let them down, the guilt would kill him 
more than any loss in the world.
 
“Alright,” he mumbled shakily, getting up.
 
Coach clapped him in the back while every one of his 
teammates yelled heartening words and high-fived.
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Zak’s legs wobbled as he made his way up to the gymnastic 
floor. He'd practiced his routine a million times, but suddenly 
he blanked out.

“No,” he said to himself quietly, “no please.”

Everything in his head was out of control like papers in the 
wind. Though he didn’t want to admit it to anyone, Zak was 
terrified. All that he’d worked for could amount to nothing 
depending on how that routine went.
 
He had four minutes before his routine started. Four measly 
minutes to figure out his life.
 
The whole ordeal of being in the Olympics, the mother of all 
pitiful junior competitions, left him wondering why he deserved 
it, but most of all, what led him there. Zak was down to three 
minutes, and he needed to answer the question. Let me tell 
you why you’re here, buddy, a voice in his head whispered.

Three..

The day Zak’s brother Malik was born started everything, the 
epitome of all anxiety-filled moments in his life. His dad, feeling 
overwhelmed by the growing family, left, leaving the two 
brothers alone with their grieving mother. She was tired, 

unable to care adequately for two young children. As he grew 
older, Zak wondered if she ever considered giving them up.
 
Eventually Mom got over it, she was young and needed more 
support. Zak couldn’t imagine his life without her support. 
Without his mom, he wouldn’t have made it through his life. 
Unfortunately, it began the roller coaster ride also known as a 
life with anxiety. He never wanted anyone to leave him again.

Then the memory of his scar came back to him. It was a 
laughable story. As toddler Zak climbed the shelves in his 
bedroom closet, searching for a board game to play, he 
reached for the box, stretching his stubby arms as far as they 
could go.
 
He grabbed the corner of the box, overturning it. Metal pieces 
rained down on him, one slicing him right below the eye. Oh 
Zak, how’d you get that scar? people would ask. Funny story! 
The tiny horses attacked me. He never heard from those 
people again. Anyway, the trip to the hospital was awful.

“Not the needles!” he screamed, “I don’t want them to sew my 
face! It’s too pretty!”

They still sewed his face anyway, leaving a white mark on his 
toned skin that stood out like a black sheep in a grey herd.
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 # A year after that, he attended his first gymnastics class at 
IK Gymnastics, their Toddlers Toddle™ class, despite the fact 
he was over four. Don’t ask why, but they always made sure 
the trademark was there. Just the thought of being around 
people made him worried. Even at five years old, he still 
wondered what they would think about him.
 
“Mama, what if they don’t like me. What if I can’t do flips like 
the littler kids.”

She chuckled, “Habebi, don’t worry. The, ah, littler kids will love 
you.”

So Zak went, and actually enjoyed himself. They really did love 
him, and so did the teachers.
 
Two years after that, Zak won his first medal, a bronze at a 
local competition. His mom still had the video, something he 
hoped would never see the light of day. A bowling ball with 
legs, also known as Zak, rolled across the floor, doing the 
occasional handstand and a wink to the kindergarten ladies.
 
Two..

“But I love doing gymnastics!” Zak complained to his visiting 
father.

“No son of mine will be doing an activity such as gymnastics!” 
he said the word as though it caused him pain.

After being gone for eight years, the absentee had the nerve to 
tell his son he couldn’t do the sport he loved, the one thing that 
made him happy in life. If he cared about Zak, he would have 
been there all those years. He wasn’t and left the boy alone 
with a distraught mother and wild younger brother.
 
Should I? he thought. Should Zak tell his father how he really 
felt about his terrible words. What if he hits you? That 
happened once when Zak was only two, right before Dad left. 
He isn’t your dad anymore. If he does anything, it’s game over.

“Well, you know what,” Zak growled, then composed himself, 
“you could probably have a say in what I do if you were 
actually here. But obviously you weren’t. You were somewhere 
getting six inches shorter, and six feet wider. So go back to 
where you came from. Everyone here is happy without you.”

Zak never saw his dad again after that, thankfully. Though he 
wondered what the over portly man did in his free time, he was 
better off not knowing.
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His next memory also wasn’t pleasant. It was Zak’s first trip to 
Egypt. His mom used all her savings for that trip, leaving them 
nearly broke by the time they came back.
 
The country itself was great. The people were eccentric, the 
landscapes made him wonder why his parents even left their 
homeland. Then they reached the city. Tens of dozens of 
citizens swarmed the streets with tons of cars in the mix. All he 
wanted to do was go home.

The second they arrived at his grandparent’s home, his 
grandmother immediately scolded him for being much too 
American. Her hatred toward his country made him more 
patriotic than ever. That was the same summer the Olympics 
were in place. 

That was the summer he realized he wanted to be in the 
Olympics. Zak told his mom, his brother, all his cousins, even 
his uncle whom he despised. They all laughed at him, telling 
him it was a silly goal.

“Oh yeah totally,” his cousin’s voice dripped with sarcasm, “and 
I’m the king of England! Please.”

“You’d make a fool out of yourself!” another shouted with a 
thick Egyptian accent, accentuating every letter.

“Another addition to the American team, am I right!”

Unfortunately, Zak believed them at the time. How could I, a 
pathetic gymnast from Chicago, be in the Olympics? he asked 
himself. At the time, he was really struggling with confidence 
issues and, of course, anxiety.

The next memory flashed into his mind, one of his most 
important memories that defined his life, just two years after 
the trip to Egypt. Simple as it was, Zak would never forget that 
moment: the day he broke up with his first girlfriend. Most 
people wouldn’t think twice about that, Oh yeah her, she was 
my first girlfriend. We broke up through text message, never 
thought I’d see her again!
Not for him. Being the immature jerk he was, Zak broke up 
with her. He was fifteen, and didn’t really feel an attraction 
toward her. It was in his favorite park in the city. Around them, 
children giggled as they blew bubbles while their parents 
watched with a melancholy stare, worrying about the day they 
grew up. He never saw his mom look at him like that.

Seconds later Eliana arrived. Zak’s ‘girlfriend,’ had on a pouty 
face that made him want to get it over with sooner. Eliana was 
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controlling, insisted she was always right, and called herself an 
extreme feminist by telling him what to do. Unbelievable, he 
knew. Also, they were both most definitely not ready to date.

“I’m breaking up with you,” he told her casually.

Eliana’s pout, quickly disappeared replaced with a look of utter 
shock.

“W-What?”

“You heard me. I’m fifteen. I really don’t want to worry about a 
girl.”

“But I love you!”

Zak snorted, “You can’t even multiply. How do you know what 
love is?”

“Zaakin-”

“I’m gay.”

He never saw her again after that, thankfully. It just made him 
realize his priorities in life and what he really wanted for his 
future, even though, again, he was only fifteen. 

One..

“I’m going to kill someone!”

“Quit being a pessimist,” Malik chastised him in an attempt to 
be comforting.

His brother was terrible at comforting people, to say the least. 
All he wanted to do was pass his stupid driver’s test, but no. 
His anxiety always ruined things for him, and his anxiety, was 
him.
 
“I’m a pessimistic loser who can’t do-”

“Zak!”

“Sorry. It’s just,” he hesitated, “I was never really good at 
anything. How am I gonna do this?”

Malik sighed, “Zak you’re great at a lot of things. You’re just 
nervous.”

“I’m always nervous.”

“Get in the car, you dweeb.”
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Zak obliged, opening the side door of the old truck and 
hopping in. Malik jumped in beside him.
 
“Put the car in drive. We might die.”

“Shut up. That doesn’t make sense.”

“Drive,” he growled.

Zak drove at ninety miles per hour on an unlit street where the 
limit was thirty-five miles per hour. Dear lord, was he terrified. 
Malik yelled beside him, though he couldn’t tell if it was out of 
joy or fear.
 
Eventually Zak did make it home and did get his driver’s 
license. But that was just the beginning.

Prom.

Boy, finding a date for that was tough. His senior prom most 
definitely did not go as planned, but it was a memory hard to 
forget. After spending so many hours at the gym training, Zak 
was basically a nobody at school. It was classes, practice, 
sleep. No hanging out, no going out, no dating.
 

There was only a month until the Olympic Trials and Zak was 
determined. He wanted to make it. Unlike most of his 
classmates, he didn’t care about prom as much. Prom was 
about a boy and a girl going to a school dance and fighting for 
the spot as the rulers of the school. The princes and 
princesses of petty. Zak was not like that, he would not abide 
by those stereotypes.

And once again, a date. The laws of social prom etiquette at 
his school had a silent rule: no date, no entry, no life.
 
“How about Lucas?” Malik suggested. “He’s kinda cute.”

“And also my only option,” Zak muttered, “Right?”

“Yes! It’s better than nothing. Plus, you’ve been drooling over 
him since you were my age.”

“Two years!”

“Just hurry up and ask him out. I don’t want to be known as the 
kid who's brother couldn’t get a date to prom,” Malik grumbed.

Can’t wait to see you during prom, Zak thought angrily. You 
won’t get any date, girl or guy. He knew that wasn’t true. Malik 
had half the school swooning over him because his hair. 
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The next day Zak approached Lucas. Suddenly, his palms got 
all sweaty, and he wanted to turn the other way. He didn’t have 
to go to prom. He could just stay home and scream like a 
miserable meme. God, he was such a meme.

“H-hey, Lucas,” he began nervously.

Lucas turned and smiled, “What’s up, Zak?”

“I was wondering if-” 

Zak was cut off by the girl running up to Lucas and wrapping 
her arms around him. Well, he thought, this is a surprise. Moral 
of the story? Never trust Malik. He did get a date, though. With 
Dylan Martinez, of all people. 

Dylan was his best friend, his gymnastics bro, and the only guy 
he called bro. They had a bromance. Dylan was also his 
competitor at the Olympic Trials that were occurring just a 
month from that day.

The time passed quickly. Finals, graduation, senior prank, a 
trip to the police department. Such silliness. Zak spent most of 
that time, you guessed it, training. Six hours every day except 
Sunday, countless minutes spent perfecting one routine then 

on to the next. It was grueling, though right by his side was 
Dylan.

Dylan, his biggest competitor, his best friend.
 
Eventually the day came. The trip to St. Louis that would 
change everything. Would he be an unknown gymnast from 
Chicago or an Olympic star? Malik screamed at him the entire 
way while his mom tried to be encouraging, spouting random 
quotes from her daily calendar.
 
“Don’t fail, you idiot! This could change everything!”

“Don’t listen to him, habebi. Malik doesn’t know what he is 
saying, just remember, ‘The hard days are the best because 
that’s where champions are made,’ you know!”

“Mom, that doesn’t make sense. It’s completely irrelevant!”

“You’re completely irrelevant!” Malik retorted.
 
“One more word, Malik, I swear,” Zak hissed. “One more 
word.”

“Irrelevant.”
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Needless to say, Malik didn’t speak again after that. The 
silence in the car was deafening after that, and it was almost 
worse. Zak was close to praying Malik would crack another 
stupid joke, or his mom go off again with another weird quote 
from the calendar.

He was more than nervous that time. It was worse than prom, 
worse than getting his driver's license, worse than Egypt, 
worse than his dad, worse than his scar, worse than anything 
he’d ever been through.
 
Zak fumbled for his phone, “Dylan.”

“Zak? It’s three in the morning. You should be sleeping.”

“That’s what I said!” his mother interrupted.

He turned off speaker phone and lowered his voice, “I’m 
scared, dude.”

“We all are. But you can’t give up, Zak. You’ve worked your 
whole life for this.”
 
“Bro.”

“Bro.”

“Maybe Bro will be our Always.”

Zak could hear the smile in Dylan’s voice, “Go to bed, loser. 
John Green would want you to.”

***
He made it. He was going to the Olympics. The Olympics. 
Olympics. Oly. Mpics. Olympians. Olymp. O-L-Y-M-P-I-C-S.

Zak couldn’t believe it.
 
Sam. Jake. Alex. Zak. Dylan. The US Gymnastics Team for 
that year. That year.

Olympics.

***
The memories were over. There weren’t any seconds left. Zak 
had to do it. For his team, his family, and his friends. 
Everything they did was for him. He could practically hear 
Malik screaming his name, most likely calling him a loser, 
dweeb, and whatever else he liked to call Zak.
 
Floor routines seemed to be specifically made for him. He 
excelled at them, but his nerves always controlled him. The 
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Olympics were bigger than the trials. His country was counting 
on him. He had to do it. Had to do it.

Zak moved slowly to the corner of the floor. It bounced below 
his feet, as though he were walking on air. 

Jump twice, front aerial, and begin. Don’t forget the double 
turn, try to forget the time you broke your leg while doing a 
double turn. Hands up, you’re at the other corner now. Don’t 
stress, don’t show your nervous, you got this, buddy. 
Dismount, hand-spring, keep going, almost there. Okay, big 
move. Full-out across the floor. Ouch, I slipped a little. C’mon, 
Zak, fix this. Half in, half out, end with a roundoff. Dismount. 

Dead silence. For a split second Zak wondered if it was just a 
daydream, then a wave of applause washed over the area. No 
daydream. He did it. He survived and successfully made it 
through his Olympic debut.
 
“Yeah!” he yelled, throwing his arms in the air then promptly 
collapsing backwards onto the floor. 

Around him reporters laughed, his teammates shouted, but all 
Zak could see was Malik. His younger brother smiled, 
beckoning him over. Zak sprinted over to his family by the 
benches where his brother and mother engulfed him in a hug.

 
“You loser!” Malik cried, “You did it! This is gonna get me some 
serious hallway cred!”

Zak rolled his eyes then remembered an important detail: his 
score. Immediately another round of shrieking from the 
Americans erupted when Zak earned an 11.800, eighth place. 
His heart sank. America had moved down from silver in the all-
around to bronze. Why are they cheering then? he thought.
 
“I know what you’re thinking,” his coach sighed beside him, 
shooing off reporters. “They shouldn’t be cheering. I did bad, 
blah blah blah. Zaakin, they are cheering because of pride, a 
word you should be familiar with. An American just did a great 
routine, they are happy.”

Zak smiled, “Thanks, Coach, and uh, sorry if I let you down.”

“You didn’t, kid. You most definitely didn’t.”

Although Zak didn’t place the way he wanted, he learned that 
he shouldn’t let his anxiety control him. That was the answer to 
his question. Why was he here? I’m here because I am 
anxious. I like my anxiety, it’s a friend, but it is also a foe. 
When I fought my anxiety, I surpassed all the odds.
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“Zaakin Yamin, why do you have to say for all aspiring male 
gymnasts out there?”

“Uh,” Zak blushed from all the attention, “Don’t act all awkward 
like me, first of all.

Second, being anxious is okay. It can lead you to some great 
things, like, I don’t know, the Olympics?”
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Cycle of Abuse 
Flash Fiction 
Grade: 12 
Berea-Midpark High School 
Instructor: Jane Darrow

Cycle of Abuse
The folding chair he sat in wasn’t completely adjusted 
correctly, causing the back to shove into a tender spot in his 
spine. He didn’t get up to fix it, however, he probably felt he 
deserved it. Either that or he really was more socially inept 
than he thought he was, the circles’ eyes would all be on him if 
he got up and started fidgeting with his seat. And what then, if 
he couldn’t unstick it? Embarrass himself is all he’d do. Either 
that or he deserved it, you know? Feeding off of people like a 

parasite with no care in the world about his host. The hosts he 
chose; beautiful in both face and body, did not have the smarts 
to keep up with him. Sometimes he’d delve into long depictions 
of some topic, causing them to just zone out to his sickeningly 
attractive face. Only sickening, however, when he broke things 
off with the poor girls. Either that or when he’d say something 
drastically inappropriate. And what then, would he do? Break it 
off right after is what he’d do.
 
Either that or she deserved it, you know? Sitting in a chair like 
that with no care in the world of what damage it might cause to 
her back. The seat she chose; both dented in surface and 
shape, did not have the structure to keep up with her. 
Sometimes she’d squirm to adjust her spine, but that got the 
attention of the circle. Only one guy, however, as she 
unintentionally broke one of the chair’s poles. Either that or he 
had suddenly noticed the attractiveness of this woman next to 
him. And what then, did he do? Chatted her up is what he did.

Either that or it was a sort of hypnotism, you know? Feeding 
off of people like a parasite with no care in the world about his 
host. The hosts he chose; beautiful in both face and body, did 
not have the smarts to keep up with him. Sometimes he’d 
delve into long depictions of some topic, causing them to just 
zone out to his sickeningly attractive face. Only sickening, 
however, when he broke things off with the poor girls. Either 
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that or when he’d say something drastically inappropriate. And 
what then, did he do? Chatted her up is what he did.

The kind of rhythmic repeating was spoken so elegantly, 
causing the girl to fall deeper and deeper into his love trance. 
She didn’t get up to shrug him off, however, she probably felt 
like she deserved it. Either that or she really was more socially 
inept than she thought she was, the circles’ eyes would all be 
on her if she got up and started fighting against the man’s 
speech. And what then, if she just submitted to it? Embarrass 
herself is all she’d do.

Either that or she deserved it, you know? Feeding herself to 
the brim like a parasite without a care in the world if she eats 
too much. The food she chose; tasty but unhealthy, she would 
purge later by shoving her pointer finger down her throat. 
Sometimes she’d delve into bouts of depression, because all 
puking did was deteriorate her teeth. Only depressing her, 
however, because it affected her outer beauty. Either that or 
scare her poor friends. And what then, would she do? Eat to 
make herself feel better, is what she’d do.

Either that or she deserved it, you know? Sitting in a broken 
chair like that with no care in the world of what damage this 
man could do to her. The man; both attractive and appalling, 
did not have a ride home. Sometimes he’d run his fingers over 

her defined spine, and it took her back to past lovers. Only one 
guy, however, breaking up with her after the discovery of her 
disorder he didn’t want to deal with. Either that or he had 
suddenly noticed the attractiveness of the woman next door. 
And what then, did he do? Moved in with her is what he did.

Either that or it was a sort of hypnotism, you know? Feeding 
off of people like a parasite with no care in the world about his 
host. The hosts he chose; beautiful in both face and body, did 
not have the smarts to keep up with him. Sometimes he’d 
delve into long depictions of some topic, causing them to just 
zone out to his sickeningly attractive face. Only sickening, 
however, when he broke things off with the poor girls. Either 
that or when he’d say something drastically inappropriate. And 
what then, did she do? Went home with him is what she did.
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My Apollo 
Flash Fiction 
Grade: 11 
Mayfield High School 
Instructor: Kari Beery

My Apollo
I met you when I realized we were both sleeping not under the 
stars, but beside them.
 
There you were, a boy among gods, starburts of silver 
exploding in eyes the color of the ocean at daybreak. You 
hunted with Scorpius and dined with Gemini with nothing but 
Polaris to guide you back home. You danced with Aquarius 

and studied with Virgo, yet you always found yourself coming 
back to me.  
 
You were bleeding galaxies, each one more glorious than the 
last, and I found myself trying to inhabit every last one of them. 
Stardust glowed on your fingertips, so everytime you touched 
me, I became incandescent. You infused me with moons and 
drew planets on me with your arrows, and in turn, I painted 
suns on your spine with melted comets. As time passed, we 
grew stronger and stronger, our love becoming nothing short of 
intergalactic.
 
Your stardust hands spilled solar systems into my veins, and 
when your lips touched mine, we erupted into silver flames. 
After our hunts, our endless nights chasing galaxies, you’d lay 
me down inside the Big Dipper, tracing constellations on my 
skin as we fell asleep to our syncopating heartbeats.
 
I was your goddess and you were my Apollo. We were 
stronger together than we could ever hope to be alone. We 
danced across the Milky Way like two shooting stars, singing 
with gods and laughing with goddesses.
 
And together, side-by-side, we became immortal.
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I am Third 
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

I am Third
At Camp Christopher, the main gate is protected by pine trees, 
which line the path as my family and I drive in. The counselors 
greet us, speaking fondly of nature and community and 
something they call the Christopher Spirit. My family treks to 
the girls’ settlement and they deposit eight year old me in my 
cabin, Junipero Serra. They leave, and for a brief moment I am 
alone.
 

I learn, however, that it is impossible to truly be alone at Camp 
Christopher. I am swept into a whirlwind of cabin bonding 
games by my counselor. Cabin mates go from complete 
strangers to dear friends in a matter of minutes. Our tight knit 
Junipero Serra cabin forms a community, and we become a 
part of ‘something’ bigger than all of us. The counselors tell us 
that the ‘something’ is the Christopher Spirit. We nod 
complacently and bang our fists on the mess hall tables, 
impatient for dinner.
 
Throughout the week my cabin mates and counselors become 
my friends, and my friends become my family. Just like that, I 
have found myself home. We enjoy nature while swimming in 
the lake and we form a community through trust falls. We 
celebrate the Christopher Spirit while diving into a pit of mud, 
headfirst, no regrets. During a trust walk, our counselors lead 
us to a pine tree in the woods; carved in it are letters spelling 
out “I am Third.” This, they say, is the heart of the Christopher 
Spirit. I memorize the phrase and nod, not understanding.
 
On the final day, the Camp Christopher community gathers at 
the main gate, protected by pines, to listen to the final-year 
campers give their parting speeches. Girls from Old James 
Gibbons, the oldest girls’ cabin, speak of how their years at 
camp were easy come, easy go, how they would give anything 
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to linger a little longer. We clap for them, and they smile, 
though I do not understand the tears in their eyes.
 
A year passes, followed by two, and then five more. I celebrate 
arriving through the main gate, lined with its pines, and I watch 
as girls from Old James Gibbons become counselors, become 
friends, become family. Through trust falls and swimming and 
repeated trips to the mud pit, I finally understand the 
Christopher Spirit. I learn, live, and breathe “I am Third.” My 
dear friends and I speak fondly of about our adventures. We 
have found our family, and we have found ourselves home.
 
Completely on accident, I find myself to be a girl in Old James 
Gibbons, a final-year camper expected to give a parting 
speech to the camp. My family and I walk down to the main 
gate, guarded by the protective pine trees. As I stand up, 
memories sweep me up in a whirlwind, and I laugh at my 
younger self’s foolishness in misunderstanding.
 
“I am Third,” I tell them, “is the heart and soul of the 
Christopher Spirit. It’s caring for others, caring for the world 
around you, and caring for yourself. It’s what keeps our 
community strong and it’s what makes this camp our home. I 
stand in front of you, as a girl in Old James Gibbons, and I 
want you to know that summers here are easy come, easy go. 

I’d give anything to linger a little longer.” They clap for me, and 
I smile.
 
Before I sit back down, I look over the camp. Younger campers 
are disinterested, but older campers have tears matching my 
own. My speech is over, but standing by the front gate, under 
the pines, I make a promise to my family. I promise them that 
Camp Christopher is my home, and that they will see me next 
year as a counselor, and that I will help them find the 
Christopher Spirit too. After all, my journey may be over, but I 
have come to camp to stay.
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The Jellybean Wars 
Humor 
Grade: 8 
Home Schooled 
Instructor: Divina Koonce

The Jellybean Wars
Characters:
 
Narrator: He narrates.  It’s what he lives for.  This role is for an 
adult male.
 
Laura: Sister to Flora.  She is partially responsible for the 
onset of the Jellybean Wars.  She is also at extreme odds with 
Flora.  This role is for a girl in her early teens.

Flora: Sister to Laura.  She is partially responsible for the 
onset of the Jellybean Wars.  She is also at extreme odds with 
Laura.  This role is for a girl in her early teens.
 
Laura’s Minion #1:  This part is for a girl or boy younger than 
Laura and Flora.

Laura’s Minion #2:  This part is for a girl or boy younger than 
Laura and Flora.
 
Flora’s Henchperson #1:  This part is for a girl or boy 
younger than Laura and Flora.

Flora’s Henchperson #2:  This part is for a girl or boy 
younger than Laura and Flora.
 
Officer Owen: One of the police officers to witness firsthand 
the historic Jellybean Wars.  This role is for an adult male. 
Officer Owen has a son, Owen Jr.
 
Officer Owen Jr: A toddler, Owen Jr. wishes to follow in his 
father’s footsteps and tags along on even the most dangerous 
of missions.  This role is for a young boy, age seven or 
younger. 
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Setting:  A quiet neighborhood street with a magic jellybean 
right in the middle of it.
 

***
 
SCENE I 
 
The stage is completely empty except for a massive, 
monstrous, silver jellybean resting on a pedestal.  Slow, 
surreal music plays for a few seconds.  The spotlight shines on 
the jellybean until the Narrator enters stage.
 
Narrator
(Enters stage, walks toward the jellybean and stands right 
behind it.)  Greetings!  (Gesturing toward the audience.)  I am 
the Narrator.  I live to narrate, so let me begin.  (Clears throat.) 
 Our story is one-of-a-kind.  It is historic.  Momentous.  And it 
all centers on this beautiful jellybean here.  (Plants his hand on 
the huge jellybean.)  Now, this is no ordinary jellybean. 
 
(As the Narrator talks, Laura and Flora enter stage.  They are 
chatting and laughing happily and holding shopping bags. 
 They are wearing sunglasses.)
 
Narrator

(Continuing) In fact, this jellybean is the most extraordinary 
jellybean ON THIS PLANET.  And it’s not just the spectacular 
taste.  THIS is the very jellybean that was forged in the fire of 
the Big Bang and flavored with the energy flowing from the 
brand-new space-time continuum!  THIS is the very jellybean 
that soared through space for eons, always on the move! 
 THIS is the very jellybean that saved the planet Krugget when 
it was about to be consumed by alien lollipops!  It is the very 
jellybean that made King Xixoxl of Xixorxi the wealthiest king in 
the galaxy!  It is the very jellybean that set off the chain 
reaction that would eventually form our solar system!  It is the 
very jellybean that wiped out the dinosaurs here on Earth!  It is 
the very jellybean that sunk the Titanic!  It also the very 
jellybean that helped a mysterious figure rise from the 
shadows to become (takes a deep breath) EMPEROR OF 
AMERICA! 
 
(The Narrator pauses to catch his breath.  As he does so, 
Laura and Flora drop their shopping bags, take off their 
sunglasses, and start to approach the jellybean in amazement 
and awe.)
 
Narrator
(His voice is calmer now.  Solemn.)  And it is also the very 
jellybean that sparked the historic, momentous Jellybean 
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Wars.  It is the very jellybean that sparked our story here. 
 (Bows his head and backs away to watch from a distance.)
 
(Laura and Flora take the Narrator’s place behind the 
jellybean.)
 
Laura
Wow, Flora, did you hear what he said?  This jellybean must 
be like, totally crazy powerful!
 
Flora
Like totally, Laura!  (Makes as if to lift the jellybean and carry it 
off.)  It’s going to look like, fricking cool in my bedroom!
 
Laura
WHAT?  (Forces Flora to set the jellybean back down.)  Your 
bedroom?  No!  No way!  Like, my bedroom!
 
(Both girls move to either side of the jellybean – Laura on the 
right, Flora on the left, or vice versa.  At the exact same time, 
they both slam their hands down on the jellybean.)
 
Both Girls, In Unison
IT’S MINE!
 
Narrator

Um, girls, if I may…
 
(Laura and Flora slowly turn to face the Narrator.)
 
Narrator
…If I may, I would recommend that you find a civilized way to 
settle this.  What do you think?
 
(Both girls consider this for a moment.)
 
Laura
I don’t think so.
 
Narrator
Oh.  I see.  And… why is that?
 
Laura
Because we’re sisters – and sisters do not find civilized ways 
to settle their disputes.
 
(The Narrator is a little confused.)
 
Flora
Well, I agree with him.  (Points at Narrator.)  Maybe we should 
try to be civilized for once.
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Laura
Well, I suppose it’s worth a shot.  Any ideas?
 
Flora
Of course not!  I thought you were the one supposed to come 
up with ideas!
 
Laura
You can think for yourself once in a while, you know!
 
Narrator
GIRLS!  Calm down.  Think over this peacefully.
 
Both Girls, In Unison
Fine.  (They cross their arms and stare at each other for a 
moment.)
 
Laura
(Gasps in excitement.)  I know!  We can have a war!  A big 
one!  Flora, you can gather an army and I can gather an army, 
and we can have a totally bloody fight to the death over this 
totally beautiful jellybean! 
 
Flora

(Squeals in delight.)  Like, totally!  I can’t wait to claim my 
victory!  And just you wait, Laura – my army is gonna kill you 
just enough that you remain dead for the rest of your life!
 
Narrator
Are you girls sure that a fight to the death is a good, civilized, 
and healthy way to settle this?
 
Both Girls, In Unison
YES!
 
(Laura and Flora exit stage.  The Narrator stands and waits 
quietly for a moment.)
 
Narrator
(Sighs.)  I sure hope that they’re not serious about this.  (Gaze 
wanders for a moment, and then his eyes focus on the 
audience.  He claps his hands together resolutely.)  Well, while 
those two girls are gone, I believe that I shall take this 
opportunity to tell you more about the history of this glorious 
and mind-boggling jellybean.  (Begins to tell his tale with many 
dramatic flourishes.)  This jellybean is the very jellybean that 
inspired a random person somewhere to write a play all about 
it –
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(He is interrupted as Laura and Flora re-enter stage.  Tagging 
along are Flora’s Henchpersons and Laura’s Minions.  They 
are dressed in camouflage suits and carrying large machine 
guns.  The Narrator is both shocked and alarmed at this new 
development.)
 
Narrator
(Mouth open in surprise.)  You girls are serious about this!
 
Both Girls, In Unison
Darn right!
 
(Flora and her Henchpersons station themselves on one side 
of the jellybean, while Laura and her Minions station 
themselves on the other side.)
 
Narrator
(Starts to move toward Laura.)  Now, now wait just a moment –
 
Laura’s Minion #1
(Points gun at Narrator.)  Shut it!
 
Narrator:
(Jumps backwards, hands raised.)  Okay, all right, no problem!
 
Flora:

OKAY, PEOPLE!  (Stomps foot loudly.)  Before we begin, I 
should like to make a speech.  (Clears throat, speaks loudly 
and dramatically.)  And it is here, on this very spot, that our 
heroic and historic struggle for this extraordinary jellybean 
begins!  With my henchmen –
 
Laura
(Interjects.) – and my minions! –
 
Flora
(Continues.) – this fight shall be EPIC!  VIOLENT!  HISTORIC! 
 BLOODY!  LOUD!  DEADLY!  AND SO MUCH MORE!
 
(A loud drumroll sounds.  The two armies position themselves. 
 The Narrator shifts uncomfortably and starts to back away, 
though he does not exit the stage.  Laura’s Minion #1 briefly 
steps in front of the jellybean.)
 
Laura’s Minion #1
Let the first!  The one!  And the only Jellybean Wars begin! 
 (Steps back into line and aims his gun.)
 
Laura and Flora in Unison
TROOPS!  READY, AIM, FIRE!!!
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(Lights flash.  Gunshots are heard.  Wild, dramatic music 
plays.  As the Narrator ducks, Laura and her Minions and Flora 
and her Henchmen run all over the stage, firing their guns. 
 Flora’s Henchman #2 throws a hand grenade.  A bright light 
illuminates the entire stage, simulating the grenade’s 
explosion.  There is a big BOOM.  Everyone ducks or briefly 
stumbles, but all quickly recover and continue shooting.)
 
Officer Owen
(Amidst sirens and blaring police lights, he runs onstage with 
Owen Jr., blowing his whistle.)  STOP, STOP, STOP! 
 (Everyone freezes in place, except for the Narrator.)
 
Narrator
(Rushes forward, looking at the audience.)  Ah, yes!  This is 
police officer Owen and his son, Junior –
 
(Officer Owen shoots a severe glance at the Narrator, who 
backs off apologetically.)
 
Officer Owen
Now, tell me – (Puts hands on hips, turns away from the 
Narrator and to the rest of the characters) what in the name of 
Krugget is going on over here, huh? 
 
Owen Jr.

(Owen Jr. his wearing an oversized police hat and an 
oversized police uniform.  He is imitating his father’s manner 
and expression.)  Yah, what’s?
 
Flora’s Henchman #1
(Points his machine gun at Officer Owen.)  Back off, sir.  This 
ain’t your business. 
 
Officer Owen:
(Draws his gun.)  Woah, woah, woah.  Drop the weapon. 
 
Owen Jr.
(Draws a plastic water gun.)  Yah, droppit!
 
Officer Owen:
(Puts arm protectively around Owen Jr. and gently moves him 
aside, his attention focused on Flora’s Henchman #1.)  Son, 
you stay out of this.
 
(The longest, tensest five seconds in all human history slowly 
tick by.)
 
Officer Owen:
For the last time…  Drop the gun.
 
Flora’s Henchman #1
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No.  Fricking.  Way.
 
(Officer Owen fires his gun – gunshot sound effect is heard – 
and Flora’s Henchman #1 pitches backwards.  Flora shrieks 
and hyperventilates.)
 
Flora’s Henchman #1
(From the ground.)  Son of a wussulflugger!  (Splutters as 
water from Owen Jr.’s gun hits his face.)  Boy, does that hurt. 
 Yeah, I’m injured.  Can someone please call an ambulance? 
 (Writhes around on the ground.)
 
Officer Owen
(Takes out handcuffs and approaches a hyperventilating 
Flora.)  Ma’am, I’m afraid that you’re under arrest.  You’re 
charged with being responsible for a youngster who handled a 
gun and threatened me with it.  (Handcuffs Flora and ushers 
her over to Owen Jr., who firmly holds her arm with a serious 
glare on his face.)
 
Laura
NO!  That’s my sister you’re arresting!  You can’t do that!
 
Officer Owen
Oh yeah?  (Hands on hips again.)  And why not?
 

Laura
Because I’m supposed to triumph and take her to prison, not 
you!  (Turns to her minions.)  Minions!  Take them down!
 
(A brief shootout ensues, during which both of Laura’s Minions 
are shot.)
 
Laura
(Referring to her minions.)  NO!  (Runs over to Minion #1.) 
 Number One, speak to me!  Speak to me!
 
(When Laura’s Minion #1 does not answer, Laura heads over 
to Minion #2 and kneels down.)
 
Laura
(Tearfully.)  Number Two?  Can you hear me?
 
Laura’s Minion #2
(Weakly.)  I can hear you, ma’am. 
 
Laura
Number Two, please don’t die on me!  I can’t afford to lose 
you!  Please!  You’ve always served me faithfully and well, 
and, and, and, and without you, my army is incomplete!  My 
sister will have more troops than me!  Without you (bursts into 
gasping sobs) we’ve lost the jellybean!



71

 
Laura’s Minion #2
I’m really, really sorry, ma’am.  (Coughs.)  For my final, 
inspiring speech, I’d just like to say – your army was the 
coolest I’d ever fought with.  It was great fun, blowing things up 
and shooting things down.  I’m sure that had we won, the 
jellybean would have been delicious.  (Coughs some more, 
choking, struggling for air.)  And… (Coughs) and now… 
(Gasps) and now I shall dramatically faint from my wounds.  I 
shall – as your sister excellently puts it – be dead for the rest 
of my life.  (Dramatically passes out, tongue lolling and eyes 
rolling.)
 
Laura
(In shock.)  I…I…I…  (Starts to stand up and raise her hands.) 
 I…  I surrender.  (Chokes back a sob.)
 
Flora’s Henchman #2
(Looks around, sees that he/she is the only one who’s still 
standing.)  Hey, I was with Flora, and I’m the only one left. 
 Does that mean that Flora gets the jellybean?
 
Officer Owen
(Handcuffs Laura and then Flora’s Henchman #2.)  Nope. 
 (Owen Jr. just shakes his head solemnly.)
 

(The two police officers leave the stage with their captives. 
 The wounded Henchmen and Minions slowly stagger to their 
feet and quietly stumble after them.  The Narrator watches on 
in shock.)
 
Narrator
Wow.  (Composes himself, clears his throat, and turns back to 
the audience.)  Laura and Flora were, sadly, arrested.  Taken 
into custody.  Imprisoned.  These girls were charged with the 
criminal offense of having a war in the middle of the street and 
sentenced to a year at the Brainwashing-Your-Brain-With-
Ideas-Of-Peace Camp in order to learn their lesson.  Their 
surviving henchmen and minions were hospitalized for minor 
injuries, while the ones that died found a new home at the 
cemetery.  As for the jellybean, it was left alone and forgotten. 
 It was there for the taking.  (He glances around to make sure 
that no one is watching him.  He looks back at the jellybean 
and rubs his hands.  He lifts it.) This is going to look like, 
fricking cool in my bedroom.  (He pauses, and then licks the 
jellybean.)  Hm.  Not bad.  (Starts to walk off stage, and then 
looks back at the audience.)  Farewell.  (Nods and leaves 
stage, admiring his new prize.)
 
THE END
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The Drowning City
The sense of physical security is quickly disappearing for 
residents of coastal Florida because major flooding caused by 
rising sea levels. The push to stop these floods is obviously 
growing as the city has instituted a 400 million dollar plan to 
install water pumps to pump flooding water out of the streets 
(Weiss). These uncharacteristic floods are directly tied to 
global warming and the melting of polar ice caps, which 
causes a rise in sea levels. According to Amanda MacMillan of 

the National Resources Defense Council (NRDC), the earth 
has experienced its 15 hottest years in 134 years since 2000. 
Unfortunately, the United States has elected a president who 
has claimed that global warming was, “created by and for the 
Chinese in order to make U.S. manufacturing 
noncompetitive” (Urbina). Not only does Donald Trump think 
that climate change is a hoax, but his newly selected leader of 
the Environmental Protection Agency, Myron Ebell, advocates 
the idea that global warming does not exist and people are not 
the cause of it (Urbina). His position is not valid because of the 
insuperable evidence that climate change is indeed a relevant 
and major crisis. The fact that the president elect will 
completely ignore the urgent need to take action to reduce the 
US’s carbon emission for four years is frankly devastating. A 
major reason that climate change is ignored is that it is 
different from other relevant crises like poverty or 
homelessness because it does not affect people on a visible 
daily basis. Even though climate change might not affect 
people in their day-to-day lives, it will in the long run because 
climate change is like a cancer. The symptoms may not show 
immediately, but if left untreated over a long period of time, the 
results can be disastrous. In contrast to these invisible 
symptoms, Miami and coastal Florida, as stated before, are 
already feeling the effects of climate change. The effects of 
climate change are threefold: melting ice caps, rising sea 
levels, and flooding of costal areas, as in Florida. The overall 
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solution to flooding in coastal Florida is to reduce carbon 
emissions. There are two major ways of doing so: regulating 
the amount of food that is bought and produced as the 
agriculture industry is a leading carbon emitter, and choosing 
alternative ways of transportation other than cars and trucks.

According to the Council of Foreign Relations, the Arctic ice 
cap has reduced by 40 percent since 1979, a trend that is 
unmatched in recent human history. Almost half of a major part 
of the earth has disappeared in only 37 years (Borgerson et 
al). This enormous amount of ice cap loss leads to major 
problems. The Earth’s way of maintaining itself is extremely 
sophisticated, but when it’s tampered with, there is a domino 
effect that could make conditions on earth disastrous. The 
polar ice caps reflect sunlight energy back into space because 
of their color. This action prevents the sun from warming up 
the ice too much and melting it. But when more of the ice caps 
melt away, there is less ice to reflect the sunlight, which then 
creates more heat, melting the ice caps even faster (McLamb). 
And not only are ice caps melting rapidly, but also glaciers. 
The melting of glaciers also contributes to rising sea levels 
because like glaciers, when the ice melts, the water flows into 
oceans, further rising sea levels. Daniel Glick of the National 
Geographic wrote that in 1910, President Taft created Glacier 
National park. At the time the park consisted of about 150 
glaciers. That number has now decreased to fewer than 30, 

and most of those left have shrunk by nearly two-thirds. 
Scientists predict that within 30 years, almost all of those 
glaciers will be lost (Glick). Aliya Haq, the deputy director of 
NRDC’s Clean Power Plan initiative stated, “Even if we 
stopped all carbon dioxide emissions tomorrow, we’d still see 
some effects” (Haq quoted in Denchak). This statement proves 
how big of a hole we, as a planet, have dug ourselves into. 
Even though this fact is true, we must not stop trying to make 
climate change a thing of the past because of all the effects 
that could be disastrous to our planet in the future. The fact 
that in the span of a lifetime, people are witnessing substantial 
melting in major ice caps and glaciers should alone make 
climate change a priority in science and public policy.

As stated before, tampering with the earth’s way of sustaining 
itself can cause a domino effect, and in this case it does. In a 
study by Melissa Denchak of the NRDC, scientists estimate 
that by 2100 the earth will be at least eight degrees warmer 
and our oceans will be four feet higher; this increase in 
temperature will threaten coastal and low-lying areas, along 
with entire islands (Denchak). These rising ocean levels 
threaten many of the United States’ major cities like New York, 
Los Angeles, and Miami. Though New York and Los Angeles 
are not feeling the effects right now, they can turn to the 
example of Miami to understand what is to come. And not only 
will coastal cities turn into swamplands, but London could also 
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be submerged if the Greenland Ice Sheet completely melts. 
This melting would lead to a sea level rise of 23 feet (“Sea 
Level Rise”). This much water will wipe out whole cities and 
leave people with no place to live. The amount of usable land 
will shrink exponentially as these water levels continue to rise 
and coastal cities continue to be washed away. However, part 
of the problem in addressing these physical changes is 
political: people will not act until the effects of climate change 
are affecting them directly. For instance, London is not 
experiencing the direct effects of climate change at this 
moment, which means that its citizens are not prioritizing this 
crisis as much as citizens of Miami, Florida, are.

Miami, Florida, is in the thick of the effects of climate change 
because of its unique geology. First of all, Miami was built on 
cleared swampland. Second, Miami lies less than two feet 
above sea level, making it more susceptible to flooding. Third, 
Miami is a unique costal city because, unlike the island of 
Manhattan, which is built on impermeable granite, marble, and 
schist, Miami is built on porous limestone. The porous 
limestone allows water from flooding to soak into the city’s 
foundation, fill drains and pipes with water, affect fresh water 
supplies, and flood the city’s infrastructure (Kamp). The county 
government of Miami estimates that the flooding could lead to 
billions or even trillions of dollars of damage to Miami 
(Davenport). With these floods happening almost every heavy 

rainfall, the mayor of Miami, Philip Levine, fast—tracked a 
project to install electric pumps in parts of west Miami, which is 
most susceptible to flooding during high tides and storms. 
These electric pumps are meant to pump flooding water out of 
the streets and into Biscayne Bay (Kamp). These electric 
pumps seem like a viable solution for the flooding problem in 
Miami, but if our nation keeps turning its head on climate 
change, entire cities will be submerged in water, and no 
number of water pumps will be able to save them.

Fortunately, two solutions would be both achievable and 
effective. Scientists estimate that up to 40 percent of American 
food is wasted (Katz and Daniel). This statistic is concerning 
not because of the food that will end up in landfills, because 
that food can be composted, but because of the excess 
production of food. The United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development’s 2013 Trade and Environment Review 
estimate that 50 percent of all greenhouse gas emission 
comes from agriculture (Molla). If people were to simply eat 
everything in their refrigerator and not let anything go to waste, 
carbon emissions would be reduced significantly. In order to 
prevent large amounts of food going to waste, one should plan 
out meals ahead of time, freeze food before it spoils, and 
reduce portions sizes if food is regularly being thrown away 
(Katz and Daniel). Despite the advantages of eating local 
foods, the bulk of carbon emissions do not come from food 
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transportation. With that being said it is better to eat 
vegetables that have come from South America than it is to eat 
red meat or dairy products raised or made locally, because 
methane emissions are a product of the production of red 
meat, and methane is a detrimental greenhouse gas (Katz and 
Daniel). A senior UN Food and Agriculture official Henning 
Steinfeld stated that, “Livestock are one of the most significant 
contributors to today’s most serious environmental 
problems” (“Rearing Cattle Produces More Greenhouse Gases 
than Driving Cars, UN Report Warns”). So buying more fruits 
and vegetables than red meat, and buying the correct amount 
of food will decrease carbon emissions immensely by reducing 
the waste of food.

Another big contributor to the emission of carbon is 
transportation. Cars and trucks make up almost one-fifth of all 
US carbon emissions (“Car Emissions and Global Warming”). 
Just in Pennsylvania, public transit services saved more than 
110 million gallons of gasoline, prevented 755 thousand metric 
tons of global warming pollution, and saved more than 20 
million hours of waiting in traffic (“What Is Match; Ride?”). 
Biking to work or a set destination is ten times more carbon 
efficient than the most efficient of petrol cars (Berners-Lee). 
Journalist Mike Berners-Lee gives an example of his own 
experience of travelling to work using his bike and his local 
train. He says the total time it takes him to get to work is ten 

minutes longer, but in his entire commute he gets thirty 
minutes of exercise and fifteen minutes to read his book every 
day. He loves both reading and exercising, and if he were to 
take his car to work those things would not be possible for him 
to do on a daily basis. And on top of it all Berners-Lee is saving 
money and saving the earth from unnecessary carbon 
emission. Since Berners-Lee takes his car off the road during 
rush hour, he cuts down the amount of time other people on 
the road have to wait. A car on a busy road that stops and 
starts while waiting in lines can produce almost three times as 
much CO2 as a car that is travelling at a steady speed 
(Berners-Lee). Using forms of transportation other than cars or 
trucks whenever possible will benefit the environment 
immensely and reduce congestion on roads making towns and 
cities more efficient to travel in.

Even there little things can reduce the emission of carbon and 
prevent the planet from warming at unnatural rates. Reducing 
carbon emissions will prevent people in Miami, Florida, from 
having to move into another home because their neighborhood 
is permanently flooded. It will prevent sea levels rising at 
exponential and uncharacteristic rates. It will prevent the 
melting of polar ice caps. Without the reduction of carbon 
emission things will only continue to get worse, and not only 
for coastal cities like Miami, Florida, but also for many more 
cities to come. Reducing carbon emissions will allow 
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generations to come to experience snow, cold winters, and the 
security of a home not prone to constant flooding.
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If Ignorance is Bliss
I matched the train platform impeccably. I was grungy, tired 
and musty, just as the marble tiles of the train station were 
grimy around the edges. They betrayed an atmosphere of 
faded glamour. Stained with miscellaneous splotches and sins, 
my pink sweater hugged me too tightly. I wished I’d worn 
something looser. The tight clothes caused my bruises to crawl 
under the skin, making me grateful for the anonymity the train 
station gave me. I was just another nameless traveler at whom 

no one bothered to look close enough. I hoped they couldn’t 
see the scars on my heart or the scars on my arms, and I truly 
hoped that my face didn’t betray the feverous confusion that 
had taken root within my muddled thoughts.

The large clock tower above me struck seven. My train would 
arrive in half an hour.

I was glad to be going to see Mum. She’d help me sort it all 
out, just as she used to an eternity ago. I had not seen her in 
two years, and now I feared rejection.

She had every right to turn me away at the doorstep of her 
London flat, the flat that I hadn’t called home since I was 16.
I’d only been six years old, still a perfect child in her eyes, 
when she’d rented the space on Bond. Perfect like the new 
apartment, perfect like our lives had been then.

“Don’t you just love this flat? I adore this place--almost as 
much as I adore you, my little Maizy!” 

I remembered how I used to cherish that apartment for its 
location on Bond Street, the best shopping district in London. 
When I was older, I would stay out late at night with my friends, 
soaking up the lifestyle of London. We were young and 
carefree in the city of dreams.
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At 18 I shouldn’t be a reckless teen anymore, I should be a 
responsible young woman, ready to go off to college and 
pursue the suburban dream. I should be everything I am not.

A train’s whistles broke through my thoughts, and I reached 
into my suitcase to find the picture. My pale fingers fumbled 
around until they found their target deep within the mounds of 
unwashed rayon and ripped denim: a photo framed in steel 
and glass, the only evidence of my tranquil past. My history 
was encapsulated in a picture someone had taken of my 
mother and me on a vacation in France when I was about 14. 
We were standing in front of the Eiffel Tower collaged into a 
scene of fragrant Parisian patisseries and stone cathedrals, 
two girls in a city lost to time.

My mum, who was always enthusiastic, had practically skipped 
through the streets of Paris intoxicated with the refined French 
culture and fashion during our spring trip.

“This is the most beautiful city in the word, and we get to be a 
part of it for a week!” 

This recollection caused a smile to come to my lips and they 
cracked, leaving them unprotected against my tears. In the 
picture, Mum looked young and blonde, like a beauty who had 

yet to discover the discord of her future. I was the Maizy I’d 
been at 14, a Maizy I remember only as a close friend from my 
past.

The buttery, feminine atmosphere of Paris was reflected in 
every aspect of the photograph except for me. My eyes were 
hard and grey with arms crossed in defiance in front of a 
leather coat. Even then I didn’t fit in with my surroundings. I felt 
detached from that Maizy, the proud girl with the courage of a 
young warrior and the angled face of a Swiss model. I could 
hardly remember embodying her. Mum had always admired 
me for my strength.

“Never forget that you are strong. You can face anything that 
comes your way, for you have the power of a lion.” 

In front of me, a train pulled into the station, beckoning to all 
the passengers heading for Kingston. A woman, clad in a 
maroon dress, rushed toward the doors of the carriage just as 
they closed, and the train began to move again. Even from 
where I stood, I could hear the woman curse under her breath 
at the lost opportunity. It was starting to get dark, and she had 
missed the last train to Kingston for the day. She wouldn’t be 
making it to her dinner date or company meeting or whatever 
she’d been anticipating the train would transport her to. Poor 
thing. All I could do was hope that I wouldn’t be like her once I 



79

made it to Mum’s flat, just another girl who was too late. I could 
not be too late. If I was too late to ask for forgiveness, all hope 
would be lost.

Picking up my luggage, I pushed through the crowd gathering 
for the next train and sat in an isolated corner of the station. 
LED lights flickered above me, foreboding in the approaching 
darkness as they reflected off the subway tile. The hostility of 
the environment had a certain appeal to it, like a light that a 
photographer would kill to capture, or an essence a writer 
could only dream of portraying.

It reminded me of Scott.

Scott was like that. On the outside, he was utterly unique, a 
poetic figure so enigmatic you knew once you set eyes on him 
that you’d never understand him--no matter how hard you 
tried.

His eyes didn’t match. One was green with the earthy tones of 
English ivy, while the other was a harsh icy blue like an 
unexpected shock. I always thought his eyes were windows 
into his personality. Don’t worry if he’s brutal now, the deep 
green lusciousness of his kinder side never fails to return.

His charcoal black hair made his skin luminescent. 
Conspicuous amongst a crowd, he was the kind of person for 
which you can only feel love or hate. Occasionally he 
commanded love and hate at the same time, but never just 
toleration. He evoked only extreme emotions.

Mum hated Scott. She ignored his admirable qualities for his 
darker edge, the flaws that were impossible to wish away. She 
didn’t see the artistic manner in which his form was designed; 
she saw an uncanniness like a black crow with fiery eyes 
cawing from a telephone line. She didn’t see his charismatic 
personality, rather she saw his unpredictable mood shifts that 
lead to my tear-worn eyes. She saw Scott’s evil double, the 
one that I refused to acknowledge.

Not only so, Mum saw Scott’s impracticalities. He was a 
delinquent committing petty crimes on an everyday basis. 
Mum viewed this as yet another expression of his unstable 
mannerisms. She also refused to let go of the fact that Scott 
was older than me, thinking it made me look like a disgrace.

I never listened to Mum, however, when she lectured me about 
Scott. I just stared at her, the renegade shine still in my moon-
grey eyes.
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“Who is he? He is not one for you to associate yourself with! 
Maizy, I know you’ve never wanted to do things the 
conventional way, but Scott is going too far. Rebellion has to 
end somewhere. I thought you had more sense than to involve 
yourself with someone who will only bring you down.” 

In time, I realized why Mum had been dead set against Scott. 
Even before he and I had left home together, he was beginning 
to show inconsistencies in his actions. When I looked back on 
that time, the rosy lense of my memory ignored Scott’s 
resentfulness toward my mother and the cold tough grip of his 
hands as he pulled me through the streets of the city past 
clock towers and stone buildings, relics of the old London. I 
skipped over the recollection of the time he slapped me during 
a fight, showing no remorse for the bruise that surfaced on my 
cheek like a purple splotch of second thoughts. His controlling 
nature was surfacing, though I couldn’t see it then. He reeked 
of immaturity.

I had a very hard time admitting Mum might be right, even a 
little bit. It was impossibly difficult for me to break away from 
Scott for a few days, so I could go see her. I told him I was 
going on a trip with one of my friends when I was, in fact, going 
to my mother to discuss with her what my next step in life 
should be.

My plan was to ask Mum for forgiveness and, most of all, for 
advice. What was I going to do about Scott? Was it my fault 
that he possessed such cruel tendencies, or was that just what 
he wanted me to think?

What if I was too late to ask for clemency?

I was pulled back to reality when the station intercom system 
announced the expected arrival time of the next train to 
downtown London, the train I’d be catching. I gathered up my 
things and hoisted my duffel over my shoulder before joining 
the other passengers at the front of the platform in anticipation 
of the next train. The group waiting for the train was not large, 
consisting of but five or six people, spread along the lengthy 
platform in the uncrowded station. I stood close to the tracks, 
holding the photograph of Mum and me.

I noticed everything around me, the pigeons cooing in the 
rafters, the vague beams of leftover sunlight slanting through 
the glass roof high above. Light illuminated the dust swimming 
in the atmosphere and floating before my eyes. The station 
smelled like wet slate.

In my dreamlike state, I failed to notice a man rushing behind 
me until he bumped me slightly, causing my grip on the 
photograph to falter. Thankfully, I caught it just in time to hear 
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the hurried man apologize as he continued to sprint toward his 
destination. My small feet balanced precariously near the edge 
of the walkway, and I waved back at the man while holding my 
framed picture. But just then, my fingers gave way and my 
photo slipped from my chilly fingers onto the train tracks where 
the frame shattered. I looked down at the picture in distress, 
cursing my clumsiness. I valued that photo immensely. It was 
the only evidence of my former life with Mum.

Without giving myself the chance to think twice, I jumped down 
onto the train tracks where my treasure rested, entangled with 
the glass shards of its frame.

“My God, miss, what are you doing?” the frightened voice of 
another passenger said above me.

I didn’t bother to answer and instead retrieved my picture and 
rushed back to the wall. It was only then that I realized I’d 
failed to notice the inevitable yet again. The wall back up to the 
platform was much too high for me to reach, and the tiles were 
too slick for me to use as a foothold. I screamed in panic. My 
eyes grew wide and threatened to pop in my head, their soft 
grey irises failing to convey my fear. The bright spark of 
strength wasn’t there anymore. My breathing grew heavy. I 
was hyperventilating at the realization that I was now unable to 
climb up onto the platform.

All this was before I heard the whistle and clack of the 
approaching train, the train which I was supposed to be 
catching. There was nowhere for me to go. My knees failed 
me, and I collapsed to the ground in sheer horror as voices 
above me yelled for help, for someone with a ladder.

Why hadn’t I listened when I had the chance?

“Maizy! Why are you leaving me? Scott will be the death of 
us.”

It was too late. I could see the passenger train careening 
toward me head on, and I curled into a ball on the dingy 
ground and waited through the agonizing milliseconds until the 
train hit. I was scared and small, a shell of my old self. I no 
longer held the defiance and courage I used to possess, the 
traits that had been lost in my struggles with Scott. He’d taken 
away my identity as a headstrong woman and left me as a little 
girl with nowhere to go.

The click-clack of the train resounded in my ears “too late too 
late too late” again and again. I crossed my arms across my 
body and composed my face into the most fiery expression I 
could muster. I felt like I had in my picture, so many years ago. 
My eyes were still steely, my arms crossed in defiance.
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Mum was no longer her gregarious self. She sobbed as she 
watched me pack my bags and headed out the door for the 
last time.

I was an emotionally crippled girl, too young to be experiencing 
her last moments--but nevertheless, here I was. Death was 
staring me in the face, and the black clouds of oblivion almost 
looked welcoming.

When the train hit, onlookers above me cried out in distress. I 
was crumpled beneath the weight of iron wheels and a 
chugging engine while I clutched the photo to my chest as a 
last attempt to keep Mum close to me.

“You are no longer my perfect child, Maizy. You are not the girl 
I raised.”

But what use would it have been for me to survive? It was too 
late for me to fix what I had done, too late for me to regain my 
zeal, too late for me to rescue my will to live.
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This Story Is What You Make Of It 
Short Story 
Grade: 8 
Birchwood School 
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng

This Story Is What You Make Of It
"Black cashmere is not a good look for me,” she assured no 
one in particular. I disagreed, but I didn’t say so. She twirled in 
front of her reflection in the long, unembellished mirror. I 
quickly decided I liked her. The first tenant had been tall, 
willowy, and fragile. She had looked like a ragdoll whose 
stuffing had fallen out. I, too, am easily broken, but what’s a 
limb or two?

It is not easy to spend sixty years en pointe. For six 
painful decades I was glued to the top of a music box with 
a hideous suitor, his eyes and smile frozen and forced, his 
hand on my back cold and malformed. At first, we were 
lovebirds, wordlessly happy, and charmed by one 
another’s smooth faces and perfect poses.

A “No Smoking” sign was nailed to the back of the door. Long 
ago, it had been shiny and white, but it had yellowed and 
cracked with age. The woman pulled a cigarette from the hem 
of her skirt. She lit it. There was silence as she placed the 
cigarette between her lips and inhaled deeply. She turned her 
back to the sign and blew smoke at the rest of the room.

His green eyes were never-endingly fixed upon my blue 
ones. Something was indescribably off about his 
appearance, something that made his hand’s permanent 
position on my back incredibly uncomfortable. Worst of 
all, the color on his face seemed to be shifted ever so 
slightly to the left, though his actual features were 
accurately placed. The faint pink of his lips was just off-
center, his eyes rebelling against the placement of their 
sockets.

“Now it smells like home.” She smiled. The sound she made 
bordered on a giggle, but it was too close to a sigh to be 
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considered lighthearted. She mashed her cigarette butt into 
the center of the first “O” on the sign and smiled slightly as it 
hissed against the plastic.

My entertainment was reduced to having a feather duster 
scrubbed harshly over my scalp and shoulders. My eyes 
ached to blink and my neck hurt from remaining in the 
same position, but my agony was met with no relief. I 
grew numb to my sore muscles, my vicious hatred of the 
prince, and the itchy stiffness of the tulle skirt sewn 
around my hips.

The room was so perfect, so clean. She hated it. The bed was 
impeccably tucked, crisp and sharp against the sickly yellow 
walls. Her hair matched the paint. Both looked faintly green. 
The shade of her lipstick echoed the color of the roses outside 
the small window.

It took ten years for cynicism to set in. His gaze became 
boring. His smile grew increasingly unnerving. His 
garishly bright crown was unembellished.

An embroidered handkerchief in a plain silver frame hung on 
the wall. The soft roses stitched into the white fabric of the 
handkerchief weren’t cautious and neat like the rest of the 
room. They would have been out of place were it not for their 

stale stiffness behind glass. The roses outside the window, 
however, were alive. They glared red and stirred with the 
breeze, catching her attention. Her shoulders fell slightly. She 
knew as well as I that the flowers would soon be eradicated. 
Such liveliness was not to be tolerated.

One night, there was noise and the tapping of boots on 
the floor. Harsh yelling flooded the house. My first owner 
disappeared. She forgot to take her possessions with her. 
The sun rose and set. I waited for my owner’s return, but 
was met with the scrabbling of rats. The wallpaper 
remained the same but peeled at the corners. Dust fell on 
my head like unmelting snow. I was abandoned.

She surveyed the sparse decoration. She either did not notice 
me or pretended not to. Perhaps she was afraid that I was not 
real. Perhaps she wanted to preserve the possibility that 
someone else in her company was broken, imperfect. Perhaps 
she believed that if she looked again, she would see nothing 
but yet another clinically perfect decoration. Why would a 
broken doll be on her nightstand? She picked at the pills of lint 
on her dark cardigan, gathering them in her palm, and rolling 
the resulting pellet between her fingers. She flicked it away, 
breaking the stillness of her new living quarters. She sat down 
on the straight-backed chair in the corner, smoothing her skirt. 
Her thoroughly inspected suitcase remained untouched at the 
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door. It was a grayish shade of yellow. "On the bright side," 
she huffed dryly, "it appears I won't be moving for quite a long 
time." I didn’t know what she meant, so I said nothing. I would 
not speak because she expected no conversation from me. I 
had learned my lesson.

It was dark when my solitary sulking was finally 
interrupted. “We’re going to be just fine here, sweetie,” a 
woman murmured as she entered the room. “Just fine.” A 
greasy-looking child wearing a dirty, mustard-colored 
dress clung to the woman’s leg. The child’s bottle green 
eyes darted frantically around the room and finally rested 
on me. “Mommy, a princess!” she cried. She charged at 
my table. My prince and I fell together, then broke 
asunder. My torso lay here, my head there, my legs 
shattered and lost forever. At least I won’t have to feel the 
ache in my legs anymore, I thought bitterly as she wailed. 
I was returned to my table, limbless and - for the first time 
- free of my prince.

“Do your legs hang low?
do they waggle to and fro?
can you tie them in a knot,
can you tie them in a bow?
do they drag along the ground
when you’re walking through the snow
do your legs - hang - low?”

The child stopped singing and hummed tunelessly. Those 
aren’t the words. It’s ears, not legs, I said. The child 
continued to swing her legs listlessly, her foot crashing 
against the leg of my table. She did not hear me because 
she did not expect to.
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My Brother's Ascension 
Poetry 
Grade: 9 
Hathaway Brown School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

My Brother's Ascension
The last time I saw him
he was sitting cross-legged
on the moon, snowflakes and plastic bags
falling in low gravity.
Smiling skyward,
like he was still asleep with
wide-eyed pupils, the planet in his reflection,
all wondrous grays and blues.

 
“Jacob?”
 
He picked himself out of his
jello-dip crater, legs a spoon sweeping through.
Snowflakes crumbled off
his faded brick t-shirt.
 
He twinkled then,
light passing through translucence,
winked and smiled
a crescent grin.
Snowflakes pattered down
like thousands of ants marching in unison.
Cowed by
an earthly presence they'd never
understand, but loved anyway.
 
Leaping over the vast canvas,
he became a brand new
constellation, he reached for a silver spoon,
Jacob didn’t know it was in my pocket.
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Teaching Living, Teaching Learning 
Critical Essay 
Grade: 11  
University School 
Instructor: Jim Garrett

Teaching Living, Teaching Learning
VERITAS disceri potest, sed non doceri potest.

Institutions are means to ends. They exist for a higher 
purpose, not simply for their own sake; firefighters fight fires, 
police police, and schools school. To determine the way to 
shape the institution, one must first consider the end of the 
institution, and then seek out the best way to achieve such an 
end. Teleological reasoning is, therefore, the highest method of 

deriving the specifics of any institution. The form follows the 
function.

To begin a discussion upon the best form of secondary 
education, one must make a cursory foray into the field of 
virtues and ethics and inquire: what is the purpose of 
mankind? Are we to be successful, famous, happy, good, or 
just? If education exists to shape, to teach, to mold a student 
into a fulfilling person, a child into an adult, then one must 
discern what a good, complete person is. What is the end, the 
purpose, of humanity? We understand the telos, the end, of 
smaller things; knives are meant to cut, grass to grow, and 
chairs to be sat upon. And we can discern these things by 
understanding what these objects do that nothing else can: 
knives cut better than anything else, leaves of grass do grow, 
in their designed way, and chairs are made, unlike tables or 
stools or other objects of furniture, specifically for people to sit 
on them. Humans are also unique, set apart from all other 
animals, in their ability to reason. Thus, the telos of humanity is 
to reason to correctness, and to arrive at Truth and Virtue. The 
full actualization of one’s capacity to reason is when one 
arrives at the ultimate good, whatever it may be for them, and 
so being True and Virtuous to oneself is the ultimate end of a 
person.
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# Institutions, however, cannot teach Truth, because they 
are variable and subjective; there is no objective higher Truth, 
and at most we can collectively achieve some semblance of 
self-aware subjective Truth. What is right for one is right for 
one, and, as their Truth, be pursued to the utmost. Truth can 
be discovered, but it cannot be told; Truth can be learned, but 
it cannot be taught.

# Virtue, likewise, is deeply personal; if Truth is “what is right 
and good for you,” Virtue is “How you can be right and good.” 
But even more so, virtue requires choice. To be virtuous by 
force or indoctrination or out of ignorance of any alternative 
manner is worthless; the man who has never been allowed to 
sin is no nobler than the man who sins willfully. The former is 
not choosing the right path, he has already been thrust upon it, 
and, knowing nothing else, he proceeds, lemming-like, on his 
merry way. The latter has been presented with a choice, and, 
though he has chosen to ignore virtue, he does so consciously.

# If, then, the highest goals of humans, to know good and to 
be good, cannot be taught, what is the purpose of higher 
education? If we are to recognize universal human goods, and 
yet be unable to present them directly, the answer would be to 
guide students to a place from which they could embark on 
their own personal educational journey for Truth and Justice. 
We, in our quest to create Man Thinking, must first create 

thinking men. To that end, the three purposes of secondary 
education shall be success, exposure, and learning.

To many high school students (and I find myself sadly among 
that number), the words “college process” instill a deep sense 
of terror. Our future looms horrifically, and we feel inadequate, 
unprepared, and desperate. Especially in junior year, when 
concerned adults start to pry into “what we want to study”, or 
worse, “what we want to do”, concern for the specifics of a 
student’s post high school career can oft overshadow any 
semblance of a higher search for Truth or Virtue. This 
trepidation is not unfounded or unnecessary; future success, 
or at least subsistence in the “real world” is a requisite for any 
higher level of self-actualization. For Abraham Maslow, this 
base survival takes the form of the base of a hierarchy of 
needs; any philosophical quest for Truth must rest on physical 
and mental health and stability, which requires real world 
success. This necessary preparation for future success takes 
two forms: college and career.

Every night I come home from my various debate pursuits and 
engage myself in another intense intellectual discourse. I 
exchange my contentions and statistics for Vergil and Caesar, I 
shed my University School uniform for the attire of an 
American Scholar, and I abandon the present United States for 
a foray into the past and the founding of our country. I slump 
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down in my chair after a ten hour school day, and start doing 
homework for my APs: Latin, English, and American History. 
These classes are rigorous and demanding, and while some 
might argue for the purely scholarly pleasure of challenging 
and stimulating the mind with more difficult coursework, the 
vast majority finds these courses difficult and stressful. By the 
end of this junior year, I will have already subjected myself to 6 
of the grueling three-hour exams (including Biology, Computer 
Science, and European History last year). However, these 
classes and tests fit well within the philosophy for proper 
education. Regardless of perceived real world application, APs 
have become almost a necessity for acceptance to most 
colleges, a trend that will absolutely continue for the 
foreseeable future. If one of the tenants of the ideal education 
is producing worldly success in students, it stands that APs, as 
well as SAT and ACT prep, are, if not mandatory, certainly 
advised.

Beyond college, secondary schooling can still serve the 
student well in preparation for “real life.” This is not to discount 
more traditional coursework or syllabi, but producing effective 
citizens, especially in our modern hyperlinked global world, 
requires more practical preparation than ever before. Courses 
on historical government could be supplemented with modern 
civics, economics could delve into personal finance, and 
English could help students write effective cover letters or 

resumes. Preparation for life doesn’t require a complete 
overhaul of the educational system, but more can definitely be 
done.

Additionally, we must no longer teach complete Self-Reliance, 
as that is no longer a practical possibility. In the time of 
Emerson and Thoreau, where the wild was all around and the 
ideal of the independent yeoman woodsman was real and 
tangible, independence and experience were necessary in 
education. But now, where such isolation on a planet with an 
exponentially growing population, increased urbanization, and 
a global economy, this ideal of utter independence becomes a 
hindrance to communal progress and societal welfare. 
Students must enter society with an idea of their place in it, not 
an urge to escape it.

A final aspect of preparation would be the abolition of same-
sex education, as the antiquated establishment of a different 
age where men and women had different disparate roles in 
society and the workplace, and now nothing more than a 
vestigial feature which teaches students that those unlike 
themselves are mere distractions, a harmful attitude which will 
have to be unlearned in college and life.

Exposure, as the second aspect of the ideal education, 
requires even less institutional change. Simply because every 
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student will eventually have their own career and life, the 
charge of the secondary educator is to help the students find 
their calling, by exposing them to a vast array of subjects and 
areas. Here I warn against early specialization; there is a 
difference, certainly, between some opportunities for individual, 
self-motivated, deeper study into an area of personal passion, 
and a singular focus on one acute area of learning, to the 
neglect or even utter abandonment of all else. Especially in a 
world moving and changing at an exponentially increasing 
rate, where, according to the University of Laverne, half of all 
students entering college are still undecided about any major, 
over half will change their major (a majority change three 
times), and half of graduates will go into a completely 
unrelated and inapplicable field, to allow students, particularly 
high school students, to focus solely on one subject or one 
project, is to do the student and the student’s future a 
disservice and leave them unequipped in their eventual search 
for Truth.

The solution is a strong central curriculum that provides a solid 
base in all areas (even for those that don’t seem immediately 
applicable to life) to provide students with opportunities to both 
try everything, and also to go deeper into what they enjoy. 
University school, in my experience, does a good job with this 
two-layered approach, specifically in the arts and theater 
department; since middle school, students are required to take 

a trimester or so of drama, as a basic introduction to the stage. 
At the upper campus, students must also, as part of “intro to 
the arts,” partake in a quarter of theater. Most choose to stop 
there and pursue other more serious pursuits, having been 
exposed to quite enough acting and direction, while a few 
brave thespians, such as myself, go deeper. The school does 
a wonderful job of facilitating this greater interest, with a more 
intense drama workshop class, as well as semi-annual 
productions under most capable and accomplished directors. 
Many other subjects, both art and otherwise, mirror this 
progression; a fifth-grader’s instrument can be dropped 
immediately after the required year of study, or it can be 
continued and showcased in middle and high school 
orchestras, and languages can either be taken to the minimum 
level 3, or to post AP classes, all dependent on the willingness 
of the scholar. This two tiered system of exposure and depth, 
without sacrificing other areas (University School doesn’t have 
“majors” that allow for the neglect of other areas of study), as 
well as the more extra-curricular examples of Davey Fellows or 
Anderson Scholars, allow for all students to both understand 
many great pursuits, and to pursue what they wish to greater 
understanding.

Finally: Teaching Learning. This last tenant of the ideal 
secondary education seems both confusing and 
counterintuitive, but it is both necessary and already an 
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established portion of many a pedagogy. Again, instructors 
cannot teach Truth or Virtue, what is good and how to be good, 
nor can (or should) they set career paths or futures for their 
students. What they can do, then, is teach the students to 
learn; they must teach them how to, alone and brave and new 
in the world, discover for themselves what is right and good for 
them.

This is the value of every class that doesn’t seem immediately 
applicable to practical life (read: nearly every class at 
University School, certainly). In our age of vast libraries of 
information in our pockets and on our laps, the intrinsic value 
of simply memorizing facts and formulas becomes steadily 
less. The real value of learning these things, whether they be 
solutions in Pre-Calculus, evolutions in Biology, revolutions in 
American History, or revelations in English, comes from the 
process of learning and understanding, not the product of 
knowing. Teachers, as facilitators of comprehension ought to 
be guides, not preachers, to fully allow individual 
understanding. No matter the discipline, the critical critical 
thinking learned will serve the scholar in every endeavor, and 
will stand as a helpful Vergil in one’s own divine and comedic 
quest for Truth and Virtue. 

The end of humans is Truth and Virtue, as the pinnacle of right 
reason. The end of schools is to create humans, who, though 

not complete by any sense, can, having been thoroughly 
equipped by their educators, succeed in their personal quests 
for their own goals. And to that end, Success, Exposure, and 
Learning must be the three pillars of an ideal American 
education.
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Shattered 
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 11  
Hathaway Brown School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Shattered
It’s dinner time, and I’m four years old. I can’t speak English 
yet, so I’m happily chattering away in Urdu – without a care in 
the world. I’m surrounded by family, enveloped in a cocoon of 
love.

Later that day, we drive in a battered red car, and I’m on my 
cousin’s lap, laughing as the car putters along the dusty, rocky 
road. The clear window offers a view of the colors filling the 

street to the brim. We’re heading toward the beach, and when 
we arrive, I am hit yet again by the taste of sea salt, the roar of 
the waves and the feel of the soft, soft sand sifting under my 
bare feet. A camel trots by, a young boy in a colorful shilwar 
kameez leading the lumbering animal. My mom smiles and 
promptly places me on the hump of the camel. I feel a laugh 
bubble up inside of me. So I laugh.
 
It’s right before the afternoon prayer, and I’m five years old. My 
cousins and I laugh in the Karachi marketplace on our way to 
the battered red car parked on the streets. The city is filled with 
vibrant colors and sounds – I’m nearly overwhelmed. In our 
hands we hold bags filled to the brim with fresh mangoes and 
guava. The sun hangs in the brilliant blue sky high above us, 
and the wind blows a cool breeze ever so gently at my back.

I’m about to step into the old battered red car when a strange 
hand taps my shoulder. I whirl around in shock to find a young 
girl about my age, covered in brown dirt and gray rags and 
pure, black misery. Her hands are cupped as she holds them 
out toward me, a silent plea in her eyes. My father, standing 
behind me, carefully presses a round silver coin into her hands 
and I watch as her caramel eyes light up in joy and a smiles 
fills her face. She blurts out a thanks and abruptly sprints into 
the crowded hallways of the market, her pink and orange scarf 
flying behind her like the cape of a superhero.
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And when I find out why the young girl was drowning in misery, 
the world doesn’t seem as vibrant as it once did. For the first 
time in my life, I stand at the edge of harsh reality.

I am six, and it’s the day before I leave Karachi. I don’t want to 
though, I don’t. My cousin walks towards me, and takes my 
hand as a salty tear trickles slowly down my face. She tugs me 
towards the stairs that go up to the roof. As I walk, I touch each 
frond of the coconut tree, feeling the soft leaves swish beneath 
my fingers. The sun begins to set, and the sky explodes in fire 
as it becomes a mixture of red and orange and yellow. Flames 
envelope my cousin and I. My cousin takes my hand again and 
says to me in Urdu, “See that?” She points towards the sky. 
“It’s called asamaan. No matter where you are, it’s always the 
same.” I look at the sky, for the first time contemplating the 
immensity of what lies before me. “Asmaan.” I whisper, tasting 
the words on my lips for the first time. Asmaan. 
 
It’s December 27. 2007, and I’m seven years old. I’m sitting on 
the lap of my father, watching the news. He’s holding me tight, 
a grim expression on his face. An important politician, Benezir 
Bhutto, has been murdered. There are numerous riots on the 
streets, and it will be unsafe to travel anywhere for a few days.

“Baba?” I ask.

“Yes baata?” he replies

“Why did the bad guys kill Benezir Bhutto?” I stumble over her 
name as I look into the dark brown eyes of my father 
imploringly. My father’s eyes stare at something far, far away. 
My father has always done his best to shelter me from the 
worst of the world. It has always seemed as if he wanted to 
whisk me away to an island of dreams just out of reach where I 
could never be harmed. An island where I could live forever in 
a magical cocoon of stories with happy endings.

“The world doesn’t exist in black and white, only in shades of 
gray,” he says softly. I don’t understand, yet I don’t say a word. 
To me, the minuscule moving pixels on the screen that create 
an explosion of red and yellow and orange flames and the 
black speakers that create the sound of high pitched screams 
begging for help seem horrendous.

It’s my third to last week of the fifth grade, and I’m ten years 
old. I’m in the United States, standing at my locker, 
absentmindedly fiddling with the lock. The news headline still 
blares in my head like the red flashing lights on a fire truck: 
“Bin Laden is Dead, Obama Says”. I still can’t believe that he 
was found in Pakistan – just a hundred miles from where my 
family lives. I wonder if someone I knew had seen him. I 
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wonder why he was hiding in Pakistan. I wonder if he felt guilty 
for what he did. I’m lost in a world of questions when a high 
pitched voice interrupts my thoughts.

“It’s okay!” Cold hands reach out of thin air and pat my back 
reassuringly. Confused, I flinch at the unfamiliar touch on my 
shoulder. “Just because your family is made up of terrorists 
doesn’t really mean that you’re a terrorist. We accept you.” My 
classmate’s voice is high-pitched, her tone arrogant. After she 
finishes speaking, she stops and stares at me, her ebony eyes 
expectant. When I refuse to respond, however, she simply 
purses her lips and shakes her head in disapproval, turning on 
her heel and haughtily walking away with her head tilted high 
toward the ceiling.

Shocked, I stand in silence. The words don’t even hit me until 
later that night, when I’m tucked away safely in bed, eyes wide 
open, staring at the ceiling. My family? Terrorists? I remember 
the high pitched screams on the black speaker and orange 
and red pixels movement on the screen. That can’t be true. I 
think to myself as I fall into darkness. That just can’t be.

I am twelve years old, and the blistering sun beats down on my 
back as I stumble through the narrow paths of Zainab market. 
My cousins and I have decided to shop for jewelry for the 
upcoming celebration of Eid al-Fitr, and we laugh as we 

bargain with the street vendors. It’s during these moments that 
I can forget everything going on – I can be oblivious. I can 
forget the cold, harsh reality in front of me. I can forget the high 
pitched screaming blaring out of the speakers on the TV in the 
living room. I can forget the little brown eyed girl drowning in 
misery on the streets. I don’t take these moments for granted.

We decide to leave right before the Asr prayer - it’s safer. As 
we drive away in the battered red car, we hear a bang on 
Preedy Street. I decide not to look out the window as the 
screams begin to fade away while the car speeds down the 
dusty roads of Karachi. Everyone in the car turns their heads 
in the other direction. It’s easier that way.

Later that night, we turn on the TV to a breaking news 
headline. A young man was killed in an explosion on Preedy 
Street. Right where we had been standing minutes earlier. Had 
my cousins and I gotten in the car five minutes later, we would 
have died. Five minutes, and I could have been caught up in 
an explosion of heat and fire and blood, hot tears and high 
pitched screams. I stare at the screen, uncomprehending, the 
tiny pixels moving with no sound. I can’t help but think back to 
the cold hands patting my shoulder, telling me that I come from 
a family of terrorists. This isn’t me. I think to myself in disbelief. 
It can’t be. I turn my attention to the neon flashing lights and 
yellow caution tape and red blood on the screen. Suddenly, it 
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feels as if the world, my sense of somewhere, has been 
whisked away from right underneath my feet.

Gone are the careless evenings at the markets. Gone are the 
early morning sunrises on the roof. Gone are the vivid colors of 
the city.
 
The small glittering lights in the sky transform into small city 
lights, and I subconsciously pull the soft cloth of my hijab over 
my head. Although I normally don’t wear a hijab, things have 
changed. I stand at the old dinner table. It’s empty – all of it’s 
occupants have moved out or escaped the horrors of the city 
or died. I’m alone and I silently eat my meal of white rice and 
spicy red curry.

Outside it seems as if someone took a brush and painted the 
sky with reds and oranges and pinks. Soft strokes create 
beautiful clouds, and small specks create eccentric birds. 
Twilight slowly begins to transform into night, soft stars 
glittering in the night sky, each star a soul, with its own story to 
tell. This sky, this asmaan, is so beautiful, so immense. It’s not 
the first time that I’ve realized that to this asmaan, I am so 
insignificant.

I miss the before. I miss the days where I was in my own 
bubble, my own cocoon of dreams and stories and happy 

endings. I miss the sense of somewhere. I miss the carefree 
evenings at the markets, the early morning sunrises on the 
roof, the vivid color of the city. It seems as if my once colorful 
world had turned into shades of gray.

Here I stand today, in the after. I am no longer protected by a 
thick cocoon of hopes and stories and happy endings. I am not 
responsible for the actions of others who may share my 
beliefs. I am no longer standing behind my father and my 
family. Yet, that is not enough. I want to do something. I want 
to make the world a better place. I want to help the children 
living in the dark, desolate alleys, I want to give them a light, a 
spark, a silver lining. I want to give them a gift - the gift of 
happiness.

On Preedy Street I truly saw that life is a thing of fragile 
beauty. The image of a marketplace filled with vibrant colors 
and sound can be easily shattered by the violence plaguing 
the city. It is as if life is a butterfly, landing on the most delicate 
of flowers for the merest breadth of a second, then flittering 
away. As if life ends mid sentence – one second, you're there, 
and the next, you’re simply
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Love Letters to No One at All 
Poetry 
Grade: 10  
Hathaway Brown High School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Love Letters to No One at All
Dear Love...
You are the red sun,
I’m the blue moon,
And you need both to give rise to purple sunset.
But you can’t see me,
Through yellow shining stars,
That turn you into orange sunrise.
Still I know it’s our souls,

That will intertwine,
And make the galaxies explode with color.
 
Dear Love...
“No woman can resist a man who has tidal waves and 
earthquakes beneath his skin.”
- Jandy Nelson
Boy, I’ve fallen for the natural disasters raging through your 
hands.
The tornados on your palms pick me up and twirl me around 
the room.
The hurricanes in your fingers fill my throat with sweet summer 
lemonade.
 
Dear Love...
I love the way you lean sideways,
And forwards,
And backwards.
I love the way you stand upwards,
And slouched over.
I love the way you sit proud,
And relaxed.
But most of all,
I love the way you lay next to me,
On chilly winter mornings.
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Dear Love...
I’ve never been kissed before,
But I want you to write the meaning of life,
On my cheeks with your lips.
And I’ve never been held before,
But I want you to paint every universe,
With your hands on my hips.
 
Dear Love...
You are the beginning and the end of time,
The upside-down and the right-side-up.
You are the glass half empty and half full,
The light and the dark,
The moon and the stars,
You are my everything.
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The Polaroid Camera 
Short Story 
Grade: 8 
Birchwood School 
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng

The Polaroid Camera
I paced through the aisles of the town garage sale. Piles of old 
clothes, stacks of ceramic bowls, and boxes of old toys sat on 
the tables. People always said that a man’s junk could be 
another person’s treasure, but how could anyone want any of 
this worthless clutter?

“Hey, Hailey, you find anything good yet?” Taylor, my best 
friend, asked me while skipping over to where I stood.

“No. I don’t understand how you take so much joy in this 
‘vintage shopping’,” I answered, making air quotations with my 
hands.

“You just gotta look harder! Trust me, among all this are some 
pretty cool things,” Taylor nagged, picking up an old leather 
black box.“Here, this box is interesting. You could put jewelry 
or money in it.” She handed it to me.

I carefully lifted its lid and a layer of dust puffed into the air. It 
seemed as if it hadn’t been opened for years. Inside, wrapped 
around the velvet barriers, lay a shiny black polaroid camera, 
the mid-afternoon sun gleaming off the surface.

“No way!” I squealed excitedly, showing Taylor the find.

After some contemplation, I finally decided to buy it. Gently 
placing it in its box, I walked to the young man running the sale 
and handed him five dollars. As I waited for him to hand me 
change, I caught a glimpse of an old lady, her knot of silver 
hair coiled into a bun, sitting in a foldable chair near the back 
corner of the garage. Something about the way she looked 
caused shivers to run down my arms. Her beady eyes glowed 
in the darkness, but I quickly shrugged the feeling off and 
pocketed my change.

Gold Key
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“I still can’t believe you found a Polaroid camera! That’s some 
good luck,” Taylor remarked. “Well, anyways, I’ll see you at 
school tomorrow!”

I waved goodbye then hopped on my bike, riding on the 
sidewalk back to my house on the outskirts of Clarkdale, 
Arizona, with the leather box secured snugly in the metal 
basket.

As soon as I arrived home, I bounded up the stairs and 
plopped down on my bed, eager to use the vintage camera. 
Without hesitation, I removed it from the box and held it. The 
shiny black cube of a camera housed a lens in the center, a 
rectangular light above the lens, and a circular black button to 
snap the picture on the right. I wonder if there is any film in 
this? I pressed the button to check. A little click sounded, and a 
white bordered picture with a black center printed out. I 
patiently waited for the picture to develop. To my surprise, 
three figures began to appear, slowly fading into a grainy black 
and white family photo.

I stared in horror as I noticed the chilling details of the people’s 
faces. The young boy standing in front had a terrifying smile 
under dark shadowy eyes, while the girl standing beside him 
had no face but black smudges where the eyes should be. 

Lastly, the man in the background held an axe behind his right 
leg.

It’s like some scene from a horror film. Oh god, what if these 
people are real? My mind began jumping to conclusions. 
Quickly I pushed the horrific thoughts aside and placed the 
picture on my desk before going to bed.

I awoke the next morning and dressed for school, trying my 
best to forget about the disturbing picture from the night 
before.
Throughout the entire school day, the haunting image of the 
picture resurfaced into my mind. On the bus ride home, I made 
the decision to throw it out as soon as I got the chance.

“Hey, Mom,” I dropped my backpack next to the front door.

“Hi, Hails. How was school?” she questioned me as she 
cranked shut the window.

I shrugged.

“It looks like there is going to be a storm, so go upstairs and 
close your windows please.”

“Fine,” I groaned, walking up the stairs.
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I shuffled over to my window and leaned over my desk to 
reach the crank, when I noticed that the photo was flipped over 
on a different spot on the desk. The wind probably blew it, I 
reassured myself, finishing the task of closing the window. I 
then picked up the picture to throw it out, but just as I did so, I 
realized something very wrong. The three people in the photo 
were no longer there. All that was on the print was a desert 
landscape. My palms began to sweat as I felt my face flush. 
There is no way. Paranormal activity is not real. It is not real. 
I’m just seeing things. 

Just then thunder interrupted my thoughts, and rain beat at my 
window like little pebbles being thrown against cement. Panic 
overtook my mind as I snatched my phone and dialed Taylor’s 
number. I needed someone to talk to that wouldn’t think I was 
crazy. The phone rang three times, but it seemed like hours 
before she picked up. “Taylor, I need help, and I know this 
sounds insane, but it’s true. I’m scared, and I don’t know what 
to do,” I rambled.

“Woah, slow down. What happened?”

I explained to her what happened with the camera, and how 
the people mysteriously disappeared off the picture.

“That is completely bizarre. Has anything else strange...” 
Before she finished, an ear splitting sound of thunder erupted, 
followed by a flash of lightning. The line went dead.

“Hello? Taylor are you there?”

No response. I ran my fingers through my hair feeling 
confused and fearful. As I picked up my phone to try calling 
Taylor again, another clap of thunder shook the house, and the 
lights went out. I began breaking out in a cold sweat, my 
clammy hands shakily tapping at the flashlight setting on the 
screen of the phone.

“Mom?” I yelled downstairs. No answer. “Are you downstairs?”

Once again, nothing. I slowly made my way over to my closed 
bedroom door. The sound of the wood rubbing on the shag 
carpet was the only sound that filled the dark room. I peered 
out into the even darker hallway which looked like a black 
abyss that you would get sucked into and never escape. Just 
blackness.Come on, just go. There is nothing there. Ghosts, 
monsters, and zombies don’t exist. Just go. I slipped through 
the door and stood in the hallway with shaky knees. Man up, 
Hailey. You’re strong. It is just the dark, and you are not 
scared. 
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I cautiously made my way through the obscurity of a hallway, a 
tug of fear pulling at my stomach. Just then a door from 
downstairs slammed shut, causing me to freeze mid-step. 
“Jack, are you there?” Answer me. I’m not playing games,” I 
shouted hoarsely to my brother.

Only the soft patter of rain answered. I shined the flashlight 
ahead of me, noticing an old curtain rod propped up against 
the wall. I picked it up, gripping it tightly with my sweaty left 
hand. Just in case someone or something is in the house. 

Quietly, I stepped down the stairs, holding the rod like a 
baseball bat, when I finally reached the kitchen. I scanned my 
surroundings.

“Mom, Jack?” I said again. Slowly, I turned around, the 
flashlight shining on the kitchen table. Two cutting knives lay 
on the table, red liquid splattered on one of the blades. My 
hands began to shake and my mouth ran dry. On the table 
letters in a black liquid spelled out, “You’re going to die in 
there.”

Blood. This is blood, oh my god. A curdling scream rang 
through the house, and a cold hand grabbed at my arm, sharp 
nails dragging down my forearm. I yelled at the top of my lungs 
and yanked my hand out of the tight grip, bolting out of the 

kitchen and throwing open every door to find my mother and 
Jack. They are here somewhere and safe. Don’t worry, don’t 
worry. Trying desperately to stay away from whatever 
scratched me, my heart pounded through my chest as I 
frantically opened the closet door, my last hope. Inside the 
closet sat Jack and my mom, a rag tied around each of their 
mouths.

“Oh my god, Mom, Jack! We...we need to get out of here!” my 
fingers fumbled to untie the tightly knotted gags. The distant 
sound of dragging footsteps rang echoed through the halls.

Short breaths of air escaped my mom’s mouth as she spoke. 
“There was a man, I think...I don’t know whatit was.”

Could it possibly be the man from the picture? What else could 
it be? There hadn’t been a crime in Clarkdale for ten years. 
The only way I could figure out how to fix whatever was going 
on was to go back to the house where I bought the camera. 
The person who lived there had to know about the backstory of 
this camera, right? “You aren’t going to like this, but I know 
how to fix this. I have to go into town.”

“No way you are leaving. This thing could be anywhere,” she 
scolded, fear woven through her tone.
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The sound of the garage door alarm beeped, and then 
slammed shut. “Whatever that was, it sounded like it left,” I 
answered, my heart still pounding through my chest.

“Fine. But if anything happens here, I’m calling the police 
without hesitation.”

I nodded then dashed back upstairs to grab the camera and 
picture, a feeling of determination making the fear intensify a 
little less. The fastest way to get there was by bike, so after 
getting the camera, I sped down the empty country roads, the 
storm from earlier now a light drizzle.

The eerie darkness of the country roads engulfed me. The only 
light was the faint glow of the yellow moon, and the only noise 
was the bike tire running over the gravel road. Immediately 
after a sound intensified. A pickup truck blared its horn, 
causing me to swerve over onto the grass. I glimpsed at the 
truck as it came closer, shielding my eyes with my right hand 
to keep the bright headlights from radiating into my eyes. But 
as the truck got closer, it began to slow down significantly.

“Oh god, no,” I muttered to myself, pedaling a little faster than 
before. I could make out the dull lights from the town, 
reassuring myself that I was close to the house, and 

everything was going to be fine. But the suspicious way the 
truck was tailing me as it came closer was unsettling.

“Hey, little girl, why are you out so late? Isn’t it dangerous to be 
out here all alone?” a faceless voice inquired as the shiny 
glass window rolled down.

I ignored the person, my heart pounding out of my chest as my 
feet rigorously pedaled.

“Aren’t you going to answer me?” the voice came again. I was 
practically five feet away from the window, but there was no 
way to go around another way. I had no choice but to go past.

As the bike wheel rolled closer and closer to the truck, I felt as 
though I would explode in trepidation. Then, the headlights 
turned off, and the sound of a car door opening creaked. I was 
left in complete darkness, riding down the road, barely able to 
see to my front.I sped passed the truck as fast as I could, 
practically forgetting to breath in the process, my hands 
gripping the cold metal handlebars tightly. The heavy pounding 
of boots on gravel crunched behind me.

Go, go, go! I forced myself to keep going. You made it this far, 
and you aren’t going to stop now. You have to set this right. 
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The running footsteps continued behind until I reached the 
edge of the town. Clarkdale looked practically like a ghost 
town. The gleaming wet pavement shined from the beams of 
street lights. No people roamed the streets around midnight, 
and the store windows of buildings looked dark and haunted. 
As I rode across the street to the house where I purchased the 
camera, I noticed the lights on bottom floor.

Perfect. He should be awake to give me an explanation and 
help me. I stopped my bike and climbed off, leaning it against 
the pointed picket fence around the front yard of the run down 
brick house. Cradling the camera in my arms and the picture in 
my back jean pocket, I climbed the stairs leading to the front 
door. Taking a deep breath, I firmly knocked on the wooden 
door, separating me from the truth. I waited for a minute, but 
no one came to the door. I knocked again, this time louder and 
with my whole fist. Still no answer. A quiet cry came from 
inside.

“Hello?” I yelled. I peeked into the window as the same beaten 
up old truck pulled up to the curb in front of the house. The 
driver’s door opened, and out stepped the same man from the 
picture. He wore a tattered checkered shirt and red splattered 
jeans. Black eye sockets wide open, he stomped over toward 
the path,the same sharp axe slung over his shoulder.

“Open up! Please open up!” I pounded on the window, then ran 
over to the door jiggling the doorknob over and over again.

Stomp. The strange man came closer.

I kicked at the door with great force. “Let me in!”

Stomp, stomp. Even closer.

“Please!” I cried, tears burning the backs of my eyes, then 
dripping down my burning hot cheeks.

Step, step, step. He was only a few feet away now.

The creak of the front door interrupted my sudden thought of 
dying. I burst into the house, slamming the door shut, and 
locking the three metal locks along the edges. The sound of 
the undead person slammed at the door then grabbed at the 
door knob. I dashed toward the light of the living room, calling 
out to anyone at home. The same sound of crying became 
closer as I approached an old woman hunched over, heaving 
silently on the floral patterned couch. I recognized the same 
silvery-white hair from the lady at the garage sale.

I rushed over to the old woman. “Help me!”
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She was breathing in short heaves and clutching tightly at her 
waist. I looked at her with alarmed eyes. Something was 
wrong.

I lifted my hand from where it was resting beside her. A stream 
of blood dripped from under the old woman’s hand and 
collected in a pool between the couch cushions. The banging 
at the door becoming louder.
Not knowing what to do, I pulled out the picture from my back 
pocket and showed it to her, trying to gain her attention. “Do 
you know what this is?” I asked, gripping onto her shoulder to 
help her sit up straight.

“Y-yes,” the lady croaked, pointing at herself then at the empty 
landscape.

“I need help getting rid of it. Oh my gosh, are you ok?!” I 
helped her sit back up, as she kept hunching forward and 
coughing violently.

“The camera,” she spat out, pointing at the black camera 
sitting beside my feet. “Get rid of the camera. F-fire.” A bony 
finger stretched out and pointed to the lit fireplace. “There.”

I snatched the camera and flung it into the flames of the brick 
fireplace. It caused a poof of ash and sparks, before being 

engulfed in the flames. The banging on the door silenced as 
the black plastic of the camera melted onto the logs. I rushed 
back to the couch and sat beside the lady.

“Thank...thank you,” she whispered in a creaky voice, before 
her head fell onto my lap and her heavy breathing halted.

“What the h-...”The front door of the house swung open 
violently, and in swarmed three police officers, guns in hand.

“Stand up,” the tallest officer demanded.

I stood up slowly. The officer grabbed my arm tightly and 
pulled me out of the house, where two paramedics sat me on 
the bumper of the ambulance, while my mother talked to the 
police.

“Your mother called us, babbling about some paranormal 
craziness,” the young paramedic said as she wrapped a towel 
over my head and dabbed at the bloody scratch on my left 
arm.

I nodded. As the woman walked away, I pulled out the polaroid 
from my back pocket. Was I supposed to get rid of this too? I 
gazed at the picture, noticing that the people were all there. 
The strange man with the tattered clothes, the demon-like 
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daughter. I studied the young boy, the axe now resting in his 
hand. Um ok? But as I looked closer, a woman now stood 
beside the man.

“Weird,” I mumbled out loud. The woman in the picture had the 
same bun coiled over her head as the old lady in the house, 
and a scar ran over her nose that looked familiar. No way, 
there is no possible way. I really need to stop my mind from 
wandering.
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Half a Globe Away 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Grade: 10  
Hathaway Brown School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Half a Globe Away
My cousin smiled, her tiny two-year-old hands gripping the 
edge of an iPad and a giant lopsided smile conquering the 
dimpled valleys and blushing hills of her face. She pounded 
her feet on the floor, the way that little children do, her shiny 
black shoes excitedly tap dancing on the zaffre carpet floor. 
The iPad dwarfed Anna as she hugged it to her chest. She 
gripped my grandma’s calf with one hand and thrusted the 
iPad as high into the air as she could with the other.

Bending down to reach the iPad, my grandma naturally 
replied, “You want to FaceTime your dad?” 

A grainy oval popped up on the screen, amorphous behind the 
murky glass. The shape bobbed across the hazy screen as 
lights flickered on half a globe away and the image sharpened. 
His eyes gleamed when he saw Anna – or maybe it was just 
light hitting the glass screen. 

My grandma waved to her son with a proud smile and 
entrusted the iPad to Anna, “Give your daddy a kiss,” 

She violently shook her head and emphatically waved her 
arms ‘no’ as my uncle’s face flipped upside-down and right-
side up in my grandma’s hands, the iPad’s software 
desperately trying to catch up with real life.

“Qing bu dao. Qing bu dao,” Can’t be kissed. Can’t be kissed. I 
can’t kiss him! 

She refused the iPad.

“Bu zai! Bu zai! Ba Ba bu zai!” Not here! Not here! Daddy’s not 
here!

Gold Key
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This was the first time I had seen Anna FaceTime her dad 
since he visited the summer before, and I was amazed that 
despite how thoroughly integrated technology was in her life, 
she could still differentiate between a real person and a 
computer. She had known how to use a smartphone before 
she could walk, and had explored her own reflection, not in a 
mirror, but through a screen. 

Having inexplicably calmed down – as children often do, she 
cavorted to the living room with the iPad clutched against her 
chest. Her short airy hair fluttered wildly as she pranced across 
the room. When Anna reached the chestnut colored couch, 
she gingerly propped the iPad up on the armrest so that she 
and the face were the same height. She could see him clearly 
now, and the screen seemed to melt away.

In that moment of connection, Anna’s attention passed through 
the screen to her dad. The iPad was not part of the equation. I 
wondered, is the point to technology to be so elegant, intuitive, 
and integrated that it becomes invisible? The digital age forces 
a new dimension of existence, so how will society change to 
accommodate rapidly increasing global connection? Looking 
back, I wonder if it is a consequence of increased connectivity 
that a contagious trend of popularism and nationalism has 
started to isolate nations from the hard-earned benefits of 

globalization. How does connectivity, or lack thereof, change 
the structure of relations and family?

“Ba Ba! Ba Ba!” Anna shriek. Daddy! Daddy!

She stood in a pink azalea colored party dress, a little shy, 
grinning behind her eyelashes. Her hands were behind her 
back– as Grandma had insisted, and she stood peeking at her 
dad. Every few seconds she turned to the large family behind 
her and giggle like a chirping canary. Then she would look 
back towards the glass to check if her dad was still there. Of 
course he was. One screen, one apartment, several satellites, 
half a globe, a few cities, one apartment, one room, one iPad 
away. 

On our side of the globe, my uncle’s presence made the lights 
glow warmer. The crowd of eight became a group of nine. 
What I found most beautiful was that everyone minded their 
own business, and my uncle was not a spectacle. He was a 
natural part of family gathering. In retrospect, I realize it must 
have been a completely different experience for him. While he 
perched in front of an empty table so that his head loomed life-
size to us, we would have appeared as little figurines entering 
and exiting his screen. We would have been actors in a film 
playing on a lonely morning. I imagine that while we felt his 
presence as a real addition to the family dinner, he was only 
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reminded of how isolated and separate he was from our 
world– the world of his daughter. 

My grandma strode over with a plate of apple slices and Anna 
quickly grabbed a piece. Without hesitation, she shoved the 
small white wedge to her dad’s mouth, but froze a centimeter 
away from the screen. She knew he wasn’t there, but she also 
knew that she cared for him. She didn’t say anything, just 
smiled a giant toothy grin that bridged the dimples in her apple 
cheeks. Through the iPad’s speakers, my uncle rambled, 
thanking her and insisting that she eat the slice. I watched his 
heart melt half a globe away. My own dad walked over with the 
gentle smile of his, and my grandfather laughed proudly from 
behind. Other than them, no one saw. 

So it was in this moment that I appreciated, perhaps for the 
first time, my generation’s obsession with documenting every 
little insignificant detail of life. Almost as an instinct, my faithful 
phone flew into my hands and captured the moment just 
before the magic ended. Forever. Normally, I am unsettled by 
pictures taken of heartfelt moments. It almost seems like 
sacrilege to remove oneself from the candor of a moment and 
force a permanent copy of something ephemeral. But this 
picture, in all its rushed imperfections, remains one of my 
favorite. It just feels right. When I look at it, I’m not examining 
the next photo I’m going to post or calculating the artistry of the 

shot. What I see is a memory. What I find is a fragment of 
Anna’s character, the rawness and boundlessness of tender 
love, an idea, a movement, and a new definition of being 
human.

Ironically, in the background of the photo, one of my aunts sits 
curled up in the corner with her phone in her hand. She is 
laughing, captivated by whatever secret wonders it offers, and 
completely oblivious of what is happening right in front of her 
eyes. While technology can connect, it can isolate. 
Exacerbating the world’s worst qualities, technology can 
become a tool of polarization. Ease of mobility and expression 
– all vital to free speech – often allow people to sequester 
themselves in bastions of ideas that they are comfortable with. 
Instead of engaging new perspectives and voicing new 
thoughts, they hide in echo chambers where they only know 
people who share their own opinion, and somehow arrive at 
the assumption that everyone must hold that opinion. As a tool, 
technology and the internet are extremely effective catalysts 
for expression and conversation. However, they remain 
reflections of the people who use them. 

Petty insults and controversial arguments will always remain a 
facet of connectivity, but so too will insightful conversations 
and purposeful criticism. In the 21st century, growing up as a 
civil student means learning how to navigate the world of fake 
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news and angry egos while fostering our own values and 
contributing meaningful opinions to incendiary topics. It is 
necessary to think critically, to learn how technology works, 
and use it to break down boundaries created by centuries of 
spite and confinement. Maybe technology will become 
inseparably imbedded in our lives, and maybe people will 
initially react to connectivity by receding to the closed-off 
shadows of insular nationalism, but technology powers new 
voices and creates a new dimension to being human. It is 
necessary that we explore this new landscape and learn how 
to use it to improve society.

In our age and our society, technology gives us a way to tell 
stories. It lets us connect to people in different cultures and 
locations. It welcomes us into the hearts of remote villages, 
begs we listen to the hardships of desperate refugees, invites 
us to the vitality of urban life, and shocks us with the horrors of 
war. Being human isn’t just about knowing the stories of 
ourselves and our local communities anymore. We are too 
connected to ignore each other, to be ignored. Being human 
means knowing the stories of your neighbors, your country, the 
country across the globe, the community on the other side of 
the world, and the people in it. It means observing your spirited 
cousin as she interacts with her dad, from half a globe away, 
and realizing that you can give others the tool to experience 

the same connectivity forged in the zaffre carpeted room that 
day.
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Luther 
Dramatic Script 
Grade: 11  
Cleveland School of the Arts 
Instructor: Diana Snyder

Luther
CHARACTERS:
Luther {Age 22, main character, narrator, present,}
Harmoni {Age 19 present-pregnant}
Micah {Age 20, present}
Khiry Luther {Age 12, main character, the eyes and ears of the 
audience, past}
Nadia  { Age 12}
Hakeem { Age 12 }

Tanisha Wright {Age 27, main character,
Protagonist, love interest; Keith Luther, son Khiry Luther, past}
Keith Luther {Age 27, love interest Tanisha Wright, son Khiry 
Luther, past}
Caine {Age 21, antagonist, past}
 
BACKGROUND
Dance majors
Orchestra majors
Band majors
 
Music by: Orchestra and Band majors and Vocal Majors
Orchestra- suspenseful, dramatic music etc
Band- instrumentals
 
Expressions: Dance- expresses Luther’s language when he 
raps

LANGUAGE
Freeze Frame Red: Death
Flash red: injury
One flash: gunshot
Red flashing lights: psychological corruption

Gold Key

MAKAYLA WHITE
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SCENE I:
SON OF A MAD MAN
 
(ENTER SCENE ONE. Luther is patiently waiting in line, hands 
jammed in pockets. Harmoni, a pregnant girl comes in and 
signs her name then makes takes her spot behind Luther who 
notices her but looks away and there's two men conversating 
in the corner, sort of off set)
 
Harmoni
(stares at him for a long time, he notices and she plays it off 
with a wave and he nods at her then looks away)
Intense huh?
 
Luther
What? (Looks at her)
 
Harmoni
Intense. I mean don't you feel a little intimidated?
 
Luther
(Stares at her then looks away) no I don't
 
Harmoni
(Notices his silence and pulls back)
 

Luther
(Looks at her) How far along?
 
Harmoni
Six months (doesn’t say very excitedly)
 
Luther
What’s the gender you betting on?
 
Harmoni
Well either is fine for me...my boyfriend always wanted a son 
but thought a baby girl would be better… (she says is a little 
shaky and forces a smile and she caresses her stomach)
 
Luther
(nods) I’m sorry that your boyfriend’s gang life made you this 
way
 
Harmoni
(she looks up and wipes a tear before it falls and continues 
massaging her belly) what.. (she stumbles a little then finds the 
strength to form a question) what makes you think you know 
so much about me?
 
Luther
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Maybe it’s because I’ve seen and lived through some hell of 
my own
 
Harmoni
I’m curious…what made you this way? (asks sarcastically)
 
Luther
What way?
 
Harmoni
Dark and intense...almost I dunno inhuman...you’re just so 
cold
 
Luther
(He looks away when they call his number) You'll find out. And 
maybe when I’m done… he will be too...
 
Harmoni
(Watches him walk towards the microphone and she calls after 
him in confusion) what do you mean by that?
 
Micah
(Daps up his boy and rushes over to her side) Hey ma, who 
about to go?
 
Harmoni

Ion know I didn't even catch his name but… I think someone 
you should listen too.
 
Both of them watch Luther
 
Luther
(Walks up to a microphone, takes the whole audience in 
through a serious circulating glance then starts) I'm the son of 
a mad man
(First line is serious yet bland, as if it's nothing to be ashamed 
or proud of/ Orchestra may play in sync two to three dancers 
may start as well)
Born and corrupted in the city where the destination is prison 
and the streets are painted Crimson (starts to speed up and 
get more serious)
Dirty politics thrived off our destruction
We put our brothers to death and looked up to Harriet Tubman
We got several honeys wrapped up in our sheets
We leave em’ with nothing but money to abort our seed
The streets of my city where lil black kids dream of having a 
dream
The streets of my city where gangs forget they were created 
for our security
(shifts from saying a poem to rapping hard)
Yeah I’ma take you there
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I’ma take you to a place where the theme is poverty, the life is 
fear and the dream is to shoot fratricide bullets in the air
We follow the industry’s commandment
We wear our brothers’ blood as our fashion
We ignore our dead activists asking what the hell happened
The fake gold making us to blind to see what the red white and 
blue does
We ignore that killing each other and destroying each other is 
what America gets her high off of
Take me, Luther for example (Pauses)
Welcome to Queenz, the chaotic city that always made you 
change the channel
Diamond Pistolsz and 58th Saintsz at war with each other
Where the government at? Where the government at?
Watching the destruction drinking the finest wines while we got 
a black on black 90% on our backs
(music slows and calms, melodically)
(Looks over at the scene)

 
SCENE II: WELCOME TO QUEENZ
10 Years Ago
Queenz
8:32 A.M
 

(Enter Scene II: Khiry is in school writing, making a beat, and 
his friends Nadia and Hakeem are at the table. Nadia is 
wearing a hat backwards, a large loose sweatshirt, baggy 
pants, tennis shoes, and chains- inspired by the 90’s. Hakeem 
and Khiry are dancing to her rapping)
 
 
Nadia
Uh, My name is Nadia
 
Khiry and Hakeem
(Making a beat and dancing still) Whaaaaat
 
Nadia
I'm a brown skin queen
My complexion absorbs the sunlight
My hair defies gravity
You better put respect on my ebony royalty
 
Khiry and Hakeem
Ayyyyeeee!
 
Nadia
Twelve years old and I already got haters
But ya know what they say if they talkin’ down on me it's cause 
they know they can never touch me
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I'ma be the next queen of rap
I’ma be the next female MC
Only paper I'm worried about is diplomas and the only thing I'm 
focused on is focus
N to the A to the D to the I to the A
I enter the room and flip smiles, I enter the room ya’ll better 
give the queen a bow,I raise eyebrows, I turn heads, call me a 
killa cause these other rappers I dead
 
Khiry and Hakeem
(Stand up yelling and jumping) AYYYYYYEEEEEEE!!!!!!
 
(The bell chimes and they get up and run and sneak outside. 
Once outside Khiry stands on top of a rock and looks through 
the window for a few seconds then steps down, Hakeem and 
Nadia are crouched down against the wall of the school)
 
Khiry
A’ight. Hakeem, same as usual? Skittles and an Arizona?
 
Hakeem
Yeah...but y'all don't have to-
 
 
Nadia

(kisses teeth) yes we do. It's not like yo stupid dad feeding 
you.
 
 
Hakeem
He's...he's busy…
 
Khiry
Yeah busy killing up people for no reason outside then when 
he inside he beating on you. I hate gangstas.
 
Hakeem
(Looks down and shifts from foot to foot) But...
 
Nadia
Ain't no buts! Yo daddy is a punk!now let's go get you 
something to eat Hakeem
 
(picks up her bookbag and leads them off the stage)
 
Luther
(While everything is transitioning) What's up kid?
Nothing much
Who these other two kids?
My right hand and my left hand
My boy Hakeem
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My girl Nadia
What's the life like?
What’s yo hood?
My daddy run with the Diamond Pistolsz so I got mo money 
and I live in better houses
Us Diamondsz receive better benefits
But my boy Hakeem had a daddy in the Street Saintsz so he 
poor and couldn't dodge his daddy’s fists
Different hoods same American dream and same questioning 
of if it exists
Who reps you kid?
Big daddy Killa Keith
First name Keith last name Luther
He’ll kill you for wearing another color but he’ll March for you 
cause you his brother
Tried to keep his gang life hidden but it's hard to hide an 
incurable symptom of the system
I went from working on my land to spilling blood on my land
You know who you are kid?
I'm a Queenz kid
What's yo education kid?
Graffiti is our art
Our identification is the color of our shirt
Trapping, killing, rape, stealing is what they call crime but I call 
em my only education courses

I'll graduate when I start trapping and have my own pile of 
black corpses

BLACKOUT
Hakeem, Nadia, and Khiry crawl out from an alley laughing 
and counting everything they stole on the ground
 
Khiry
I got hella bread! (Shows them)
 
Hakeem
You stole his money??
 
Khiry
Yeah why not? (Laughs) Besides you need it.
 
Nadia
Hakeem why don't you just come live with one of us?
 
Hakeem
(Shrugs)
 
Khiry
Yeah live with me. My mom and dad would never hurt you. We 
love you
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Hakeem
I know… maybe…
 
(Caine enters the scene with a few Street Saintz. Nadia quickly 
hides the money and stands up, Khiry looking up. When 
Hakeem sees Caine he keeps his head down. Caine walks 
over to them, grinning)
 
Caine
What y'all doing? (Chews tobacco)
 
Khiry
We doing what we doing (says bluntly but with a little hint of 
fear)
 
Caine and his boys laugh
 
Caine
You know what I do to boys with a smart ass mouth? (Leans 
down and stares right in his eyes, Khiry gulping loud but 
standing his ground. Caine continues chewing the tobacco) I 
make sure they mouth can't do nothing but spit up my semen 
by the time I'm through
 
Nadia

Look back up off him! We ain't doing nothing!
 
Caine
(While still looking at Khiry he arouses to a stand and seizes 
Nadia by her hair and tosses her on the ground, the money 
flying everywhere)
 
Khiry lunges forward and Caine shoves him down on the 
ground hard
 
Caine
Get that money from these lil pieces of shit
 
His street Saintsz get the money and one of them notice 
Khiry’s watch
 
Street Saint
Yo hole up (grabs his wrist) Who you know that run with the 
Diamond Pistolsz???
 
Khiry
Nobody I stole it! Gimme back my money!
 
Caine
(Exhales sharply, crouching down in front of Khiry) Who you 
know that trap with the Diamond Pistolsz?
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Hakeem
 (is sitting on the ground the whole time trying to keep his face 
down)
 
Khiry
I said nobody!
 
Street Saint notices Hakeem
 
Street Saint
Hold yo head up boy
 
Hakeem keeps his head down
 
Street Saint
(Yanks his head up)
 
Nadia
Leave him alone!!

Street Saint recognizes Hakeem and let's him go roughly. 
Caine sees Hakeem too then stands up
 
Caine

These yo friends huh? (Stands over Hakeem and grabs his 
head and makes him look at him) You hangin wit Diamondsz 
now?
 
Hakeem
S-sorry...dad...
 
Caine
Y'all two get the hell outta here. Say anything and Y'all getting 
raped by ten Saintsz you understand me??
 
Nadia and Khiry dash away quickly
 
Street Saint
That boy might be Keith's, you saw that watch too right?
 
Caine
Yeah I did. I got a way of finding out

BLACKOUT
 
SCENE III: BLOOD AND TEARS
Queenz
3:24 P.M
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Tanisha is seated on the steps of a school centered in the 
middle of the stage, Khiry standing in between her legs, book 
bags are beside them, Tanisha is holding a flashcard in front of 
Khiry. There is a dark alley running between a building prop 
and another prop where Keith and a couple of boys are 
indistinctly talking to a thug)
 
Tanisha:
Who were the first african Americans to find the first branch of 
the NAACP
 
Khiry:
Harry and Harriette Moore… (says sounding distracted in 
thought)
 
Tanisha
Baby are you okay?
 
Khiry
I'm fine mom. (Smiles at her reassuringly) keep going
 
Tanisha
What county?
 
Khiry:
Brevard County(pronounces wrong)

 
Tanisha:
Brevard County. And the NAACP stands for what?
 
Khiry:
The National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People
 
Tanisha:
Oooooh my baby smart. Bonus question;
what does the MLMTA stand for?
 
Khiry:
(looks up at her in confusion) The what?

Tanisha
(smiles and hugs him) Mommy Loves You More Than 
Anything.
 
Khiry
(Hugs her back then pulls back looking sad) Mom...I have to 
tell you something...
 
(Tanisha notices Keith walk out from the shadows with a brown 
bandana wrapped around his face, glasses on, hat on, and he 
looks at her)
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Tanisha
(sighs and looks back at Khiry and forces him to look at her) 
Khiry…
 
Khiry
(Just nods and goes inside the school building)
 
Keith
Bring his ass out here
 
(Keith’s thugs drag out a man with a bandana wrapped around 
his head and his entire body from the neck down to his wrists 
are visibly inked. The thugs pin him down to the ground and 
Keith leans down chewing tobacco)
 
Keith
Whatchu walking on my turf for?
 
Street Saint
This is Caine’s city! He gon get it back once he dead yo ass.
 
Keith
He gon dead me huh?
 
Street Saint

Yeah he gon dead you bit-
 
(Keith’s boys yank a bag down his head, pin him down to the 
ground by his wrists and ankles. FREEZE FRAME- RED Keith 
rips his shirt open, draws a blade and brands him from the 
point of his collarbone to his pelvis; the man beneath him 
screaming and hollering and kicking. Keith accepts a silenced 
pistol from one of his thugs, shoves it down the man’s throat 
and shoots him. The man’s wails come to a cease in 
correspondence to his body becoming immobile)
 
(The whole time period Tanisha has her eyes closed, 
murmuring to herself)
 
Keith
(arouses to a stand and his boys tie a noose around his neck- 
show the rope to the audience briefly and drag him by his 
shoulders into a building out of sight)
 
Tanisha
Khiry (says in a shaky voice at first then she recovers quickly) 
Khiry you can come out now
 
(Keith, discarding his bandana and glasses, and hat 
approaches a blank faced Tanisha. Khiry walks out and sees 
Keith)
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Khiry
(grins and runs down and hugs him) Dad!
 
Keith
(laughs and leans down playing with him making Khiry laugh) 
Sup king K, you did good in school today??
 
Khiry
(grinning)
Yeah of course dad, I always do
 
Keith
(Smirks)
That’s why I love you kid, (looks at Tanisha and tries to lace his 
fingers with hers but she wrenches away, stands up with her 
bags and walks away leaving Keith to stare at her back slightly 
hurt)
 
Khiry
(notices)Dad?
 
Keith
(brushes it off, getting Khiry’s bags and stands up) ready to go 
home?
 

Khiry
(looks up at him and smiles) Yeah
 

BLACKOUT
(Transition: Keith’s house, a room broken into three sections; 
the kitchen is to the far left of the stage with nothing but a 
counter and plates and fruits, the living room to the far right of 
the stage with a TV and a couch and toys littered on the 
ground, and the dining room centered between them 
consisting of a table with three chairs)
 
(They enter from a door behind the dining room table. Keith 
has an arm slung around Khiry; Tanisha is still avoiding them)
 
Keith
(watching Tanisha cross into the kitchen simultaneously) You 
in the mood for spaghetti?
 
Khiry
Yeah. Anything but them nasty lunches at school
 
Keith
(laughs)
 
Tanisha
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(arranging dishes) Khiry come here baby
 
Khiry
Yes, ma’am (goes over to her and props himself up on the 
chair)
 
 
Keith
(stares at Tanisha while counting money then looks away) Nish 
how was work?
 
Tanisha
It was good (gets out other bowls and starts breaking the 
noodles) On the news there was another baby that got killed 
because of gang violence. He was some gang leader’s kid, 
They led him into a tunnel and killed him just like that. And 
there was a new fact today. Did you know that young boys are 
more likely to adopt to what they see their fathers doing versus 
what they see on TV
 
Keith
(returns to counting money) Oh word? On the streets 
(emphasizes streets) I learned that women who spread their 
legs open to thugs are most likely to-
 
Tanisha

(Drops them in the bowl and whirls around yelling) Go straight 
to hell Keith! Don't start that!
 
Keith
I ain’t start it. You the one coming at me for no reason acting 
brand new
 
Tanisha
(rolls eyes) Khiry go to your room
 
Keith
Oh we one of dem couples? For real dog?
 
Khiry
(Looks between them then gets his homework and starts to go 
upstairs but their argument seizes him on the first step)
 
Tanisha
Them couples? (emphasizes when yelling) Every one of them 
couples don’t have a baby before they’re even in college or are 
conflicted with their son being obscured from the truth that his 
father is a murderer! I don’t like this Keith! I hate it! So don’t 
call me a ho! Because I’m not! I'm going through hell because 
of you! And I don't care how hard you think you are this gang 
shit gon become you! Keith if you don't stop I'm going to take 
my son and leave!!!!
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Keith
So that’s what this is about? (scoffs dropping the money on the 
table) Before we even had Khiry I told you I wasn’t perfect. I 
told you what was up. I told you I wouldn’t give you a fistful of 
diamonds and rings to make you feel special cause I told you I 
didn’t believe in making a woman feel special ‘cause I believe 
in making a woman feel like a queen. (Expression: Angry, 
straight-forward)
 
(Tanisha looks at him midway during his monologue and stops 
what she’s doing)
 
Keith
Hell, I could’ve been like these other fools out here that will 
leave you with nothing but money for an abortion! But nah, I 
loved my son since you told me we created one! So you can 
chalk up thinking you can take him! And Despite what you 
think (Gets up and stands behind her yelling) I want him to be 
everything I wasn't and never will be.
 
Tanisha
(voice cracks and she cries a little) It’s hard for me
 
Keith

Hard for you? That’s yo problem you always worried about yo 
self! Ion give a damn about what's hard for you! What about 
me?! You think I like walking outside looking over my shoulder 
to see who might kill me today?! A cop or one of my own?! You 
think I like calling gang banging my way of life?! Nah I don’t but 
I do it for Khiry and yo ungrateful ass! Hard for me (says in a 
mocking tone and laughs scratching his jawline) what about 
me? Huh? Ion even know how to raise a kid cause instead of 
my daddy teaching me he was too busy beating on me or 
molesting me! (yells louder than ever) HAVE YOU EVER 
THOUGHT ABOUT HOW HARD IT IS FOR ME?!
 
 
Khiry
(Watches them)
 
(Tanisha breaks down crying, Keith puts distance between 
them and punches the wall a few times then presses his head 
against it, and sags against it until he’s on the floor across 
from a crying Tanisha staring at the ground between his feet)
 
Khiry
(Walks down and goes back into the kitchen, seeing his 
parents broken down on the floor and takes them both by their 
hands and brings them to the middle of the floor and wipes 
their tears away)
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Keith
(grabs Khiry and starts sobbing into his shirt) I’m sorry…I’m so 
sorry I wish I could be a better man…ya’ll deserve better than 
this
 
Khiry
I love you the way you are dad.
 
Tanisha
(hugs both of them crying too)
 
Khiry
Nothing makes me happier than when we’re like 
this...mommy...and daddy.
 
EXIT SCENE THREE
ENTER SCENE FOUR
 

SCENE IV: 
IN TOO DEEP
 
TRANSITION: Back to flashback. Afternoon: Tanisha is outside 
with Khiry, Keith is upstairs talking to his thugs indistinctly. 
Scenery: Keith is at a table talking and counting money with 

his friend,  the room is visible to the audience. A girl comes up 
to Tanisha and notices her playing with Khiry
 
Sasha
 (smiles) is that your son?
 
Tanisha
(looks at her) Yeah he is

Sasha
He's cute. What's his name?
 
Tanisha
Look lady I don't know you all like that. This neighborhood is 
bad and I don't just tell my kid’s name to random people
 
Sasha
I understand. I had a little brother and he reminds me of him 
that's why I asked. I'm very sorry
 
Tanisha
(Frowns) for real?
 
Sasha
(Points to the shrine of flowers and teddy bears on the side of 
the steps) See? That's why I'm here. He was killed
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Tanisha
Sorry to hear that (looks back at the shrine) I don't know what I 
would do if I lost my baby…
 
The girl holds Khiry with a knife to his throat and smiles at her
 
Sasha
Well let's find out. Stand up and get against the wall and don't 
say nothing or I’ma paint these streets with yo son’s blood
 
Tanisha stands up and presses her back to the wall with her 
hands up
 
Sasha
(tosses a bag at her) Pick up that bag and put it over yo head. 
Don't try nothing’ stupid neither
 
Tanisha gets the bag and puts it over her head and puts her 
hands up
 
Sasha
Turn around
 
Tanisha turns around and puts her hands on the wall
 

Sasha
(Gets a piece of wire and ties her wrists then tightens the knots 
of the bag still holding Khiry)
 
Khiry
Mommy… (his voice is soft, innocent, genuinely afraid like a 
child touches her hand and she laces their fingers)
 
Caine
(Steps out from the shadows and nods his approval to Sasha 
and looks at Tanisha and holds his hand over her mouth and 
injects her. Tanisha wriggles) Shh shh...you're making too 
much noise ma.
 
When Khiry sees Caine he immediately freezes up
 
Tanisha
(Against his hand - muffled)
please...don't do this...don't do this… Don't hurt my son… 
(each word is weaker than the previous)
 
Caine
Looks at Khiry, dropping Tanisha on the ground
 
Khiry
(Starts crying inaudibly)
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Leave my mom alone (says in a shaky soft voice)
 
Caine
Take care of that bastard I'll be right back (drags Tanisha out of 
sight)
 
Khiry
Cries harder
 
Sasha
Shhh… (Sits down and holds him with the knife against his 
throat and she caresses his torso) don't cry baby. Shhh… (tries 
to move his hands and his face and Khiry doesn't let her) Don't 
make me hurt you
 
Khiry
(Bites her hand making her yell and jump back and starts to 
run up the steps) DAD!!!!!!!

Sasha
(Yanks him back and drags him out of sight- so the audience 
can't see but hear) You (slap) stupid (slap) little (slap) 
bastard!!!! (slap-slap-slap-slap-slap)
 
(After she's done she just lets his body fall and the only thing 
seen is his tiny hand connected to his arm while the rest of his 

body is hidden by the curtain. Caine returns from the shadows 
buckling his pants and he has blood on his shirt. He walks and 
sees Khiry and leans down)
 
Caine
Your mommy was nice. (says to Sasha) do your thing (hides)
 
(Sasha goes into the building)
 
Keith
Man JoJo I'm tryna get out this life dog. It's hurting my family.
 
JoJo
I understand but you the leader. It's too late for you to get out
 
Keith
So I guess that only leaves wit one option; ending this
 
JoJo
I know how you can. (leans in) I know you might say no 
but...you can dead his kid
 
Keith
(looks up at him in disbelief and says in a low voice) you know 
how I feel about kids getting killed
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JoJo
Look we can talk morales all day but don’t forget that the men 
you killed were  somebody’s kids too homie
 
Keith
……. That’s different-
 
JoJo
Why? Cause they grown? It was out of self defense? Lemme 
give you a wake up call Keith, me and the boys ain’t bout to 
keep pushin’ if you gon’ keep puttin’ yo lil morales and 
principles in front of you dog. Here’s a fact; if given the chance 
they would’ve shot you. No hesitation. Nothin’. And they 
probably would’ve even made yo girl and yo kid watch, or even 
what they been doing lately and rape yo woman and yo kid in 
front of you before putting a bullet in yo temple
 
Keith
I get it! (slams his fists on the table) I get it nigga! But Hakeem 
is friends wit my kid I couldn’t bare to hurt my son like that
 
JoJo
Would you rather kill his bastard or him kill yo son?
 
Keith
He doesn’t even know who my son is

 
JoJo
Yeah so whatchu gon do wait until he does find out?
 
(Sasha casually opens the door, then takes on a look of 
surprise)
 
Sasha
Oh sorry… Wrong room
 
(JoJo and Keith stare at each other angrily and don’t even look 
at Sasha but Keith still delivers his line)
 
Keith
You good you good… (sits back tapping his fingers and flexing 
his jaw and still glares at JoJo who scoffs and stands up 
tossing the drug bags on the table)  what chu lookin for?
 
Sasha
(looks between them)
Boyfriend…. (says awkwardly)  It's a lot but I needed to see 
him and some dudes said he was here.
 
Keith
Not to many people come thru here so who exactly told you he 
was here? (looks at her)
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Sasha
Okay I’m  sorry I can just leave.
 
JoJo
Nah, (he straightens up and looks at her) What's his name?
 
Sasha
Andre. I'll go back outside tho he probably ain't here
 
Keith
Oh speaking of outside, JoJo can you see if Nisha and Khiry 
a’ight for me? I been texting her and she ain't answer. I think 
she mad at me
 
JoJo
Yeah she ain’t the only one ( goes outside with the girl and 
they walk out together, him holding the door and he looks 
around) Yo Nisha! Nisha!! (Looks at Sasha) You see a girl with 
a kid out here earlier??
 
Sasha
Not that I can remember
 
JoJo
(Looks at her suspiciously)

You can't remember back five minutes?
 
Sasha
I can…
 
JoJo
So did you see them or not?
 
Sasha
No I didn't
 
JoJo
(Descends down the steps and looks around then notices 
Khiry’s hand sticking out) Khiry…? Khiry…? KHIRY?! (Runs 
over to him and stops a few feet over him staring down in 
horror) Oh my god… (Starts panting and holds the back of his 
head with both hands, backing away slowly)
 
Sasha
(Stands at the door trying to see the issue)
 
JoJo
KEITH!!!!! KEITH!!!!!!
 
Keith
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(Head lifts up and his eyebrows knit in concern and he gets up 
and makes his way from the room to the steps) What? What's 
yo problem?
 
JoJo
(Looks at him and moves to show more of Khiry’s body to 
Keith. Expression; guilty and destroyed) Keith...I'm so 
sorry...I'm so sorry dog
 
Caine stands right on the side of the building, seeing the 
damage he's done to Keith, and that Khiry’s father is Keith. He 
looks at Sasha who nods in return then Caine grins manically 
and steps back into the shadows
 
Keith
(Looks and walks closer then stops midway and his face 
misshapes from frustrated to straight shock and he stares 
down at Khiry’s body, seized with pure shock)
 
Sasha
I'll get help (runs off the scene)
 
JoJo
Wait he tryna to say something… (leans down and shakes 
khiry’s arm) Khiry what is it? Did you see his face? Anything 
who did this dog?

 
Khiry
He...said...mom was nice…
 
JoJo
Nisha… oh shit (gets up and runs to the back and sees 
Tanisha)
 
BLACKOUT
 
The audience can only hear sirens and Keith screaming and 
wailing
 

SCENE V: 
INSANITY
 
Luther
(While everything is transitioning he comes back into scene, 
standing to the far end of the stage, Keith is seated in the 
middle- all of the furniture is destroyed, all that can be heard is 
his raspy breathing. The lights are dimmed red, the spotlight is 
on Luther)
Silence
A tumultuous thumping against the chambers within my chest
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A sensationalized rage merges with my blood and courses 
through my veins
A battle between my sanity and the corruption unravel within 
my mind’s capsule
(Small orchestra plays instrumental of U by Kendrick Lamar 
with dancers in the background as dancing silhouettes)
Adjoining with the other wars my demons have detonated
Simultaneously recollecting the fragments of the image that 
conjures my soul’s slow death
One step forward
A memory delivers a blow to my side
Twelve years ago she's laid in the hospital bed, smiles through 
pants and gasps,and stares at me through wet tendrils of hair
A wail from newborn lungs enters the air
(Baby crying in the background)
Followed by a tiny hand that reaches up and accepts us as his 
family
10 pounds eight ounces you were placed in my arms and I 
wiped the blood off you and gave you the name of a man and 
the last name of a king
(End the baby crying)
My slow traumatized approach carries me towards you
I make a quick recovery from the memory
Two steps, my vision is red
I see your body plastered in a position that mimics death
Everything becomes inaudible

My wide eyes capture every little detail
Every little bruise that is etched onto his skin
It draws a memory of my witness to his first steps
His stumbles and staggers
His first scratch his first bandage
One more step
I remember everything
Your coos and calls until you finally discovered how to form 
words
Another memory to strike me where it hurts
I feel it I feel it I feel it slowly consuming me
It magnetizes me from every muscle to every nerve
I stand over you son
I hear your first words
Now your last murmurs
He
Said
Mommy
Was
Nice(at same time Keith says this line as well in a deranged 
mocking whisper and he's laughing a little, his eyes on the 
ground)
The object trapped inside my chest’s incarceration breaks free 
(Keith leaps up and tosses his chair at the wall, breathing 
heavy and staring at the darkness, Luther starts to circle Keith 
as he stands in the middle of the stage, his breathing more 
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uneven and heavy than the previous breath like a ballistic 
animal however Luther continues rapping) It solidifies and 
solidifies becoming a hard rock- hollow of emotion and love, an 
image of objects that are soulless
It lands at my feet
Shattered
I'm shattered
I'm a walking corpse (Keith starts destroying furniture)
Her body on the ground
She tied up
Ah! (Stands behind Keith as he punches the wall and rips off 
Tanisha’s dress from the coat hanger and he stares at through 
wide teary eyes)
Another thorn!
She's laying there naked as the day she was born
Her face lolled to the side laying in her crown of hair
Eyes rolled to the whites with tears that glisten in question of 
why I wasn't there
She told me the day before I was in to deep
But it took my son beaten and her raped to make me aware
(Keith finally falls to his knees, still holding the dress- Luther 
stands over him staring down at him)
Crumble
Crumble
Murmur
Murmur

Don't fight it
Let corruption corrupt you
(Luther backs out into view so the spotlight falls on Keith and 
JoJo and Khiry enters the scene watching Keith nervously/end 
of first part of instrumental, solo saxophone player and small 
vocals start in sync with Luther) Look there's your son
Why don't you get up off the ground and show yo son who his 
dad is?
Ain't no obscuring ain't nothing left to hide
I don't want him to end up like me you dogmatized
You wanted him to better so you preach
But now he witnessing a transformation of a man to a beast
 something you promised you never be
Look at yourself
Sweat beading off your face
Eyes bouncing from wall to wall like an animal
The explosion in your mind of remembrances crash upon you
She told you that trapping and gangbanging was a crime you 
called it yo only way of survival
You quoted Isaiah 40:29 he gives weary to the strength and 
increases the power of the weak, just to make your denial 
biblical
Used the excuse that the government ain't gon do shit but 
watch just to keep it political
Show him who his dad is
His dad ain't no Saint
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His dad ain't no hero
His dad ain't conflicted
His dad is a hypocrite and a notorious sinner
Show him who his dad is
Show him
Show him
Show him who his dad is
Show him that beast that's been clawing at your insides 
waiting and waiting to break free from confinement
You been on the fence
Trying to stay sane in an exploding uncontrollable gang war 
was nothing but a failed attempt
Your heart is black as the darkness you've preached against
Why you still on the ground
Get off your knees
You're a storm no longer a ominous cloud
(End of instrumental by Kendrick Lamar, small orchestra 
transitions to dramatic suspenseful music)
 
Keith
Rises up slowly as Luther raps and Khiry stares at him the 
whole time cautiously
 
Luther
That nigga been plaguing these streets
He's been deadin’ yo brothers

Now he's raped your queen,
Bounded to girls for one night but you've bounded to her for 
eternity
You gon let him have the satisfaction?
You gon let him have the satisfaction?
(Orchestra plays more dramatically)
You gon let him have the satisfaction?
You gon let him have the satisfaction?
You gon let him have the satisfaction?
(Becomes distorted)
(Lights flash on and off rapidly)
You gon let him have the satisfaction?
Are you killa Keith or not?!
Are you a diamond pistol or not?!
You ain't got nothing left
Nothing to lose
Nothing to gain
No woman to come home too
I guess the victory goes to Daddy Caine
You gon let him win like this?!
You gon let him haunt you like this?!
The second man that's taken something away from you
Yo daddy took away your manhood and your innocence
Caine took yo queen now the only thing left…
(Keith looks at his bandana and sunglasses)
Is for you to finish this
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Khiry
(Sounds afraid)
Dad?
 
Keith
(Voice is husky, deep, ominous)
You got that bitch JoJo?
 
JoJo
Yeah (he leaves out then drags Sasha out- who is in nothing 
but a bloody gown and her hair is down and messy, she’s 
beaten and bruised, her hands are tied, ankles are tied and 
her mouth is gagged)
 
Keith
(Grabs his bandana and sunglasses and puts them on and 
stands up, taking out his gun)
 
Khiry
D-Dad...what are you doing… (sees her and he backs away in 
fear)
 
JoJo
Don't worry bout her Khiry
 

Sasha
(Looks up and she muffles out protests and pleas)
 
Keith
Shut up bitch
 
Sasha
(She stops, breathing heavy)
 
Keith
Lemme guess you did that shit for money?
 
JoJo
(Rips the gag out her mouth)
 
Sasha
Please… (crying) you gotta understand my lil brother is sick 
and I'm tryna take care of him I needed the money I'm sorry 
I'm so sorry
 
Keith
So.. (laughs) so you… (kneels down in front of her with the 
gun against her neck and he stares straight into her eyes) you 
helped a monster rape and kill an innocent woman? Just for a 
paycheck to help yo brother. You really this good of a actor 



133

huh? Cause see what you've forgotten but I haven't is that you 
still put your hands on my son
 
Sasha
I...I know and I'm sorry
 
Keith
You know...the woman your boss killed was more than just my 
girl. She was my other half. My soul. My fix. She was the only 
human being besides my son who you beat-! (He yells right in 
her face making her cry a little and he starts stroking tendrils of 
hair) that shelled me from the insanity of this gang war. Hell I 
was gon get out of it soon but now…now this is real war. I don't 
give a damn about morales anymore. I don't give a damn 
about who I hurt anymore. I don't give a damn about anything 
anymore! Cause the moment you try to rise above there's an 
army to shoot you down and I have had enough of this shit. I 
wasn't gon be like Caine. I promised my girl that. I even 
promised my son that. But you know what… (laughs) I’ma be 
the monster you all pushed me to be.
 
Sasha
(Bottom lip is shaking) Y-your son is watching… you gon kill 
me in front of him? Hmm?
 
Keith

Nah. I'm not. (He grabs her and drags her and throws her into 
a bathroom where the audience can't see and looks at Khiry) 
get in here
 
Khiry
(Shakes his head no)
 
Keith
I.Said. Get. In. Here.
 
Khiry
No… (tears start rolling down his cheeks)
 
Keith
(Walks over to him and grabs him) What the hell is wrong with 
you Khiry?! Huh?! What is it?! You scared now??? You gon let 
her have the satisfaction of beating yo ass and being the 
reason yo mom is dead! Are you?! I didn't raise no weak ass 
bitch so you gon get in here! Forget everything me and yo 
mom taught you about morales and how I would leave! Forget 
it Khiry! That shit wouldn't nothing but words!
 
Khiry
S-she said… (he’s shaking violently) mommy said that you're 
more than just a thug...she said we can all be more than just 
thugs…
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Keith
Khiry… (says in a low voice) Look around you. In a house with 
dirty walls that absorb the pain and melancholy of a black 
family that knows they will never have the American Dream or 
happiness. The only things we can and will ever be are dogs. 
Dogs that need to be controlled and owned to actually do and 
get shit done. And without control we ain't nothing but wild 
untamed animals that fight each other for no reason. We ain't 
shit. To them. To God. To each other. We ain't shit. Your mom 
is dead Khiry. We don't have anything left. We ain't have 
anything to begin with.
 
Khiry
That…that's not true… she said we can rise up… and...and
 
Keith
Rise up and do what? Look at every single black man that has 
risen up to create a path for our community’s success and you 
tell me how many are still alive?
 
Khiry
(Doesn't say anything)
 
Keith

(Grabs him and drags him to the bathroom threshold and Keith 
goes in)
 
Sasha
No...no stop please… please stop!!!!! No!!!!! No!!!!!!!!! 
Stop!!!!!!!!!!!!!! Stop stop stop stop!!!!!!!! (She screams and cries 
and wails) I'm sorry…. please stop….
 
Khiry
(Stands there watching, eyes wide and he swallows loudly)
 
Keith
(When her cries die down he steps out fixing his pants and 
drags her out from the waist up for the audience to see she's 
nearly unconscious and he hands the gun to Khiry) Shoot her
 
Sasha
(Lifts herself up weakly) No….please….no...I'm sorry…. I'm so 
sorry….(stammers and cries) please
 
Keith
(Kneels down beside Khiry)
That’s exactly how your mom was Khiry. Crying. Begging. 
Fighting. And he wouldn't stop. Now look at her.. (nods to 
Sasha and Khiry follows his gesture) in the same exact 
position imploring for us to not kill her. But you see the 
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difference is I didn't kill her afterwards. Caine did. She 
orchestrated this massacre just for money. Now you don't have 
a mom.

Khiry
(Stays silent, hands trembling around the gun)
 
Keith
Whether you kill her or not just remember this. You're my son. 
The son of a mad man. (Stands up and he leaves with JoJo)
 
Sasha
(She stares at Khiry) I'm sorry about your mom...I'm sorry 
for..for hurting you but just don't kill me..don't kill me I don't 
want to die. Don't you wanna grow up and be a big boy? (Tries 
to smile like a mother would) be successful? Start a family? 
This...this is wrong. This won't get you there
 
Khiry
I'm..I'm sorry
 
Sasha
(Continues shaking and her smile fades and she just nods) 
you're not like him… I just want you to know that…
 
BLACKOUT

GUNSHOT, the sound of Sasha’s body hitting the ground is left
 
Orchestra plays soft music, soft and melancholic
 
TRANSITION. Nadia and Hakeem are drawing and decorating 
a large poster for Khiry and Keith. Khiry is wearing clean 
clothes and Nadia’s parents are sitting beside them and 
feeding and playing with Hakeem in a nice living room
 
Keith
He walks out the bathroom near the back entrance wearing his 
bandana and sunglasses and he has a gun in gloved hands. 
He watches them from where he stands in silence
 
Mrs. Harmoni
Hakeem (smiles and places a small cut slice of cake with a 
candle in it in front of him) happy birthday sweetheart
 
Hakeem
He smiles up at her and he sees Keith standing there and 
stares for a long time. Keith just stares at Hakeem then 
Hakeem nods and looks away
 
Nadia and her parents start to sing happy birthday
 
Nadia
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Keem make a wish!
 
Hakeem
Shakes his head smiling
 
Mr. Howard
Wait why not? Come on I know you want something for your 
birthday
 
Hakeem
My wish already came true (smiles and blows out the candle) 
You guys are my new family now. I've always wished for a 
family. Now I have one. Thank you guys for treating me as if I 
was your son. I hated myself for 13 years...and now I love 
myself.
 
Nadia
(Furrows her eyebrows) Hakeem why are you talking like that?
 
Hakeem
I'm at peace
 
Keith walks into the bathroom out of sight
 
Nadia
Mom dad can y'all give us a minute?

 
They look at each then at them and nod and go upstairs
 
Nadia
Hakeem why you talking like that?
 
Hakeem
(Goes into his book bag and he finds a folded piece of paper 
and he takes it out and stands up) Keith…?
 
Keith
(Walks out)
 
Nadia
(Jumps up and she reaches for the lamp and he points his gun 
at her)
What are you doing?!
 
Hakeem
Is this about what my dad did?
 
Keith
(Just nods)
 
Nadia
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(She opens her mouth to scream but another thug comes out 
from behind her and claps a hand over her mouth and she 
fights and fights until he presses the muzzle of a gun against 
her temple)
 
Hakeem
Are there more upstairs?
 
Keith
By now your new parents are tied up in the closet
 
Hakeem
(He nods) Can I give this to you..?
 
Keith
(nods)
 
Hakeem
(Extends his arm and outstretches his hand and Keith takes 
the paper and tucks it in his pocket pointing the gun at 
Hakeem now) I memorized it…
 
The lights dim and the music grows softer and more 
melancholic, the spotlight falls on Hakeem and Luther who is 
standing on the far end of the stage
 

Luther and Hakeem
My father was a mad man
He laid with many women,
He was addicted to addiction,
He confided in his evil,
He was like a god of this mad city
When you crossed his path you never left unscathed
I would know (with each line the music grows more 
melancholic and dramatic)
He had a bullet for everyone else but he gave me 13 years of 
pain
I can't excuse his actions
I can't ask you of acceptance
 I can't ask you to forgive his sins
but I can ask this question
When will we be brothers again?
 
Keith
(Everything sinks in. For a long period of time Keith just stands 
there. His hand is shaking and he's crying behind the 
sunglasses) Get…get in the bathroom
 
Hakeem
(Nods and goes into the bathroom)
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Keith faces the bathroom and his hand is shaking and he 
shakes his head at the same time Luther closes his eyes and a 
tear falls

BLACKOUT
 
POP! POP! POP!

(Saxophone solo plays a space ambient dramatic and sad 
piece)
 

SCENE VI: 
MY BROTHA MY BROTHA
 
Luther
(Walks to the middle of the stage.  Khiry is seated against the 
wall staring down at the gun on his lap, blood dots his face and 
clothes and Sasha’s body is plastered from the bathroom. 
Keith enters the house, sees Sasha’s body and his son on the 
ground and just stands there, taking off his sunglasses and 
bandana and drops the gun)
 
Khiry
(Just looks up at him)

 
Keith
(Goes over to him and drops to his knees, fishing out the poem 
and giving it to Khiry then he just hugs Khiry’s body and buries 
his face into his shirt sobbing)
 
Khiry
(He stares down in silence with a blank look then he stands up 
letting his father fall and he picks up the bandana and the 
sunglasses)
 
Keith
(Punches the ground and then he looks up at his son and turns 
around and sits against the wall) Khiry… stay with me… while I 
got time
 
Khiry
(Nods and sits next to him holding the bandana the glasses 
and the letter and staring at them the entire time and there's 
nothing but sirens in the background and the music and then 
Khiry notices a notebook on the table and gets it and looks at 
the paper Hakeem wrote and he starts writing in it)
 

BLACKOUT
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Luther
I taught you I was the son of a mad man
Gave you a welcome to Queenz
I showed you my blood and my tears
I showed you how deep we were in
I showed you the insanity of Killa Keith
It's time for the day man fell
I, am Khiry Luther
I am Killa Keith's son
I gave you the past
I gave you the corruption and the blood
Mama dead
Homie dead
Girl see me as a monster
Shit after all the damage maybe I am
This isn't a story just about me
So allow me to talk to my brothers
(pictures of slain black babies and black men as victims of 
black on black violence are shown, orchestra plays a soft 
melodic beat)
My brother my brother
In history what the pages in textbooks won't present forth to 
add into your knowledge or in common publicity is that we 
were once kings and queens before we were products of 
slavery
My brothers what have we become?

Why?
Why do we plague our own cities with violence and fratricide 
and use our history of slavery and oppression as excuses to 
be nothing but what society makes us
Why do we tell our women we don't see them as women
Why do we distance our women from their queens by the 
shade of their skin and tell them exotic roots, a light 
complexion, their stolen features bought and mimicked, 
equates beauty
Why do we dream for cliche public figures, songs about poison 
call it art sing into the ears of my youth inspire them to follow 
my stereotypical legacy
Why oh why my brother did we fall?
Were we tired of fighting? Tired of losing our fathers and 
leaders? Tired of being tired?
I talk to the cities plagued by this fratricide and the families that 
are direct victims of black on black crimes
I talk to the young boys and young girls who are forced to 
being fatherless children because of flying bullets not meant 
for their fathers but another brother
I talk to the women who are forced to raise their children alone 
because their husbands were caught in the fratricide gunfire
I talk to not just the victims but all of my black brothers and 
sisters that make our black beautiful and powerful empire
And I’ma tell those who make an excuse out our history to not 
acquire success out of opportunities to stop waiting on a white 
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man’s acceptance because it has been 397 years and their 
acceptance is still not in the makin’
So stop waiting
Stop waiting and start fighting
We did not get anywhere by waiting no the waiting came after 
the fighting and the praying
 One step forward and ahead and we thanked the heavens 
and would our futures still be restrained we questioned
But it was progress
And we knew one thing that if we didn't have the government 
or their acceptance that we had each other and our combined 
strength and those were and will forever be our most powerful 
weapons
My queens embrace your complexions of rich blackberry 
juices, accept your gravity defying crown of spirals, your full 
prominent features, and your curves
Remember that behind every strong man is a beautiful woman
Remember that you not only give us life but you guide our lives
And instead of worrying about your competition worry about 
competing against the woman you were yesterday
Don't be pretty like her
Be pretty like you
If they try list your flaws to convert your confidence into 
remnants, remember your flaws make you human and ask 
them to list your achievements too

My brothers, my kings, embrace and love your many talents, 
love each other, and remember their number one fear is not 
just an intelligent black man but an intelligent black man in 
charge of commands
So instead of being what they expect of you why don't you be 
why they fear of you
This is more than just my story
This is my ode to black royalty
This is my plea for unity
This is my being an instrument of unheard tears
This is my question
When will be brothers again?
My question for me and you
And like I said before… by the time this story is finished… 
maybe he will be too
 
(Looks at Micah and Harmoni who are in shock, Harmoni is 
holding her stomach and her eyes are watery. Micah just looks 
appalled. Luther then looks up, seeing Hakeem and Keith 
holding two different colored bandanas that are knotted then 
he looks away and finally takes a step back, exiting the stage)
 
THE END



2
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In Response to a Portrait 
Poetry 
Grade: 10 
Hathaway Brown School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

In Response to a Portrait
Young, sweet daughter
Those kind eyes reflect your disdain
Constricted as ever
You beg to be free
 
Your slick black hair
As smooth as a newly washed car
With few fly-aways

Why don’t you fly away?
 
It is not the American way
To be as suppressed as you
Your mother, her expectations are far too great
Yet your smile fakes the strain
 
Floating, free standing dreams
American dreams not fought for yet
The battle of tradition versus change
You pose for this well
 
Words, words, endless words
Spilling from your dry mouth
Onto your manicured nails
What a spell you conjure up; how deceiving
 
Like the voices in the night, you are mysterious
Rarely seen like the loch ness monster
But known like Robin Hood
Are you in grieving?
 
Your mother, your friend
All in black, you the same
What has God done to you?
Who is to blame?
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Is your mystery for your benefit?
May it be for your protection too?
A woman with a mind
America does not know what to do
 
Starving aren’t you?
For a bigger taste of freedom
Like those who pick cotton
You are forgotten
 
Words are the answer
They sway with ease
Dust to dirt; mind to matter
With these words you please
 
The corset of the world
Tightens with every pull
The corset of your mind
Loosens with every word on paper
 
Old-fashioned in your style maybe
Groundbreaking in your profession maybe
Maybe it won’t matter soon
Maybe someday you can just be you
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The Curious Case of Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach 
Critical Essay 
Grade: 11 
University School 
Instructor: Jim Garrett

The Curious Case of Carl Philipp 
Emanuel Bach
Had you but heard”, wrote Johann Friedrich Reichardt 
earnestly in his Schreiben über die berlinische Musik, “how 
Bach brings his clavichord to life – an instrument which many 
people, perhaps with some justification, have long held to be 
dead and inexpressive, and how he manages to convey every 
nuance of emotion and passion – in a word, how he puts his 
entire soul into the music!”[1] Having met the already famous 

composer in Hamburg in 1772, Reichardt in this quote 
expresses his great admiration of Bach and his clavier. Hailed 
as one of the key composers of the 18th century, if not one of 
the most important, Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach gave to the 
world a new revolution in musical style and unique 
interpretations. Yet, despite his musical charisma, one must 
analyze how Bach achieved such momentum in the first place. 
Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach was born on March 8, 1714, in the 
German city of Weimar to the middle-class family of the famed 
Baroque composer Johann Sebastian Bach and his wife Maria 
Barbara Bach. Together, they raised seven children, only three 
of whom survived. His mother died in July of 1720, leaving 
Sebastian Bach to take care of the four children – which he did 
with great devotion. Along with the importance of providing the 
children with a thorough and “well-rounded” education, he did 
not neglect the importance of providing a musical one as well. 
Nevertheless, Emanuel Bach was greatly influenced by his 
father during his childhood both in music and in character. In 
his autobiography, Bach writes, “In composition and keyboard 
playing I never had any other teacher than my father.”[2] At a 
young age, he was taught to play the harpsichord, which he 
greatly excelled at; and by the age of eleven, he was able to 
play any of his father’s keyboard pieces from sight, and was 
proficient enough to help his father’s church services and 
concerts sometime around 1729. His father was a crucial 
factor in the development of Emmanuel Bach’s musical works, 
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and it is evident through most of his early and even late 
compositions where his father’s styles are reflected in his own. 
However, his later works began to show signs of new musical 
elements that could not have come from the influence of his 
father, or from his siblings. These elements continued to 
emerge in most of Bach’s work and were emphasized in 
different forms and in different pieces, even though he 
continued to follow in his father’s footsteps. Why, then, did 
Bach’s later music so diverge from that of his father’s? This 
paper will analyze how Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, one of the 
most important figures in the transition from the late Baroque 
era to the Pre-Classical era, was successfully able to establish 
novel styles through his musical compositions that were 
significantly distinguishable and at an aesthetic distance from 
his father’s previous work in the Baroque era.

C.P.E. Bach first made this break from tradition during the 
middle of the 18th century by advancing a musical aesthetic 
known as the empfindsamer Stil. The German word for 
empfindsamkeit can be translated as ‘sentimentality’: the core 
of what Bach had established in many of his pieces. Nikolaus 
Forkel, in his Musikalisch-kritische Bibliothek of 1778, 
describes a rehearsal in Paris in which the musicians were so 
moved by a piece that “they put down their instruments and 
gave free rein to their sorrow.”[3] This particular collective style 
of music, observed in the northern part of Germany, aimed to 

achieve a variety of emotions and feelings often in a rapid 
succession throughout the piece. Phrases tended to be shorter 
and melodic themes shifted in dynamic and key changes. 
Emotion was valued above all in the works of the 
empfindsamkeit and required an emotional response from both 
the musician and the audience. Bach explains in his most 
famous manual on playing the clavier, the Versuch über die 
wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen, that “a musician cannot 
move others unless he too is moved. He must of necessity feel 
all of the affects that he hopes to arouse in his audience…”[4] 
The new musical movement inspired some of Bach’s earlier 
“Prussian” sonatas by creating a clear distinction from the 
Baroque era. His use of the swelling empfindsam melody 
specifically seen in his slower movements was the singing, 
expressive style that was sought by the composers of the 
Empfinsamkeit. The F minor slow movement of the first 
Prussian Sonata serves as a good illustration of this. The 
beginning of this movement begins with a clear and flowing 
melodic line enlivened with trills and turns of varying styles. 
Melodic line acquires sharp dissonances between flat and 
natural notes, as they undoubtedly increase the suspense, 
intensity, and expressiveness of the piece. This dissonance is 
then resolved as Bach rapidly changes both the dynamic and 
the key of the music, recapitulating to a variation of the 
opening melodic theme. Composers like J.S. Bach during the 
Baroque era constituted the idea that one emotion should be 
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expressed, or predominated, in a movement, and this holds 
true for some of Emanuel Bach’s earlier sonatas. Other pieces, 
like his sonata in F minor, establish several themes and motifs, 
which may be contrasting in character, and which fluctuate in 
mood and tonality. Despite Emanuel Bach’s taste for the 
emfindsamkeit and his role as the chief practitioner of it, it is 
not to say that his father had not observed these styles in his 
own music. Take for example, J.S. Bach’s Chaconne for the 
violin, one of the most revolutionary pieces in the Baroque era, 
if not, in the history of music. Parts of this piece appear to have 
similar structures and styles seen in his son’s Prussian 
sonatas, similarly demanding emotional intensity from the 
soloist. Sebastian Bach builds up his work through tension and 
drastic emotional changes over 256 measures and finally ends 
in a recapitulation of his initial theme. However, the reason 
why Emanuel Bach’s empfindsamer Stil music sounded 
strikingly different from that of his father’s was not because of 
the amount of emotion that each composer put into the pieces; 
rather, the cause is the different interpretations required in 
order to express the empindsamkeit of the music. As we will 
see, CPE Bach builds into his pieces small, but crucial details 
and structures that allow the his music to flow freely without 
the rhythmic restrictions his father had kept. From this, Bach is 
able to express more than just shifting emotion.

Again and again in his Versuch, Bach stresses the importance 
of embellishments in music. With embellishments, “they make 
music pleasing and awaken our close attention…without them, 
the best melody is empty and ineffective, the clearest content 
clouded.”[5] As seen in his Fantasia in C minor, Bach makes 
use of, and allows these embellishments to constitute the 
majority of his work. The first key component of this piece is 
the overwhelming number of the varying styles of 
embellishments that Bach incorporates. Among the most 
essential are the appoggiaturas. Appoggiaturas, (from the 
Italian word appoggiare, “to lean”) are ornamental notes of 
long or short duration not part of the melodic line, but 
subsequently resolving into the main note. Appoggiaturas help 
to enhance the harmony and melody while increasing their 
attractiveness by joining notes in a smooth pattern.[6] Among 
one of the things that Bach lists as factors of the true art of 
playing keyboard instruments is good embellishments. 
Ignoring these factors would lead to unpleasant sounds to the 
listener and obscurity amongst the jumble of unorganized 
notes.[7] At the same time, Bach warns against the overuse of 
the appoggiatura and other ornaments, as it would lead to the 
clarity and simplicity of the melodic line being lost. Similar to 
appoggiaturas are trills and turns, which Bach had 
incorporated into his pieces equally. The taste for 
ornamentation had also radically changed structural designs in 
the last quarter of the eighteenth century.[8] Infinite design 
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patterns embroidered on sofas and chairs were replaced by 
centralized compositions. Simple folds of hanging draperies 
were favored over complex, more elaborate systems. These 
design changes echo the simplicity observed in the music style 
of its time with its centrally placed tension and the clarity of 
form repeated throughout Emanuel Bach’s works. In Baroque 
interiors, joints where the structures met were covered by cloth 
and tapestries, used to enforce perfect continuity. However, in 
the early Classical era, emphasis was placed on refined 
structures and sharply called upon the spectator’s sense of it. 
The embellishments were an essential element of achieving 
continuity: the decoration not only covered the underlying 
theme, but also helped to keep it flowing. Bach even declares 
that “trills”, a type of embellishment, “enliven melodies and are 
therefore indispensable.”[9] The second aspect to Bach’s C 
minor Fantasia, which we must analyze, is his preference for 
‘free fantasia’.[10] Applying improvisatory qualities, Bach 
composes this work as freely as possible, without strict 
conformity to rhythmic and metrical regularity. Although 
common time (rhythm measure) is kept, Bach omits bar-lines 
from all of his fantasias, encouraging the piece to be played 
without rhythmic barriers. In his Versuch, he writes that the 
duration of the notes in his fantasias are determined mainly by 
the markings of ‘moderato’ and the “relative values of the notes 
themselves.” In other words, the length of the note varies upon 
one’s interpretation and whether one decides to shorten or 

lengthen the note in order to express most of the 
empfindsamer quality of the piece. Moreover, he states that 
the musician must assume control over the feelings of the 
audience through this flowing style. Compared to one of J.S. 
Bach’s fantasias, like his Fantasia in G Minor BWV 542, we 
can compare the two scores and notice how Sebastian Bach 
writes strictly according to tempo, with the bar-lines apparent.
[11] On the other hand, his son takes a different approach in 
crafting a flowing melody. The way in which emotions are 
aroused and then quieted is done through scales and 
arpeggios that last a whole line, giving the performer free will 
to take control of the rhythm of the melodic and bass voices.

In Emanuel Bach’s Fantasia, embellishments marked by 
symbols above the notes are seen in almost every melodic 
note without an accompanying bass line. This enabled the 
performer to not only play the embellishments in correct time 
and fitting volume, but it also allowed for the performer to play 
expressively by varying the emphasis and duration of the 
embellishments and to take advantage of the solo.[12] We can 
see the use of embellishments in J.S. Bach’s Fantasia as well. 
However, the difference that emerges is the structure of the 
piece. Each note is carefully thought out in rhythm and in its 
place in each bar. The notes of J.S. Bach’s fantaisa that limit 
the free movement, such as the combination of 16th and 32nd 
notes, must be played on the beat according to the time 
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signature of each measure - unlike Emanuel Bach’s piece 
where simple triplets and eight notes are more malleably 
played. Moreover, there lacks a certain point that gives the 
soloists a free-paced line to take control of. Instead, this nearly 
improvisatory passage as seen in his son’s composition is 
replaced with a stringent tempo, which is applied to the whole 
piece. Although the fantasia style was evident in both Emanuel 
Bach and his father’s works, Emanuel Bach was able to create 
a unique musical texture. It was one that sprouted from the 
influence, yet clashed with the musical values of his father, let 
alone, of much of the Baroque era. Carl Philipp Emanuel 
Bach’s work departed from a strict, rhythmical-bounded 
tradition and instead, allowed the music to be played freely 
through the performer’s own interpretation.

During his first Christmas at Leipzig in 1723, Johann Sebastian 
Bach composed his first major choral work: the Magnificat in D 
Major. During that time, his influence as a teacher prompted 
his son, Emanuel Bach, to produce a choral work himself. In 
fact, almost thirty years later, Emanuel Bach had indeed 
composed his first major choral piece, written in the same key 
and labeled under the same title as his father’s. Yet, despite 
being the son’s being under the musical influence of his father 
and his strong admiration for him, the two Magnificats diverged 
at a sharp point: melody and harmony. J.S. Bach, like many 
others during his time, composed many of his pieces in 

polyphony. This style simultaneously combined parts, each 
producing an individual melody and harmonizing with the 
others. In the first few lines after the introduction of the chorus, 
Sebastian Bach establishes the polyphonic texture among the 
instruments and the voices. It can be seen in the first three 
lines played by the violins and violas that each instrument 
plays a separate melody of its own. No single, principal melody 
stands out; instead, the three melodies are intended to play in 
harmony, acting as a melody within a melody. Bach creates a 
unique overlapping pattern that surfaces between the soprano, 
alto, and tenor voices. This overlapping effect is what holds the 
polyphonic texture amidst the jumble of notes and phrases.
 
Emanuel Bach’s version is quite different. Contrary to J.S. 
Bach’s variation in the different melodies and rhythm changes 
he gives to the strings, Emanuel Bach keeps the string 
instruments in sync with one another and as simple as 
possible. In Emanuel Bach’s version of the Magnificat, he 
gives the violins a constant sixteenth-note pulse, as he does 
with the violas with their chugging eight-note base line to keep 
the constant structure of the piece. This consistency is also 
established from the unison of the violins 1 and 2. The texture 
in Emanuel Bach’s chorus is simpler, consisting in essence a 
simple melodic line carried and expressed clearly throughout 
the piece with the background homophonic accompaniment to 
support it.[13] Homophonic styles, contrary to the polyphonic 
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styles seen in J.S. Bach’s Magnificat, consist of a clear, 
predominating melody with harmonic support. It is evident that 
when comparing these two pieces composed by two, very 
similar musicians, that there was a reason for this diversion. 
Each composer aimed to express a certain style and a certain 
feeling to the listener. Different aesthetic desires led to the 
establishment of different structures that helped to meet these 
desires. The two Magnificats best exemplify this end product: it 
shows us which paths each composer took in developing a 
unique musical texture (polyphonic or homophonic), and which 
element the composers worked to express the most of 
(harmony or melody).

# It becomes less enigmatic once we study both the works 
of J.S. Bach and C.P.E. Bach on how the two composers, so 
closely related in life and through the passion of music, 
diverged so much in their composition. We can see which 
paths each composer took in order to achieve the style they 
felt was musically true, and we can observe the differences 
created as a result of two contrasting interpretations. 
Emmanuel Bach’s music established irregular rhythm and 
harmony characteristics became a normal element of writing in 
music in the new Classical era. He additionally helped give rise 
to this new era by composing music that was no longer 
confined to the styles and musical traditions kept during the 
time of his father. His influence stretched to composers such 

as Mozart and Beethoven, as they helped to expand the neo-
Classical music style into the early Romantic era. Through the 
use of his unique musical styles that had not been observed in 
his father’s earlier works, and through his urge to be original in 
composition, Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach remains one of the 
most important figures in establishing a new approach to 
music in the late 18th century.
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The Art of Nature 
Critical Essay 
Grade: 11 
University School 
Instructor: Jim Garrett

The Art of Nature
Nature does not sleep. It is ever moving, ever changing. 
Nature is such a beautiful machine with parts and pieces that 
move together with such fluidity. It never stops to care for the 
daily struggles you and I face in life; this, I have come to 
realize, is what I must remember as I muster my strength for 
the long school year ahead of me.
 
It was early in the afternoon, the sun high above my head. A 
good ten minutes have passed since I last came into the 
woods. “What could my teacher possibly want from us in this 
godforsaken area?” I asked myself, mumbling as I waded 
farther and deeper into the thickets of leaves and branches. 
Without much inspiration, I forced myself to think like the 

transcendentalist Emerson and Thoreau. And so I stopped, 
straddling my notebook in my left hand, my pencil in the right. I 
looked up, expecting to be blinded by the glaring sun. I tilted 
my head to the sky, only to face a mile long canvas of all the 
shades of green I could imagine. The leaves on the towering 
trees overlapped each other as they reflected the sunlight, 
creating a “Monetesque” painting. It had never occurred to me 
how artistically gifted Nature was. She is meticulous with each 
stroke of Her brush as She paints the green onto every stem of 
leaf on the tree and every blade of grass on the ground. The 
painting is so realistic: it’s as if the leaves are dancing and 
breathing with life. I shifted my gaze back towards my feet, 
realizing that the ground was a whole different canvas of its 
own. This painting, however, seemed to be texturized with 
jagged edges of broken branches and smooth surfaces of 
shale. Like the painting in the sky, this one extended for miles 
in every direction. The forest floor was overcast with the 
shadows of leaves and scattered with the occasional patches 
of sunlight that seeped through the shade. It’s so easy, so 
tempting for a mere student like me to misjudge such a vast 
place like this. I find myself, daily, worrying about the small 
things in my life that will have no meaning in the future. In the 
forest, one must not worry too much about the death of an ant 
in its household near the brook, but more about the shape of 
the land that its house is build upon. Similarly, I must will 
myself to focus on the major goals in my life, instead of the 
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small obstacles that I face while trying to get there. I stared at 
the mural before me. “I wonder how long it would’ve taken Her 
to paint this,” I thought.

I continued my walk down a bend in the trail. The sounds of 
the birds calling their children for supper fill the forest. “What’s 
for lunch today?” I asked myself. The sounds continue: the 
rapid knocking of the woodpecker’s beak against a tree, the 
low hum from a swarm of flies, the lullaby from the wind 
rustling against the leaves – Nature does not sleep. Not only is 
She a great painter, but a great musician as well. I’ve come to 
realize that Nature is best understood through Her music, not 
Her words. The forest itself was a symphonic concoction of 
musical notes and melodies. I marveled at how similar it was 
to my life. Stress, for me, is like a cluster of atonal notes. It has 
no melody, and it’s unpleasant to listen to. My life as a high 
school student is a pool of atonal notes that I struggle to keep 
myself afloat in; however, when I successfully accomplish the 
goals that I’ve set for myself, the jumble of flats and sharps 
assemble into a distant melody. The distant melody seems to 
be coming closer, into a louder, more beautiful melody, then 
accompanied by harmonies, and then into polyphonies that 
ultimately triumphant my success. I believe this is what Nature 
is calling upon me to do. Nature doesn’t sleep because it’s 
busy creating its own melody, composing its own triumphant 

tune. This is what I must do to maintain my focus in the many 
years of hard struggle to come.
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Rictus 
Short Story 
Grade: 10 
Bay Village High School 
Instructor: Kristen Srsen

Rictus
With mechanical promptness, he rose from a dreamless sleep. 
Wiping the remnants of slumber from his immaculate pink 
face, he swung his legs to the floor and stood. He replaced the 
blankets over his bed, removing all trace of his occupation. 
Carefully, he dressed. Khaki slacks and a starched blue button 
up slid on, followed by a navy sweater and polished loafers. 
Glancing at his reflection in the mirror mounted above his 
dresser, he ran a fine-toothed comb through his coarse brown 

hair, smoothing flyaways with globs of viscous pomade. When 
satisfied, he slung his backpack over his shoulder and exited 
his bedroom, softly pulling the door shut behind him.

Down the stairs he plodded, placing one foot ahead of the 
other, as he had every day as far back as he could remember. 
He recalled faint memories of his early boyhood, toddling down 
these same stairs, the scent of baby powder and zinc. His 
mother and father’s incessant voices, echoing through his 
young head, had spoken of potty training, crawling, walking--
deadlines. Of what was healthy and normal. Desperate for the 
justification that they were indeed doing their job as maternal 
and paternal figures, that their child was an accurate 
representation of the financial, mental, and physical effort that 
his upbringing had necessitated. Of course, as a innocent and 
naive toddler, the boy lacked the mental capacity to 
understand this fact and remained, as most children do, 
religiously devoted to his seemingly righteous and unflawed 
caregivers. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, he strode into 
the kitchen, plopping into a wooden chair at the breakfast table 
and taking voracious gulps of chilled orange juice from a 
plastic glass.

His mother trilled a greeting from across the room, busy with a 
bag of toaster waffles. She managed to tear open the bag and 
removed four of the flat, tan wafers, placing them in the toaster 
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oven with a pair of silicone tongs. Her heavily highlighted hair, 
styled short and on trend, complimented her luxurious 
designer jeans with an air of forcedly intentional grace. Wiping 
her hands on a dishcloth, she bustled over to her son and 
placed a reluctant kiss on his head, the pungent pomade 
causing a slight grimace to contort her face. The son, 
immersed with piece of peripheral media flashing across his 
laptop screen, failed to notice. Returning to the kitchen, she 
yanked her smartphone from its charging cable and began to 
type furiously, penning an email to the high school principal 
regarding refreshment responsibilities for the upcoming 
teacher appreciation brunch benefit. As PTA president, she 
took her job very seriously, and was known across town for her 
lavishly creative and successful school functions.
 
Her husband sat across from the boy at the breakfast table. 
Sipping coffee from a faded green mug, he scratched at at the 
stubble gathering on the peaks of his wash-worn cheekbones, 
glazed eyes adhered firmly to the the small TV set across the 
table. Begrudgingly, he acknowledged the arrival of his son 
with a gruff nod, maintaining his gaze on the morning news. As 
the stock reporter swept away and was replaced by the 
meteorologist, the father listened with rapture to the weekend 
forecast.

After enjoying a hearty breakfast of soggy, bland waffles and 
imitation maple syrup, the boy bounded up the stairs to brush 
his teeth. Following a constant and unvarying routine, he 
pumped the brush around his mouth for two minutes, the 
invigorating mintiness stinging his gums. Once again, he 
viewed his reflection in the bathroom mirror, adjusting his 
already impeccably positioned collar. Wiping white foam from 
his chin, he contemplated his day ahead, the potential for pop 
quizzes and social encounters filling his stomach with anxious 
impatience. Returning to his bedroom, he snagged his football 
gear from its hook on the wall, its dank odor undetected by his 
deconditioned olfactory system. 
 
Back downstairs, the boy accepted a creaseless ten dollar bill 
from his mother’s nonchalantly generous hand, to use on a 
lunch and to satisfy post-school cravings for fructose-packed 
snacks and sticky sweet sodas from a drugstore down the 
road. He felt content with this gesture, and remained firmly set 
in mind that he possessed the best parents of any child in the 
world. Murmuring an ignored farewell, he exited his home.
 
Outside, the early autumn day was temperate, with just the 
slightest nip of frost that clung to the tips of toes and noses. A 
bright sun shone from a cloudless sky. The boy, bulging bags 
slung across both shoulders, began his trek schoolward, the 
moderately gelid breeze coaxing a ruddy glow into his cheeks. 
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Before him, identical houses stretched on for blocks, 
displaying meticulously manicured lawns and glistening 
automobiles housed in spacious garages.
 
Beginning to breath heavily due to the exertion of lugging his 
extraneous load, he sniffed the delicate aroma of late blooming 
flowers wafting from well trimmed gardens that encircled each 
house like benign, frilly guardians. Above him, cardinals and 
orioles chirped pleasantly melodic messages to one another 
as they flitted through the blustery morning.
 
His mind wandering to analyses of colleagues, potential 
romantic interests, and upcoming school functions, the boy 
failed to notice the thing on the sidewalk ahead of him and 
nearly sunk one of his spotless loafers into its soft center. It 
was a dead cat, it’s tabby coat matted with congealed blood. 
Flies swarmed the mangled little thing, probably killed by a 
reckless car and thrown off the road. Cringing, the boy recoiled 
his foot, stepped sideways, and continued, fairly perturbed. 
After he had walked on, a mechanical screech, shrill as the cry 
of an irate child, assaulted his ears. Clapping his hands to the 
sides of his head, he whirled around, and gaped. The cat was 
gone.

Bewildered, he scanned the landscape, finding no trace of the 
carcass, save for a small cloud of displaced flies. He paused 

for a moment, confused. Deciding that this puzzling interlude 
wasn’t worth his time, and with the promise of pleasant and 
humorous conversation and productive learning only a few 
blocks away, he shrugged, turned, and continued on his 
trajectory.
 
On arriving to school, the boy stowed his duffel and backpack 
in his narrow steel locker and retrieved an assortment of neon 
hued binders and textbooks from a haphazard pile deep within 
the confines of the metal mouth. Slamming the locker shut, he 
jogged over to a group of peers and spent the next ten minutes 
discussing football statistics and the burden of homework. At 
the bell the group, smiling and jovial, dispersed to their 
respective classrooms. 

Taking his seat in geometry class, the boy socialized with his 
peers until the teacher requested quiet. He propped his head 
up on his arm and let the teacher’s talk of circumferences and 
sines fade into a meaningless drone. Gazing through windows 
adorned with polygon diagrams and informative posters, he 
saw the rows of identical tan houses that he had passed on his 
walk to school. Absentmindedly, he watched a man tending to 
his lawn. With painstaking care, the gentleman used a small 
pair of clippers to snip misplaced leaves from a shrub. The boy 
quickly grew weary of this, and he felt his eyelids grow heavy.
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Suddenly, a sharp movement outside caught his attention. 
Snapping his eyes open, he watched as the man dropped his 
clippers and began to shiver. His eyes grew wide and his lips 
retreated from his teeth as he dropped to the grass and began 
to convulse violently. Startled, the boy straightened in his chair, 
craning his neck to gain a better vantage point.

Then, as suddenly as they had started, the convulsions 
stopped. The man sat placidly, the horrible expression still 
plastered across his face. His lips continued to draw back, 
exposing his teeth, his eyes massive, glassy orbs bulging from 
his skull. His jaw burst open, and the boy could only assume 
he was screaming. Or was it laughter?
 
The boy watched, frozen in terror, as the man picked up his 
clippers and continued his job, face still plastered in a dreadful 
rictus, mouth still open and slightly smiling. Using the clippers, 
the man carved erratic gorges into the exquisite bushes, 
shearing off huge sections of leaves and creating unsightly 
bald spots.

The boy looked helplessly to his class, sure that he could not 
be the only one mesmerized by this gruesome display. Yet the 
gaze of every solitary classmate was directed at the 
whiteboard as the teacher demonstrated the proper way to find 
the value of angle X.

 
As the boy turned back to the window, a simple, square-
shaped white van, similar to that of a postal worker’s, 
approached the house. Two men, dressed all in white, exited 
the van and quickly confronted the madman, knocking the 
clippers from his hand. Within a matter of seconds, the 
workers had grabbed the man from under the arms, dragged 
him, struggling, into the open trunk of the van, and sped away, 
leaving behind only his clippers, discarded in the grass.
 
Extremely shaken, the boy obtained permission to go to the 
bathroom. He walked quickly through the silent halls, over the 
freshly waxed, floor, and into the men’s room. The boy, 
ignoring the open doors of passing classrooms through which 
he could possibly glance and greet friends, began to speed up, 
somehow needing to see a mirror, to confirm that this had 
been some sort of freakish hallucination and that he himself 
was still legitimate, still sane.
 
Nearly tripping over his own feet, he entered the bathroom, 
clutched the edge of the sink, and peered desperately as his 
reflection. His hair, once slick with gel, was frizzy and 
disheveled. His skin, once pure and clear, was mottled with 
acne and scarred with picked zits, its formerly rosey hue now 
the color of rancid milk. His collar was misbuttoned. His shoes 
were untied. He was imperfect. His mind jumped to his 
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bedroom, thick with dust and strewn with food wrappers. His 
mother and father, cold and unfeeling, their faces like masks 
concealing something mysterious to the boy, unknown. Almost 
malignant. It was all imperfect.

Reeling, he leapt from the bathroom, through the halls, and out 
of the double doors at the entrance of the school. This would 
surely result in a detention, and he would be exempt from the 
day’s football practice, but the thought never crossed his mind. 
As his head spun, he rushed off of school grounds, cutting 
through once perfect lawns, now uneven and spotted with 
brown patches and weeds. Picking up his pace, breath 
hitching in his throat, he smelled unkempt flower gardens, 
garish and putrid, rotting. The warm, vegetable scent made 
him nauseous. They smelled like blood. He broke out into a full 
sprint.
 
Above him, songbirds screamed in agony, their cries piercing 
his eardrums like syringes. His head pounded furiously as he 
continued to run. He felt his lips pull back from his teeth, his 
eyes bulge. The corners of his mouth turned upward into a 
sadistic rictus. The crisp breeze of the morning had decayed, 
and felt to the boy like the hot breath of some dying beast. 
Behind him, he could detect a vehicle drawing nearer. Faster 
and faster he ran, ignoring the searing burn in his legs and 
throat. He heard the screech of a slammed brake, the hiss of a 

hydraulic door. He began to laugh, a booming echo of sick 
mirth. Allowing his jaw to drop completely open, he howled into 
the the stale atmosphere of his tainted suburbia, the grief and 
disgust inside him manifesting into twisted shrieks and groans. 
He knew what was coming before he felt it, the muscular arms 
hoisting him back, immune to his rigorous kicks and 
convulsions. He cackled louder, panting. Finally, in he was 
thrust, deposited deep into the cold and sterile black.
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Abraham Lincoln's Reconstruction 
President Abraham Lincoln began the task of reconstructing 
the Confederate states in order to reunify the North and the 
South well before the Civil War ended. As Union forces gained 
control of the Mississippi River by capturing Confederate cities 
of Vicksburg and Port Hudson, and as Confederates were 
forced out following the Battle of Gettysburg, Lincoln offered 
his conciliatory plan for reunification with his Proclamation of 
Amnesty and Reconstruction in 1863. Hoping to build a strong 

Republican Party in the South and end the acrimonious 
relationship between the two regions, Lincoln issued the 
proclamation aiming to fully pardon and restore the property of 
almost all Southerners engaged in the rebellion. This plan 
further offered a method for reinstatement of Southern states, 
as long as at least ten percent of voters pledged an oath of 
allegiance to the union and abide by the previously issued 
Emancipation Proclamation, which abolished slavery in 
rebellious states.

Lincoln’s policies, based on forgiveness, primarily aimed to 
unify the nation as quickly as possible without punishing the 
South excessively. The president feared that a protracted war 
would not only lose public support, but also make it 
increasingly difficult for the North and South to reunite again. 
By granting amnesty to Southern states, Lincoln’s lenient 
Proclamation of Amnesty and Reconstruction proved to be 
successful as it strengthened the Emancipation Proclamation 
and encouraged an increasingly weary confederate army to 
surrender, ultimately leading to the preservation of the union, 
Lincoln’s primary goal. Despite these achievements, Lincoln’s 
Reconstruction plan failed to address how freedmen would 
integrate into a racially divided society and ensure any real 
measure of racial equality. It also created divisiveness within 
the Republican Party and further enlarged the already existing 
gap between Northern and Southern states.
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The decision to reconstruct the nation arose almost 
immediately after the Civil War began, as both Abraham 
Lincoln and the majority in Congress saw the inevitability of 
Southern defeat. Lincoln further maintained his unionist 
position during his first Inaugural Address, asserting that the 
Constitution implied that no state could legally secede from the 
federal union.[1] In fact, four months into his first term on July 
4, 1861, Lincoln addressed Congress and alluded to the 
eventual defeat of the South, stating, “Lest there be some 
uneasiness in the minds of candid men as to what is to be the 
course of the Government toward the Southern States after 
the rebellion shall have been suppressed, the Executive 
deems it proper to say it will be his purpose then, as ever, to 
be guided by the Constitution and the laws…”[2] By implying 
that Southern defeat was an eventuality and believing that the 
South had never really legally seceded from the union, Lincoln 
viewed the Southerners as domestic insurgents who could 
legally be suppressed by the militia. Additionally, the president, 
accustom to expanding presidential powers since the onset of 
the Civil War, believed and declared in 1862 that he had “…a 
right to take any measure which may best subdue the 
enemy.”[3] Believing it was the president’s responsibility as 
Commander-in-Chief to both call in the militia and grant 
general amnesty, Lincoln moved forward and initiated a 

reconstruction plan based on principles of forgiveness, facility, 
and justice.[4]

Lincoln issued the Proclamation of Amnesty and 
Reconstruction in 1863, at the height of the Civil War as a 
means to quickly end the war, thereby preserving the union. 
He announced his proclamation as union armies captured 
large sections of the south and some states such as Louisiana, 
Arkansas and Tennessee were willing to have their 
government rebuilt. The president, addressing those who were 
involved in rebellion in the south stated that, “full pardon is 
hereby granted to them and each of them, with restoration of 
all rights of property…”[5] The president further required an 
oath of allegiance from southern states demanding that, “a 
number of persons, not less than one tenth in number of the 
votes cast in such state at the presidential election… each 
having taken the oath aforesaid… shall reestablish a state 
government which shall be republican… and the state shall 
receive thereunder the benefits of the constitutional provision 
which declares that the United States shall guaranty to every 
state in this Union a republican form of government, and shall 
protect each of them against invasion.”[6] By granting a full 
pardon to those engaged in rebellion, excluding high ranking 
confederate officials and military leaders and by requiring only 
ten percent of eligible voters to pledge allegiance to the United 
States in order to be readmitted into the union and form their 
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own government, Lincoln offered a lenient plan to Southerners. 
He hoped this would expedite their surrender. Confederate 
states were also willing to accept the president’s proposal as 
the Civil War had left the confederacy in shambles, destroying 
its infrastructure and devastating the economy. Lincoln’s offer 
to protect southern property and to rebuild the south detached 
southerners from their allegiance to the confederacy, 
encouraging surrender. In fact, by 1864 Louisiana, Arkansas, 
and Tennessee were all reconstructed under Lincoln’s Ten 
Percent Plan and had developed fully functioning Union 
government. Although presented to the public as a 
reconstruction plan, Lincoln’s Proclamation of Amnesty and 
Reconstruction was in actuality a political maneuver, which 
encouraged southern states to surrender and thereby 
preserving the union.

Lincoln’s Proclamation of Amnesty and Reconstruction also 
strengthened his previous Emancipation policy by insisting that 
the newly formed state governments entering into the union 
must abolish slavery. In his decree, Lincoln stated, “…that any 
provision which may be adopted by such state government in 
relation to the freed people of such state, which shall 
recognize and declare their permanent freedom, provide for 
their education, and which may yet be consistent as a 
temporary arrangement with their present condition….”[7] By 
offering a lenient reconstruction plan, which guaranteed 

property rights and an establishment of their own government, 
Lincoln hoped Southern constituents would come to terms with 
the Emancipation Proclamation. Lincoln feared that compelling 
enforcement of the proclamation alone could lead to the defeat 
of the Republican Party in the election of 1864, and hence led 
to the overturn of his proclamation by the incoming Democrats.

The president appeased Southern voters by offering policies 
that benefitted them and gently coaxed them into accepting the 
terms of emancipation. Louisiana, the first state to respond to 
Abraham Lincoln's plan to readmit southern states into the 
Union selected delegates to write a new constitution. Their 
new Constitution abolished slavery and discarded Louisiana's 
old order of rule by planters and aristocrats. Arkansas also 
ceded to Lincoln’s reconstruction plan in 1864. The state’s new 
constitution stated that,” That all men, when they form a social 
compact are equal, and- have certain inherent and 
indefeasible rights, amongst which are those of enjoying and 
defending life and liberty; of acquiring, possessing and 
protecting property and reputation; and of pursuing their own 
happiness.”[8] By proposing a lenient policy, which favored 
southerners in the first two parts of Proclamation of Amnesty 
and reconstruction plan, Lincoln was successfully able to 
convince rebellious s states to accept the entire proposal. This 
helped Lincoln in implementing his reconstruction goals of 
emancipating slaves and preserving the union.



164

Despite its successes, Lincoln’s proclamation had several 
drawbacks. It not only created divisiveness within the 
Republican Party but also enlarged the already existing gap 
between Northern and Southern states. While moderate 
Republicans supported Lincoln’s stance that southern states 
should be reintegrated as quickly as possible and granted 
leniency, Radical Republicans in Congress strongly opposed it, 
claiming it would lead to the re-enslavement of blacks and 
restore southern aristocracy. The Radicals believed that 
Lincoln’s plan was far too forgiving and were angered that 
Lincoln would not leave reconstruction to the lawmakers. 
Hence, on July 2, 1864, Congress attempted to passed the 
Wade-Davis bill, a stricter version of Lincoln’s ten percent plan. 
This bill stipulated that “if the persons taking that oath shall 
amount to a majority of the persons enrolled in the state,”[9] 
the former Confederate states could return to the Union and 
set up a new government. Furthermore, the bill only 
guaranteed enfranchisement of Southern constituents if at 
least fifty percent citizens took an oath of allegiance, promising 
that they had never voluntarily taken arms against the Union or 
supported the Confederacy. The Wade-Davis proposal also 
required the abolishment of slavery in new-formed states and 
vehemently opposed Lincoln’s attempt to pursue a 
compensated emancipation policy in which the government 
would compensate slaveholders in states that had not joined 

the confederacy.[10] Lincoln, fearing that the bill would 
“sabotage his own reconstruction activities in states like 
Louisiana, Arkansas, and Tennessee and jeopardize state-
level emancipation movements in loyal Border States like 
Missouri and, especially, Maryland” pocket vetoed it.[11] His 
decision to ignore the bill caused great dissension and political 
discord amongst the Republican Party.

Angry Radical Republicans in Congress promptly responded 
by issuing the Wade-Davis Manifesto, accusing the president 
of trying to gain political strength by usurping power from 
congress and securing electors in the south. The Manifesto 
claimed Lincoln to, “be at the dictation of his personal 
ambition," and ordered the President "must confine himself to 
his executive duties – to obey and execute, not to make the 
laws – to suppress by arms armed rebellion, and leave political 
reorganization to Congress.”[12] The differing political 
philosophy promoted by the two reconstruction plans not only 
divided the party but also served to enlarge the already 
existing gap between the north and south. The Radical 
Republicans’ attempted to reshape the south as a way to 
punish them for trying to secede. They did this through the 
establishment of pro-Republican government in southern 
legislature and by attempting to enfranchise blacks. Angry 
southerners denounced such measures and looked further 
widening the gap between the North and the South.[13]
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Although Lincoln’s reconstruction plan succeeded in 
preserving the union, it failed to protect newly emancipated 
slaves, address how they would integrate into a racially divided 
society and ensure any real measure on how to bring about 
racial equality. In order to find a solution as to where to place 
blacks after their emancipation, Lincoln approved of Union 
General William T. Sherman’s Special Fields Order No. 15, 
which stated, “The islands from Charleston, south, the 
abandoned rice fields along the rivers for thirty miles back from 
the sea, and the country bordering the St. Johns River, Florida, 
are reserved and set apart for the settlement of the negroes 
now made free by the acts of war and the proclamation of the 
President of the United States.”[14] Issued shortly after the 
end of Sherman’s March to Sea, the order called for the 
transfer of the captured land of slaveholders to freed slaves for 
the purpose of settlement. Although this decree was quite 
specific on establishing rules and regulations regarding the 
maximum amount of land a single black family could own, it 
failed to map out a plan on how freedmen would deal with new 
daily challenges.

Additionally, by limiting the government’s role and interference 
in helping freedmen settle, Sherman’s plan left blacks to 
defend themselves, failed to offer them protection, and made 
no attempt to help them function independently. Although 

blacks saw the 40-acre and a mule policy as proof that they 
had gained economic independence after years of slavery, 
their excitement ended soon after President Andrew Johnson 
took office.[15] As one of his first reconstruction Acts, Johnson 
restored all land along the coast of Florida, Georgia and South 
Carolina to the southern planters who had owned it initially. 
Other attempts by Lincoln to bring about racial equality also 
failed. The establishment of the Freedmen’s Bureau, a 
governmental agency initiated by Lincoln in 1865, which aimed 
to help southern blacks transition from slavery to freedom, 
faced many challenges and was unable to accomplish its 
goals. Although the bureau provided food, housing, medical 
assistance, and educational opportunity for blacks, it lacked 
proper funding and adequate staff. The bureau, under the 
direction of Lincoln, also attempted to redistribute land by 
declaring “there shall be assigned not more than forty acres of 
such land and the person to whom it was so assigned shall be 
protected in the use and enjoyment of the land for the term of 
three years.”[16] However this plan had little long-term 
success as most of the abandoned confederate territory was 
restored to the original order. Over time, the Freedman’s 
Bureau began to lose support as southern legislature passed 
laws for black codes, and the nation saw a rise of white 
supremacy groups such as the Klu Klux Klan. By 1872, 
Congress shut down the Freedmen Bureau, which had failed 
to meet many of its initiatives and was unable to provide long-
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term protection for blacks or ensure any real measure of racial 
equality.[17]

Abraham Lincoln announced his conciliatory plan for 
Reconstruction in 1863 well before the Civil War ended. He 
adopted a humble and compassionate approach, which aimed 
to preserve the union, emancipate slaves, and ignore the calls 
to punish the rebellious south. By promising “malice toward 
none, with charity for all” in his Second Inaugural Address, 
Lincoln primarily sought to bring the nation together.[18] The 
president’s plan however, was more than a proposal to restore 
peace and unite the country. It was in actuality a political 
maneuver, designed to hasten the surrender of southern and 
strengthen the Emancipation Proclamation. While the 
president’s proposal was indeed successful in preserving the 
union and solidifying his emancipation plan, it was deemed as 
failure by many historians.[19] It failed to address several key 
issues plaguing the union. The Proclamation of Amnesty and 
Reconstruction not only failed to determine how freedmen 
would integrate into a racially divided society, bringing about 
long tern racial equality, but also created divisiveness within 
the Republican Party and further enlarged the already existing 
gap between Northern and Southern states. It is difficult to 
determine exactly how Lincoln would have handled the 
drawbacks of his plan had he lived. A popular president 
wielding great political power after being re-elected in 1864, 

Lincoln may have constructed a final, more definitive plan for 
reconstruction, one which would have allowed a smooth 
integration of blacks into society with long term measures of 
racial equality.
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Validity of the Democratic Peace 
Theory: The Warlike Nature of 
Autocracies in Relation to 
Democracies
The democratic peace theory postulates that liberal 
democracies are hesitant and unlikely to engage in armed 
conflict with other democracies. This idea dates back centuries 
to German philosopher Immanuel Kant and other 18th-century 
Enlightenment thinkers. By examining the political similarities, 
economic system, geographical location, and other factors of 
generic democracies, proponents of the democratic peace 
theory argue that democracies have a vested interest not to 
war with one another. However, other forms of government are 

exempt from these principles unique to democracies. 
Autocracies, a system of government which assigns one 
individual absolute power and control, violate all facets of the 
democratic peace theory. Autocracies lack the constructed 
identities, political institutions, and domestic social norms that 
contextualize the purpose of democracy. In fact, autocracies 
not only disobey the beliefs of the democratic peace theory, 
but also actively work against those beliefs, causing 
autocracies to be more inclined to act in war. The nature of 
both government and people in autocracies contribute to 
armed conflicts. While the government consists of one 
individual to domineer all power and invest it as he will, the 
people of autocratic nations also actively take part and fight in 
conflicts both in internal conflicts and against other nations. 
Autocracies are more likely to engage in war due to the validity 
of the democratic peace theory: democracies are more 
accountable to the people, democracies generally have more 
established economies and a greater incentive to preserve 
their wealth, and, furthermore, autocracies entrench and 
further breed terrorism.

Democratic decision-making constraints prevent liberal, and 
even illiberal, democracies from waging war on one another 
frequently. Candidates running for any political office in a 
democracy understand that they must be elected by the 
people and after election, must be accountable to their people. 
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This sense of accountability creates a sort of amicable 
relationship between candidate and civilian, knowing that both 
parties have the ability to check one another. However, 
autocracies, such as those in the Middle East, lack this liability 
safeguard. When the President of the United States plans to 
engage in war, his action must be checked by both the people 
that constitute this democracy as well as the other branches of 
government, namely, the legislative and executive. Similarly, if 
the citizens of the United States have an interest in declaring 
war, the government has the power to check the public will. 
Autocracies, on the other hand, lack this capacity. Authoritarian 
rulers have a monopoly on power and decision, which allows 
them to completely bypass the will of the people and other 
members of government. Sean Lynn-Jones of the Center of 
International Studies furthers the argument that democracies 
force governmental officials to remain accountable to the 
people, writing, “At the most general level, democratic leaders 
are constrained by the public, which is sometimes pacific and 
generally slow to mobilize for war. In most democracies, the 
legislative and executive branches check the war-making 
power of each other. These constraints may prevent 
democracies from launching wars” (Lynn-Jones). Democratic 
authorities, who have been elected into office by the people 
and argue on a platform that agrees with the majority, 
generally have the majority’s interest at heart more than their 
authoritarian counterparts. Furthermore, when two 

democracies confront one another, there is a greater chance 
for them to not rush into war. Abiding by the restraints of 
government and the people and taking time to gauge the 
interest of the public gives democratic leaders time to 
deliberate and negotiate. These advantages are unique to 
democracies, as autocracies lack a checking system that 
make it easier for authoritarian leaders to declare war, and 
makes it easier to rush into war, without deliberating with peers 
or the opposition.

As the democratic peace theory confirms, most democratic 
nations possess greater public wealth and have larger 
economies, and engaging in war could risk that capital. Most 
democratic nations in the modern world have affluent 
economies, such as the United States, Spain, and England. 
Democratic leaders, who have been elected by the general 
population, have an interest to invest in the greater public and 
incentivize citizens to contribute to the financial system. 
Keeping the citizenry content through pecuniary means keeps 
a democratic leader in his position, as a leader is accountable 
and elected for and by the people. Autocratic rulers, however, 
only intend to please the select individuals who keep them in 
power, but not the overall population. Thus, democracies are 
prone to investing in the public and sustaining a profitable 
fiscal system. At best, engaging in war for these well off 
democracies would risk losing a large amount of wealth in 
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building arms and actually conducting battle. At worst, citizens 
and leaders in a democracy could lose all of their wealth and 
proceed to suffer from a stagnant economy. Furthermore, a 
larger economy with more money to spend results in increased 
security and militarization, which is a defining characteristic of 
most modern democracies. With superior surveillance and 
military force, democracies have a greater tendency to cause 
large scale destruction. This capability also serves as a 
deterrent to other democracies which might have an interest in 
starting a conflict. Economist Thomas Friedman devised a 
theory with a similar mindset entitled The Golden Arches 
Theory. This supposition argues that no two countries with 
McDonald's franchises have ever gone to war and rests on the 
premise of the democratic peace theory. The underlying 
reasoning for this liberal ideology is that once economies have 
become successful, profitable, and integrated, the cost of 
going to war is far more expensive and the amount of contact 
between said countries increases. Both these factors lead 
democracies to careful decision-making, effective conflict 
resolution, and the pursuit of the most economically 
advantageous option. Autocratic leaders, due to a lack of 
public investment and incentives, do not have the same 
safeguards as their democratic counterparts and have a 
greater chance of escalating to war with other nations.

Citizens in autocracies are more likely to resort to terrorism 
and interstate and intrastate conflicts due to the oppression of 
citizens. When dictators in autocracies continually oppress 
their citizens, disrespect their rights, and gain power through 
illegitimate means, citizens are motivated to act in a violent 
manner, join terrorist organizations, and support conflicts and 
wars. In Syria, for example, Sunni Muslims constitute almost 
three-quarters of the population. However, the current Syrian 
President Bashar al-Assad, an Alawite Muslim, has led several 
campaigns of mass killings, torture, and starvation against the 
majority. These series of actions incentivize Sunni Muslims, 
along with others, to take part in terrorist organization to fight 
against the state that oppresses them. Similarly, citizens in 
Afghanistan, Yemen, and Libya are persecuted and maltreated 
and, thus, contribute to the conflict. Seung-Wang Choi of the 
University of Illinois demystifies the effects of autocracies on 
terrorism, writing, “When authoritarian leaders use threats of 
punishment and violence through corrupt domestic legal 
authorities, ordinary citizens have more incentives to challenge 
the legitimacy of authoritarian rule” (Choi). Democracies, on 
the other end of the spectrum, are far less susceptible to this 
predicament. In fact, other forms of government prevent the 
spread of this ideological and physical conflict. Democratic 
polities discourage civilians from resorting to ideologically 
motivated violence to incite fear by giving them several 
avenues to express their grievances. Thus, democracies and 
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other forms of government aid citizens in resorting to other 
means besides terrorist violence. Relative to democracies, 
autocracies, which often clamp down in the rights of their 
citizens, are more vulnerable to war and conflicts, as an 
increase in terrorist participation contributes to interstate and 
intrastate conflicts, as well as wars with other nations.

Authoritarian states are more likely to engage in war due to the 
validity of the democratic peace theory: democracies are more 
accountable to the public, democracies generally have more 
established economies and a greater incentive to preserve 
their wealth and remain nonmaleficent, and, furthermore, 
autocracies entrench and further breed terrorism through the 
oppression of their citizens. Although there have been several 
instances in which democracies have declared war, 
autocracies have both the capability and incentive to do so 
more often. Furthermore, democracies are less likely to 
become involved in wars with other democracies, while wars 
started by the autocracies transcend governmental systems. A 
democracy creates an environment which checks and pacifies 
both the people and the government. In contrast to 
autocracies, the governmental decisions and policies are 
determined by both elected individuals and sometimes 
citizens. Similarly, citizens are encouraged and obligated to 
participate in civil society to shape it how they please. This 
balance between governmental officials and citizenry fosters a 

somewhat cordial relationship between the two parties, which 
prevents the need for unnecessary conflict. Autocracies, 
however, fail to reconcile this balance which results in a more 
hostile environment for foreigners and citizens alike.
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Welcome to the Real World
I think when you’re young, you have this freedom, an infinite 
power to imagine yourself in any place, doing anything you 
want, immune to the freezing winds of real life. There’s a 
reason childhood is painted in rainbow hues as opposed to 
greyscales; being a kid is easy and it’s totally acceptable to 
miss things, important things. I call this little world the theme 
park, that nearly free place the naïve live. It’s the kind of world 
that lets you become drunk on imagination within seconds, 

free of pain or tragedy: free of reality. But what happens when 
you’re inside the theme park, that playground of desire and 
light, and you watch the gates close, noticing that even those 
you love can’t pay to get in. As you stare through the bars, it’s 
unclear who the prisoner is, all you want is to be rejoined. So, 
you denounce what is too good to be true and join the rest of 
the world: you grow up.

Before this happened to me, I would often stand on the 
threshold of imagination and reality, like I was standing on the 
line between New Jersey and New York, not committing to 
either side. It was easy to exist in both because my real life 
often felt just as satisfying as my fantasy. I had never 
experienced anything that would make me want to escape, to 
favor the imaginative over the real.

In fact, my favorite memories of the real world were visiting my 
grandmother. It was a long trip, but pulling up to find her 
fortress unchanged was the perfect antidote for jet-lag. 
Walking into her home threw me down the rabbit hole as I 
could feel fabulously small sitting at her kitchen table, letting 
my feet dangle. I could get lost in her foyer and find my way 
out by following the light to the kitchen where her strong, yet 
gentle hands would feed me olives imported from Syria. Even 
the name I had for my grandmother was pure and ever 
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poignant. Sito. My lazy childhood tongue rolling across the 
Arabic s.

But it wasn’t just a standard name like “gammy” or “granny”, 
Sitos of all generations were the Odysseus of our stories. Like 
me, my mother too had a Sito. A woman who kindled ambition 
and innate cravings of matriarchy. I’m told that my great-
grandmother, a woman who barely spoke English, would order 
my mother to brave the urban roads of Cleveland in order to 
bring back KFC. Pulling a moist ten from her velvety bosom, 
she would impart a certain edge in my mother, a ferocity I 
assume one can only understand out of necessity. I never met 
my great-grandmother, but I find comfort in knowing that in 
treasuring my Sito, I am somehow honoring my female 
predecessors. So visiting my grandmother wasn’t something I 
enjoyed out of habit, it was something I did in order to cultivate 
a narrative of long lost family members. After all, visiting Sito 
felt like honoring Sito, and honoring her felt like the 
preservation of their story: a story that she, like those before 
her, would never write. 

Compared to my paternal grandmother, the Jewish one from 
Long-Island, seeing my mother’s mom was just…different. 
Sito’s rooms were dotted with silent gold and red Catholic 
deities, unusual for a Syrian immigrant since my grandparents 
were a minority in the Middle East. My Jewish grandmother 

lived in a Technicolor blur with piles of newspapers, coupons, 
and CDs lining her walls. Of course she was warm and loving, 
but visits to New York didn’t feel as indelible as visits to Sito. 
There was something rare and exciting about eating vibrant 
ethnic foods and being greeted by the gazes of a million tiny 
Jesus figurines, statues that survived a persecution I would 
never know just to live in a soft-spoken condo. My 
grandmothers’ lives were so different; the way they walked, 
talked, and ate, it all pointed to two people coming from 
disparate worlds. Don’t get me wrong, they both faced 
hardships; they were women of minimal means living in times 
when feminism was barely a whisper, but Sito had seen more, 
you could tell in her eyes. Maybe our intimacy came from that 
pain, of thinking, selfishly, that I could steal her from reality and 
sneak her back into the theme park. What I didn’t realize is 
that when you’re out, you’re out for good. There’s no getting 
back in. There’s no forgetting.

Eventually, we made a more permanent voyage and moved to 
a town a few minutes away from my mother’s family. But things 
changed. With time, I began to notice small things about my 
grandmother. Amongst all of the radiant memories I had, ugly, 
sticky moments began to penetrate the gate. Moments of 
heated arguments play on repeat: I hear the harsh Arabic 
tongue thrash back and forth between my grandparents. It’s 
not really a secret they had an arranged marriage, but I know 
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that it hurts my grandmother. When I asked my mom, she 
explained that Sito had learned to love my grandfather 
because she didn’t have another choice. Piece by piece, other 
moments began to take up arms, tearing down my ignorance, 
showing me the scars of sacrifice and the resentment often at 
play in the immigrant experience. No, I have never been in 
love, but I figure it’s not something you want to be deprived of. 
I guess that’s why my grandmother’s story continues to 
interest me. Her life has been a series of cold deprivations and 
acts of pious asceticism to mask what she really feels. And 
why? No surprise there. She did it so her family could be 
American. I almost don’t want to say that, to throw around 
words like immigrant and American is to cheapen the real-life 
episodes Sito endured. But I guess they’re the only words I 
have to encapsulate the woman I stand in awe of, so I’ll use 
them…sparingly. What I think we often forget when 
participating in desperately intellectual rhetoric about 
immigration, is that immigrants are just like us, and I don’t 
mean that tired visual of people being ripped from their families 
without hope of ever seeing them again. I mean that people 
boarding planes to start a new life are people like my Sito who 
leave behind their family, yes, but teenage romances and 
heartbreak as well, the good little things about life. So when I 
imagine Sito’s journey, I don’t imagine a dramatic scene of her 
being jostled onto a plane, I imagine the light dimming in her 

eyes, of knowing those good little things won’t fit in her 
suitcase.

It’s not to say that my grandfather is a bad man. He just wasn’t 
the right man. The hard part is that no matter how much time 
they spend together, no matter how many anniversaries pass 
by, he never will be. Until this realization, I didn’t appreciate 
sacrifice the way I should. I lacked the clarity to understand 
that everything good in my life, in my reality, came from 
something my grandparents gave up: their homes, families, 
love. All for me, the granddaughter who didn’t exist yet. The 
power of the sacrifice is what did it. It jolted me from fantasy 
and sent me spinning into reality: finally, I woke up.

When it comes down to it, it’s not fair to live in a make believe 
world for free when the only reason you’re there is because of 
the ultimate prices paid by others. Imagination is great; it 
opens doors for creativity and spontaneity and everything 
glamorous about life. Living in your imagination, that fantasy 
theme park, is another thing. It turns you into the kind of 
person who can’t appreciate pain because you don’t think it 
really exists. Don’t get me wrong, kids should get to ride the 
roller coasters, but they should know that someone had to pay 
a ticket to get in; they should know that reality exists just 
beyond the gate.
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Guzzling Bubbles

After hours of wading through Debussy’s La Mer, my friends 
and I zip up our violin cases and dash out of Severance Hall, 
grumbling over the stank eye that our conductor threw at us 
during string sectionals. Bubble tea calls. We pile into Kelly’s 
car and drive away from the smoothly paved roads of 
University Circle into the pothole-littered streets of Chinatown 
where our post-rehearsal haven awaits. As we pull into the 

small parking lot of the Payne Commons, the yellow, 
incandescent glow of Koko Bakery offers a warm contrast to 
the biting winter air outside. We huddle together and rush in, 
settling down near the storefront window while pulling chairs 
from other tables in order for everyone to sit together. The 
shiny rows of chocolate-drizzled, fruit-topped cake slices and 
mini tarts sitting in the illuminated display under the cashier 
counter beckon us to order them as we wait for our drinks. My 
mango bubble tea is the last one handed out, but I still wind up 
being the first to reach the bottom of my cup, sipping at 
nothing but leftover water from the melting ice cubes. The fruit 
tart I ordered is gone in two bites while the others are still in 
the middle of their first nibble. Angela doesn’t think she can 
finish her chocolate mousse cake, so she shares it with the 
rest of us. Annihilating the cake in three forkfuls, I’m still the 
only one completely finished with my food. My friends aren’t 
surprised.

The best standard I use to measure eating speed is through 
the time it takes to finish a Subway footlong sandwich. 
Whether it’s a sparsely filled Veggie Delite or a stuffed double 
meat Sweet Onion Chicken Teriyaki, I can down the whole 
thing in five minutes, probably in less than five if I haven’t 
eaten in a few hours. Though there are definitely perks in 
eating so quickly, the worst part about being a fast eater is the 
time you spend waiting for everyone else to finish—you feel 
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like you’re silently urging them to go faster. Slurp up your 
noodles before they slither away. Gulp down your coffee 
before it evaporates. Lick your ice cream before it becomes a 
puddle. Finish your cookie before I finish it for you.

I don’t treat eating like a race. I’ve just always eaten at sonic 
speed, and it’s proven throughout the years to be my favorite 
way to dine. There’s no secret to what I do—and if there was, I 
probably can’t explain it too well either. Without thinking, I 
simply chew and swallow. Some things may be easier to scarf 
down, but in my eyes, the best tasting food are the things that 
take the least time to devour. Consider it a compliment to your 
cooking if I’m eating so fast—the better it tastes, the faster I 
eat.

People—especially my mother—often nag me to slow down. 
The reason alternates every other day:

“You need to savor your food. The only way to truly enjoy a 
meal is by keeping it in your mouth as long as you can.”

“Eating slower enables you to chew your food into smaller 
pieces, making it easier to digest.”

“You’ll get fat if you eat so fast.”

The last reason is my mother’s favorite.

My mother thought it was strange how I could have so much 
meat on my bones despite all the hours I spent in the dance 
studio. We had a routine each time we prepared to leave the 
house for my ballet classes: first, upon seeing me in my tights 
and leotard, she would either A) gasp, B) smirk, or C) wrinkle 
her nose. Then, she would ask if I gained weight recently—my 
thighs and stomach were her usual targets. Finally, she would 
urge me to eat my meals slower; to my mother, how fast I ate 
could magically upgrade me into the skinny girl I should have 
been. What confused her the most was how I shaped up so 
differently from the other women of my family. My mother and 
sister became bone thin right around puberty. My sister was 
actually bullied for looking anorexic (despite not having any 
eating disorder), so she forced herself to eat as much as she 
could, bragging over the days she could eat four slices of pizza 
in one sitting. No matter how much she tried, my sister still 
struggled to gain weight—but that was expected. I was the 
anomaly. Here I stood eating normal portions yet still having 
thighs thicker than the circumference of my head and a belly 
that hung over the waistline of my jeans like a freshly baked 
muffin top. I kept waiting for the fated time when I’d wake up 
and be as Barbie-thin as my mother and my sister, but as the 
years passed, my hopes were ignored.
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The giant mirrors of the ballet studio I danced in served as 
another reminder of my bigger-than-average-but-not-
overweight-sized body. Dance mirrors span the entire wall of a 
studio so that you can see and correct yourself from anywhere 
in the room, but staring at my dumpy body and the rest of the 
tall, slim girls in my class for ten hours per week only 
accentuated how fat I felt. In a way, it motivated me to work 
harder. I made each floor combination into a personal little 
game where if I could leap the widest grand jete, kick the 
highest grand battement, and promenade like a ballerina in a 
jewelry box, all that effort would make me lose weight. As I 
became a stronger dancer and advanced into the next level 
earlier than the rest of my classmates, I felt lighter and 
believed that I lost a few pounds. I didn’t take the muscle I 
gained into account though—my body fat percentage may 
have gone down, but the muscle made the scale go up. So I 
still failed.

After a few years of always seeing myself as the fat girl in 
ballet class, I finally decided to heed my mother’s words. My 
food would be imprisoned for an extended sentence in my 
mouth while receiving extra torture from my teeth. Maybe I’d 
love it. After all, so many people said that eating slower is 
better for your body and makes food taste better—I could have 
been hurting my digestive system without realizing, too!

Keeping everything in my mouth for a few more seconds, 
however, only made eating more agonizing than savoring. I 
expected to experience some kind epiphany: a magical taste 
that would change my life. A burst of flavor that would knock 
out my taste buds. A dreamy sensation that would seep 
through my tongue and fill my mouth with an unforgettable 
aftertaste. My mouth must have missed the memo because 
the slower I chewed, the magic I had when I ate at my quick 
pace died out altogether. As for my digestive system? My 
intestines didn’t experience a transformation in its digestive 
abilities either, so they must have been disappointed too.

The weight didn’t drop. I figured it would take more time and 
more effort to lose a few pounds, so I began heavy calorie 
counting, eating around 1200 calories a day while continuing 
to eat at a slower pace. Two hundred for breakfast. Fifty for a 
mid-morning snack. One hundred fifty for lunch. Two hundred 
for an after school snack. Six hundred for dinner. Processed 
foods became the enemy; even fruits, due to their high sugar 
content, threatened my battle plan. As school and violin 
became more time-consuming, I had to completely drop ballet 
classes, which only resulted in me further cutting down my 
calorie consumption. I constantly counted and recounted my 
calories throughout the day, always worried that I made a 
miscalculation or forgot to consider the teaspoon of sugar I 
sprinkled in my oatmeal.
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Besides the scale, counting the number of bumps I could feel 
along my spinal cord was another way I kept track of my 
weight. The spines of the other girls in my ballet class 
protruded so prominently from their backs, and I wanted the 
same look. Reaching for my back every day, I started off with 
two barely raised bumps by the nape of my neck and soon felt 
five hard, bulging bones down my spine thanks to my strict diet 
plan. The scale confirmed that I had lost the stubborn ten 
pounds I was aiming for. But by then, I felt like I had lost 
something more than that.

My weight loss came at the expense of my love for eating, my 
energy, and my self-image. There was always an ideal body in 
my mind, and as I grew thinner, the ideal body grew even 
thinner too. Even if I became skinny enough for the ballet 
world or my family, I would never be thin enough for myself. I 
would be driven down the rabbit hole of dieting and starving 
myself from the biological and emotional nutrition I needed for 
the development of my body and my character, and I would 
forget what it was like to properly enjoy myself.

Still, I understand why my mother addressed my weight all the 
time. She often held herself as the model fat person not to 
become; old pictures reveal her as a slender, graceful young 
woman who never needed to be told that she was beautiful, 

but after giving birth to me, she gained more weight than ever 
and transformed into another average, overweight mom who 
left everyone mourning over the woman she once was. Maybe 
she’s still mourning. And maybe she doesn’t want me to ever 
mourn myself in that way.

Trying to change the way I eat only ends up making me 
annoyed with myself and my food—a feeling that food doesn’t 
deserve to be associated with. I may not eat at your ideal 
pace, but your ideal pace isn’t the same as mine. You can tell 
me all about the benefits of slowly eating, but that won’t refute 
all the benefits I experience when I quickly eat. For me, the 
best way to enjoy food is to take it in all at once and appreciate 
its quality for the brief instant it’s in my mouth. The spark of 
flavor delivers everything I need to feel full and happy. So 
when we go out for bubble tea next time, I’m definitely going to 
finish my drink before you can get a couple of sips in. But don’t 
worry—I can wait.



178

Pork Bun
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Pork Bun
June 2009. The first time I have been to China in six years. 
Not even the glossy, futuristic Shanghai Pudong International 
Airport can outshine my uncle’s grin once he sees us ambling 
out of the crowded, noisy terminal. After exchanging the usual 
hugs and long-time-no-sees with my parents, he takes a good 
look at my nine-year-old self. “Do you still remember me?” he 
jokes. Racking my brain, I blankly stare at him as I struggle to 
find a memory, but he simply laughs it off.

My uncle helps my parents load our luggage onto a minibus he 
rented, and we first drive off to Wuxi, my father’s hometown. 
While my parents and sister settle down to take a nap, my 
nose picks up a savory scent wafting through the air—
something meaty and warm. My uncle notices me sniffing 
around and hands me my first taste of China: giant, juicy, pork 
buns the size of my hand. I’ve had frozen meat buns from the 

refrigerator aisle of Chinese supermarkets in Cleveland’s 
Chinatown, and that was already pretty good, so I don’t expect 
anything much different for this one. Boy, am I wrong. As my 
fingers sink into the memory-foam-like bread, I chomp down 
on the bun, quickly making my taste buds beg for another bite. 
The juice of the pork seeps through and gives the already 
fragrant bread another hit of flavor. My uncle chuckles at how 
ferociously I tear away at the bun. When he offers me another 
one, I already feel so connected to China and the relatives I 
will soon meet.

***

In front of the 50-inch TV in my aunt and uncle’s apartment is a 
short, polished coffee table filled to the brim with all kinds of 
snacks—little packaged bags of roasted pecans, a can of 
tomato flavored Lay’s, mini bottles of football-shaped dried 
dates, cubes of spicy beef jerky wrapped like candy, and other 
packages of food I don’t recognize. When I am not doing SAT 
reading drills with my father, I spend my time at the snack 
table, trying a bit of everything while watching my favorite 
cartoon, Xi Yang Yang Yu Hui Tai Lang (I personally feel like its 
official English translation, “Pleasant Goat and Big Big Wolf”, is 
too awkward, so I prefer using its Chinese name.).
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My aunt in particular takes notice of my big snack consumption 
and constantly keeps the table filled with new goodies for me 
to try. Not only does she offer snacks, but she also takes me to 
the huge two-story supermarket for me to pick whatever food 
I’d like. Exploring the vast aisles of Chinese and foreign 
snacks with my aunt is an adventure of its own—each item we 
search for feels like a treasure that we discovered. Since a 
supermarket run is the only time I can spend with her, even 
pushing a shopping cart together feels precious to me. My 
aunt promises a final trip to the Haagen-Dazs ice cream shop 
near her apartment, but the days slip by, and it is time for me 
to leave for the United States already.

The worst part about traveling isn’t the long plane rides or 
being away from home—it’s gaining another home. The longer 
you stay somewhere, the more ties you’ll hold to that place, 
and the harder it’ll be to leave. China has become another 
home to me. It’s a place where I feel so much more connected 
to myself and am lovingly accepted for who I am, so when I 
leave, not only will I be losing a home, but I’m also losing part 
of a sense of myself.

When we pack our bags a few days before our departure, my 
aunt insists I take a bag of the snacks I loved the most.

“Remember us with these.”

***

Something about fast food chains in China is just better than 
the original American ones. Just like how the US Americanized 
Chinese food, China Chinese-ified American food. Some 
chains even have China-exclusive menu items—ice cream 
mooncakes at DQ, sweet red bean pies at McDonald’s, and 
curry chicken sandwiches. Even the setup of the chain itself 
can be different. Papa John’s for instance is like swanky dining
—upon entering, you are greeted by a hostess and wait to be 
seated at a clothed table adorned with a single (albeit fake) 
rose in an expensive-looking vase, polished cutlery, and 
cream-colored napkin swans resting on top of the plates. A 
hipster Edison bulb dangles above your head, dimly lighting 
the table with a soft, Instagram-worthy glow. Slipping wide, 
leather-bound menus into your hands, one waiter leaves you 
time to order while another pours water into your wine glass 
(lemon wedge already added, of course). Pizza has never felt 
so upscale.

Three years after my first visit to China, my aunt’s promise of 
Haagen-Dazs still lingers in the back of my mind, and 
thankfully, my aunt remembers as well. Taking the entire day 
off work, my aunt first brings me to a local noodle shop where I 
have my first taste of saucy, slippery Chinese cold noodles, 
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then to the bustling supermarket where we buy a bagful of 
golden, palm-sized mini Thai mangos, and finally the place I’ve 
been pining for all these years: the Haagen-Dazs ice cream 
shop. The Haagen-Dazs ice cream shop is somewhere in 
between a Chinese Papa John’s and an American Panera. It’s 
casual enough to order to-go, but it’s also fancy enough to sit 
down, lay a napkin over your lap, and cringe over the 
expensive restaurant bill. They sell ice cream by the scoop, but 
they also have a menu where they make special ice cream 
desserts accompanied with pastries and the like. I order the 
first item on the menu, the “Joyful Celebration”, which is the 
first thing that caught my attention three years ago. When the 
waiter brings out my order, I am immediately enamored with 
how the thin cookie sticks playfully twirl out of the five brightly-
colored balls of ice cream and how each ball glistens in the 
fluorescent light. My aunt, resting her chin on her hand, merely 
watches me with a wide close-lipped smile, silently taking in 
the sight of me enjoying myself before I disappear once more.

***

The uncertainty of when I can visit China again pains me as 
much as the absence of my extended family. Every time I see 
those snacks I picked out with my aunt in a Cleveland Chinese 
supermarket, every time I smell the dishes my mother tries to 
cook using my uncle’s sauces, and every time I see an 

advertisement for Haagen-Dazs, I am thrown back into the 
short time I was in China and feel the loss of what I had. So 
far, I have travelled to China for every three years, but it 
doesn’t feel like enough. Three years is much too long to be 
away from pork buns. From Haagen-Dazs. From my family.
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Ocean Eyes
the last time i saw him, he was a wave, and i was soaked.
utterly swept off my feet, he carried me
letting me drift, along for the ride in peace
he is water and ice, solid but fluid
stationary yet always moving
poetry in motion
his words are pure, direct but still
an intricate puzzle

that took me months to solve
he is a mystery, a bewildering enigma
we reached out our hands, like the surf
straining for the sand
but we will never connect
i see the ocean in his eyes
i sit on the beach for hours to stare at them
lost, burned, enraptured
as i gaze in silence, the waves rush
eagerly to mend the holes in my heart
bringing me bliss, but just for a moment
they can’t stay fixed forever
soon, the water leaks out, drifts back to sea
the tide retreats, bringing my heart with it
i am in a drought, longing to see his
ocean eyes
again.
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Florence Kelley Rhetorical Analysis

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, labor conditions for 
child workers was a topic which was becoming more and more 
a part of the public’s interest. Along with it was the issue of 
female suffrage, which was not attained until years after 
Kelley’s speech in 1905. Throughout her poignant speech, 
Kelley successfully connects the issues of child labor and 
female suffrage. Throughout her speech, Kelley uses facts 

about the plight of child laborers to capture the attention of her 
audience of women activists, enabling her to implicate them in 
their participation in these crimes to elicit remorse, in order to 
facilitate reception of her campaign.
 
Kelley opens her speech with a shocking statistic; “We have, in 
this country, two million children under the age of sixteen years 
who are earning their own bread.” This large number is sure to 
surprise the audience, leaving them captivated and eager to 
hear more. Throughout the length of her speech, Kelley 
continues to offer facts about the extent of the problem, 
solidifying that this issue is real and that it is affecting millions 
of children across the states. Kelley presents the facts both on 
a macro and a micro level, first presenting the sheer numbers 
of children involved, and then presenting the situation from the 
perspective of one child laborer. She personalizes the 
information to further promote its validity, “A little girl, on her 
thirteenth birthday, could start away from home at half past five 
in the afternoon… and could work in the mill from six at night 
to six in the morning without violating any law of the 
commonwealth.” This interpretation of the cold facts allows 
Kelley to have more of an impact on her audience, both by 
softening her audience to the troubles of the nation’s children 
and by explicitly presenting the magnitude of the issue.
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After sharing the plight of the millions of child laborers in the 
country, Kelley addresses the role of the audience in fostering 
them. Kelley asserts numerous times throughout her speech 
“weaving cotton and wool, silks and ribbons for us to buy.” Her 
repeated use of the collective nouns of “us” and “we” suggests 
that her audience and herself have roles in the mistreatment of 
the child laborers. She states, “no one in this room tonight can 
feel free from such participation.” She also frames certain 
states for their roles in worsening the issue through lax laws 
that are not stringent enough to protect the children from the 
hardships they have had to face. Through collectively accusing 
her audience as a whole, Kelley is able to instill remorse and 
culpability in each person, setting the foundation for her central 
message to be received with an open heart and an open mind.
 
After staining the conscience of her audience, Kelley uses their 
guilt to her advantage. Kelley demonstrates her ability to 
connect with the audience by successfully outlining the 
dilemma faced by the audience, and then proposing the 
solution to it. She asks of the women and mothers at the 
suffrage conference, “What can we do to free our 
consciences?” and continues by offering a solution, “There is 
one line of action by which we can do as much.” Any audience 
member who is feeling poorly about what they have 
contributed to the painful lives of child laborers will immediately 
leap at the possibility of clearing their conscience. By providing 

the solution of enlisting workmen on behalf of their 
enfranchisement and appealing to help the children, Kelley is 
offering a solution to the internal problem the audience is 
facing, and allowing them to rectify themselves if they choose 
to support her. Through providing the women at the 
conference a solution to the guilt, which she has implanted in 
them, Kelley is very likely to garner the support she seeks from 
her audience.
 
Kelley skillfully weaves together a story of sadness and 
desperation with a strong hope for the future. She successfully 
captures the interest and hearts of her audience with the use 
of facts and numbers, yet she does so in a way to personalize 
the experience, and make it real to her audience. She then 
links the actions, or inaction, of her audience to the 
aforementioned situation, arguing that everyone present was 
responsible. After instilling the guilt and shame into her 
audience, she finally offers a solution: supporting her 
movement for female suffrage. She contends that the issues of 
child labor would not be as profound if women had the right to 
vote. Giving mothers a voice, Kelley argues. Would “free our 
consciences from participation in this great evil.” Kelley’s 
masterful approach to campaigning for female suffrage no 
doubt contributed to her success as a powerful reformer in the 
early 20th century.
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Ice Cream and Indecision

“Did you just finish that?!” my mother cries in shock as I throw 
away the now-empty pint of Ben and Jerry’s Phish Food ice 
cream. I am slightly confused as to why eating an entire pint of 
ice cream in a sitting is such a surprise to her, as I have been 
known to do so with alarming regularity after many a tough 
cross country practice. However, today her agitation stemmed 
from the fact that the ice cream in question had been reserved 
for my younger sister’s birthday party; I am swiftly dispatched 
to the grocery store to make amends for my innocent mistake.
 
In the parking lot, I start my stopwatch, challenging myself to 
be back in my car in less than five minutes. I sprint through the 
sliding doors, allowing my muscle memory to lead me to the 
familiar freezer section in the rear right hand corner of the local 
Heinen’s. I jog in place as I scan the shelves, searching for the 

Phish Food logo, engrained in my brain from years of being a 
staple in my family’s freezer. When I spot the Phish Food shelf 
and find it to be completely empty, I sigh of disappointment.
 
I am frozen, unable to make a move. My arms hang limply at 
my sides, refusing to comply with my brain which urges them 
to select another pint. As thoroughly motionless as the frozen 
butterball chickens in the freezer case behind me, I am 
paralyzed by the opportunities that abound before me. 
Confronted with too many meritorious options, I am unable to 
make a decision.
 
The tension escalates until the announcement over the 
loudspeaker jolts me out of my stupor, “Shoppers please 
proceed to checkout, this store is closing in five minutes.” I 
evaluate the merits and drawbacks of each flavor, my brain 
furiously searching for anything at all that will help me to make 
my decision and finish the task I was charged with.
 
What flavor of ice cream will satisfy everyone in my family? 
How many miles do I have to run to burn off a pint of ice 
cream? Which brand has the best price per ounce? Which is 
free of the harmful artificial sweetener I read about this 
morning in the newspaper?
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In-depth analysis of even the smallest everyday situations is a 
challenge that I have faced for many years. My indecisiveness 
stems from my fear of missing out on any opportunity that is 
presented to me; I possess an impossible desire to try 
everything, experiencing all that I can in my lifetime.
 
For years, spreadsheets, flowcharts, and pro and con lists 
ordained my actions. I played it by the books, sticking to the 
proven practices that I believed would prevent me from making 
a mistake. I believed the choices I was faced with could be 
simplified into formulas in the same way that my Linear 
Algebra proofs were. There are times in life where such 
thought processes are warranted. Lingering in the grocery 
store while my family awaited my return was not one of them. I 
closed my eyes, pressing my finger against the freezer door, 
vowing to purchase whatever pint my index finger directed me 
towards. Cherry Garcia it was then. 
 
That evening, as my sister celebrated her 13th birthday, I 
realized that our lives are far too short to be wasted wallowing 
in uncertainty or overanalyzing the simple decisions that we 
are forced to make every day. I have embraced my impulsivity, 
allowing for it to act as a buffer to my innate scrutiny, 
nourishing it through spontaneous camping trips in my 
backyard and late night scenic drives, endeavoring to reach a 
healthy balance of caprice and sagacity. Life isn’t lived in the 

aisles of the supermarket. Life is lived running barefoot down 
the street, chasing the ice cream truck, and when it finally 
stops, enjoying whatever flavor you see first.
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Listen to the Waves

“Dream Big! Love, Regan” I scrawl my autograph inside the 
glossy blue cover of my recently published book, Listening to 
the Waves, imagining myself as JK Rowling, my favorite 
author, at her first book signing. A young mother, cradling her 
newborn son in her arms, explains to me that he had been 
diagnosed with a hearing loss a few weeks prior. My parents’ 
dreams for me had similarly been shattered when they were 
told that their blue-eyed, redheaded daughter was so severely 
hearing-impaired that she would never hear them say her 
name. Cochlear implants and years of auditory and speech 
therapy allowed me to maximize my almost non-existent 
residual hearing and to listen and speak normally; I was invited 
to the 2010 Hear Indiana conference to share my story and 
educate others about Listening and Spoken Language as a 
communication method for the deaf. The mother’s worried 

expression turns hopeful as I hand her my book, which details 
my experiences growing up with cochlear implants. She 
envisions a brighter future for her child, realizing that her son 
could surmount his disability to learn to listen and speak as the 
young author in front of her had.

A commotion behind the mother catches my attention, and 
over her shoulder, I spot a sandy-haired boy, five or six years 
old, slammed against the doorway of the convention center, 
clutching a sign that read, “Stop the Deaf Holocaust!” The 
throngs of irate protestors outside the doors perplexed me, yet 
my initial confusion was soon replaced with a pang in my chest 
as my eleven-year-old self processed the meaning behind the 
cruel words. I painfully realized that the dissenters, opposed to 
the use of Listening and Spoken Language among the deaf, 
disagreed with everything I had traveled to the conference to 
promote.

My atypical background has granted me membership in two 
distinct worlds: the silent one that I was born into and the 
hearing one in which I have grown up. Dismayed as I was by 
their caustic words, I empathized with the protestors, 
understanding that the world in which they lived is the same 
one I, too, inhabit when I remove my cochlear implants. Since 
childhood, I have believed it my responsibility to embrace my 
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unique perspective, unite people together, and use my voice to 
speak for those who do not have one of their own.

Despite resistance from the protesters, I vowed to fulfill my 
mission of sharing my message with conference attendees. My 
attention returned to the next person in the queue waiting to 
receive my book, who happened to be Cindy Noe from the 
Indiana House of Representatives. Little did I suspect that, 
after explaining to the lawmaker the limited resources my 
parents encountered when investigating what my life would 
hold as a hearing impaired person, she would introduce House 
Bill 1367 to the state congress, creating a resource center in 
Indiana to provide unbiased access to information about 
communication strategies for the deaf. Through informing 
families about the limitless opportunities for the hearing 
impaired to succeed in today’s world, both this legislation and 
my outreach efforts empower parents to make their own 
educated decisions regarding the future of their hearing 
impaired children. 

I have never allowed my deafness to define me; rather, my 
‘disability’ has been an impetus for me to be a change-maker. 
My advocacy for the deaf and hard of hearing has taken me 
across the country, from presenting to hundreds of educators 
in Arizona to serving on youth panels in Florida. The gratifying 
and unmatched experiences that I have had as a result of my 

hearing loss have shaped me into someone who cares deeply 
about serving others. My outreach efforts have demonstrated 
to me both the ability of policy to make a difference that 
extends beyond the reach of one individual and the 
unparalleled power of one person to change the world.
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Life Altering Experiences

Ever since I was old enough to go to sleep away camp, I’ve 
lived in what appears to be a sharp dichotomy between my 
winters in inner city Cleveland, and my summers in Northern 
Ontario’s wilderness. When I was ten years old, my parents 
searched “intense outdoor survival camp” on Google, and the 
first result that appeared was for a canoe tripping camp—
founded in 1893—that boasts the largest fleet of wood-canvas 

canoes and a commitment to the “traditional style” of canoe 
tripping. The camp was Keewaydin Temagami, and for my 
parents, it was a perfect match. I was sent away for three 
whole weeks, and when I returned, blissfully bug bitten, I told 
my parents to promptly sign me up for next summer—I wanted 
to go for six weeks. Thus was the dawn of my love for the 
outdoors. I returned every summer, and when I was sixteen I 
completed my final canoe trip as a camper. The trip lasted 
seven weeks, starting in the northernmost road-accessible 
lake in Quebec and finishing in the First Nations settlement of 
Umiujaq on the Hudson Bay.
 
Every August I would come home and was inevitably asked, 
“How is it adjusting back to life in the ‘real world?’” and when I 
was younger, the answer was usually “pretty hard.” As I got 
older, however, the two spheres of my existence started to 
meld together as I began to recognize that the “real world” and 
the “camp world” weren’t as different as I thought. To many, the 
streets of the inner city are as alien to them as the lakes and 
streams of Northern Quebec. For me, they are simply two 
sides of the same coin, and it has been living in Cleveland that 
has prepared me the most for facing the “wild north.” Like 
sending me to Keewaydin, my parents made a conscious 
decision to move to the inner city, because they wanted me to 
be exposed to as many different people and places as 
possible. They raised me in the city, sent me to school in the 
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suburbs, and I grew up learning how to go in between. Being 
able to transition seamlessly from the inner city gas station to 
the high walls of my private high school is part of what makes 
me who I am, and going to Keewaydin is just another transition 
that has been fit into the complex web of social, economic, and 
geographic spheres through which I traverse almost every day.
 
To put it simply, living in Cleveland has made me highly 
adaptable, and that’s what I love about canoe tripping: the 
need for adaptability. No two days in the city look alike, just like 
no two days on the trail look the same. By living in a space 
that’s wildly different from where my school, my church, and 
my friends are has made it so that I’m rarely caught off guard 
in a situation with which I am unfamiliar. Each day on a canoe 
trip you wake up on one lake, and by that night you’re on a 
different one. Each morning at home I wake up in one city, but 
I spend my entire day in a different one. It’s one with different 
people, different colors, different expectations, and a different 
socioeconomic status, but it is always the same me, simply 
living in between worlds, not wholly a part of any one 
singularly. They’re all intertwined, and I couldn’t be one without 
the others. Now, whenever I return from my time up north and 
I’m asked the same question about adjusting to the real world, 
I simply tell them that I never left.

I've Never Understood
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

I've Never Understood

I’ve never understood
How a man can look at a woman
And think to himself
That her body is more entitled to him
Than to her
That her hands grasp for him
Rather than herself
That her legs, wrap him better
Than they can wrap each other
And he can take her
For himself
And when she wants it to end
He tells her no
Because he somehow believes
In the sanctity
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Of life
 
I’ve never understood
How a girl can look at a boy
As he cries
And think to herself
That he is weak
That he cannot grasp
A heavy bowl
Because to be a man
He must be strong
He must carry the entire world--
the whole weight of his masculinity
In his arms
not in his brain, nor heart, nor self
But in his arms
 
I’ve never understood
How a person can look at the world
Can document the suffering
Of countless brothers and sisters
Can see the polar bears
Losing their ice
Can see a child
Losing her father
And can think to themselves

That because the problem is not their own
That it somehow does not exist
In the continuum
of humanity
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Saint Thekla
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Saint Thekla
I heard you made a garden
over top of where you buried my bones.
Good job! I've always like the concept of gardening:
the dirt, the roots, the leaves, the pulling of weeds,
the dying, the dead, the holy.
I wrote about it in poems.
I never grew a garden until now,
but now you made it and I am growing it:

there are rhizomes shooting through my decaying lungs
like bullets,
or like prayers,
and my mouth is full of seeds and spores
and my ribcage is braided with bluebells.
In life I was fuzzy, blurred-out, burned-out,
digitally censored out of photographs and memories,
my oozing seams and stormwater-sewage-overflow tears
too graphic for the public eye.
The storm that didn't save me from the fire comes now,
when I don't need it,
when the flowers do,
and they grow and grow and grow and now I am presentable,
venerable,
almost-but-not-quite beautiful
in the way that all dead girls are,
because the rain isn't coming down hard enough
to erode the soil and float up the bones
you tossed into a roadside ditch
after you burned me and tore me apart with your teeth.
The bones would pose a problem,
more so for me than for you,
but I'm sure that time could make those
almost-but-not-quite beautiful too.
Besides, saints' bones are exhumed by the pious all the time,
taken from the dirt, the roots, the leaves,
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and shoved into little gold boxes and prayed to.
I don't think anyone would pray to my bones,
but maybe
if the rain gets heavy enough,
if you overwater my flowers,
a ten year old will find my femur, or maybe my rib,
and not know it was mine
and think it was kind of cool, and I think
that's better than a prayer.
And I think you were trying to disparage me
with the fire
and the teeth
and the ditch
or maybe you were just trying to survive,
but either way
I don't mind.
People love dead girls
in a way they don't love the living,
and believe me when I say
that having my remains dropped into a ditch
is one of the nicer things that has happened to me.
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A Mutilated World
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A Mutilated World
How did we get to this?
A Mutilated World.
Full of oranges spitting bigotry, racism, and sexism.
I watched the world pass by in my bubble,
Safe from the dangers lurking in the shadows,
Safe from the silent majority.
 
I can’t go back.

I can’t un-see.
I can’t un-hear.
I can only go forward in this Mutilated World.
 
No longer sidelined,
It’s time to stand up and play.
Kick against the hate.
Run against time.
 
Play for the ones who can’t:
The flowers, the mountains, the bees,
The lions, the rivers, and the trees.
 
Play for my home, my new bubble.
Play because I can.
Play because I have plans.
Play because this is my Mutilated World.
 
Don’t praise the Mutilated World
Because you will be praising the ones who made it so.
 
Don’t let them destroy my world.
Can’t let them destroy my world.
Won’t let them destroy my world.
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The Water-Stained Photograph
Thirteen years ago the world was halved by a horizon:
hard, crisp, defined.  In this water-stained, curving photograph
we are standing on top of the world, my brother and I.  
A world of browns, blues, and golds. 
Swallowed by the earth that wraps itself around us,
his hand is in mine, and we stand in tiny Timberlands rooted 
into the ground
as sure and as strong as the trees beyond. 

 
A cell tower stands unaccompanied in the distance.
Fragile. 
One gust of wind would whisk it away,
but as sure as it would fall,
the two of us would not. 
We are unaffected by the clear skies and hard cold. 
My hold on him is light,
he doesn’t even grip back,
but it doesn’t matter. 
We are so young, so dependent, and so inseparable.   
 
In the picture the plains of Saskatchewan are strong. 
The trees defined,
the grass has character. 
The entirety of the earth is accompanied by itself,
and all behind us is not alone. 
 
In the picture we stand together. 
But in the distance stands my future,
the seventeen year old cellphone tower alone and fragile
looking back at who she was
and the brother who always loved her. 
 
Now she stands alone, slowly falling down without his hand
holding hers
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rooting them both into the ground.
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You Can't Drink a Lamborghini
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You Can't Drink a Lamborghini
I sold my soul to the devil for a gallon of milk. Now, I know 
what you’re thinking. Why didn’t he just go to the store for a 
gallon of milk? Was the issue transportation, or was he 
barricaded in some horrible prison? Did he need milk to save 
his mother from a terrible illness? These are all valid questions 
I just theoretically posed for you. Lemme lay it down, okay?

Here’s the thing: It’s much easier to look up a summoning spell 
on the Internet than walk to the local corner store. And It’s not 
like I was completely out of milk. I had at least a half a bowl’s 
worth still in the fridge. But where would that get me? I’d find 
myself sitting on the couch, alone, as usual, TV turned to some 
low-budget straight to DVD movie, only this time with half the 
amount of cereal in my coffee mug. A man has to have a 
sense of pride about him. Dignity and the like. Also, my mom is 
doing fine. She’s lactose intolerant anyway, so milk would 
probably do more harm than good.

One could argue that I’m better than your average Joe-Schmo. 
I didn’t want power, or money, or women. I just wanted some 
milk. Maybe you could lump it in with the sin of gluttony, but 
who does it hurt in the end? Arguably me, since I damned 
myself to hell for it, but hey, let’s not focus on the negatives. 
While others cry over spilled milk, I am living proof that milk 
can be obtained by the most dramatic of means.

Maybe I should tell you a bit more about my backstory, what 
led me to this point. You see, I hit rock bottom about a year 
ago. Me and my buddies were trying to get our new-age 
screamo orchestra kicked off. I played the violin, and was also 
the lead screamer. Turns out it’s quite difficult to scream and 
effectively play violin at the same time. We disbanded due to 
artistic differences. The lazy layabouts wouldn’t agree to 
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naming the band after me. Naturally, there was no way to 
reach a compromise so I had to pull the plug. A man’s name is 
all he has. Without it, he may as well become another number 
in the sea of consumerism.

After that, I tried to make a living scamming people on Ebay. 
What I would do is make listings claiming I had a cure to aging, 
and the recipe I sent would cause them to live forever. I 
actually made a few hundred dollars before my account was 
shut down. Turns out a lot of folks don’t consider mixing herbal 
tea and raw eggs to be the secret to immortality. Whatever, 
their loss. I drink it every day, and I don’t look a day above 
twenty five. In actuality, I’m twenty seven!

So there I was, ripping back the carpet on my living room floor, 
throwing all concern of my landlord to the wind, drawing a 
crude pentagram in a chalk stub. You have to be really careful 
about what you draw. I was never the best artist, so I 
accidently drew only four points on my pentagram. Think 
they’re supposed to have like six, or something? Eh, I 
eventually figured it out. Next, I gathered all the candles to 
place around the scene. I only had a few tea lights, so I had to 
make do and use some birthday candles, sticking them in 
wads of burger wrappers to hold them up. I double checked 
the website I used to find the ritual. Some blog called “Six-Six-
Six: The Devil Straight to You! No-Money Back Guarantee!” 

Ha, jokes on them. I only donated a dollar to their fund. 
Typically, the milk I buy is much more.

The smell of something burning greeted my nostrils, and for a 
second I thought I had warmed my leftovers for too long again 
and I would need to unplug my microwave. Luckily, this was 
just my floor catching fire as a humanoid figure ripped out of 
the Earth’s crust to greet me.

Turns out the devil is not some bigwig politician or dangerous 
criminal. No, the devil is an office worker in Utah. Goes by 
Stanley. Real nice guy, except for the whole “Lord of Hell” 
thing. We played a game of bridge. Of course you need four 
people for bridge, so actually, we sat in front of each other 
pretending to play bridge. When I would look in his eyes, I 
could see the despair of man personified in a blazing hellfire. 
Quite trippy. Told him he should become an interrogator, with a 
gaze like that. He nodded, and asked me if he could have 
some of the milk. I said, “Sure, go ahead Stan, it’s not like I 
sold my soul for it or anything!” We both had a good laugh 
about that, passing the carton between us as we complained 
about our overbearing fathers and constantly being blamed for 
the mistakes of others. We were getting along quite fine, and a 
couple hours had passed when his cellphone started ringing. 
His ringtone was set to the screams of the damned, so I 
jumped a little upon hearing it for the first time. He waved it off, 
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saying it was just work. I sat there and waited for another half 
hour as he shouted in some snake-like language to the 
creature on the other end. It was French, maybe German? I 
don’t know, I slept through geometry class in high school.

Stan apologized for taking so long. Apparently, hell has really 
crappy Wi-Fi. Guess it makes sense. I told him it was no big 
deal, usually people pretend I’m not there in the first place. 
Once, I went on a blind date, and she called her ex-boyfriend 
right in front of me and told him that she had made a terrible 
mistake and didn’t want to end up with some nobody scrub for 
the rest of her life. I sure thought that was a funny thing to call 
him before asking for him back. Women, am I right?

The Devil gestured to the now half-empty gallon of milk sitting 
on my table. “You might want to refrigerate that,” he 
commented, giving me a really sad look, as though I was some 
sad sap who wasted his youth. I know the look, because my 
parents give it to me constantly. I agreed, being careful to not 
spill the milk on my way to the kitchen. Wouldn’t want to do 
something reckless and drop it. People might say I wasted my 
soul, ya know? When I got back, Stan was sitting on my 
couch, staring at his hands as he twiddled his thumbs. He 
looked up at me, before looking down again, closing and 
opening his mouth. “Look,” I said, “If you’ve got something to 

say, just say it. I’m not one to judge. Never had that kind of 
luxury.”

Stan sighed. “I’ve really gotten to know you, pathetic human, 
and I was thinking, if you’d like, that I could throw in another 
gallon of milk at no extra cost.” He paused. “It would have to 
be skim milk this time, though. Whole milk is hard to come by.”

“No, no take backsies.” I said wisely. “The deal was one gallon 
for one soul, you don’t have to feel bad for me. Besides, what 
would I do with all that milk? I don’t have that kind of space in 
my mini-fridge.”

He stayed a bit longer after that, talking about business. Turns 
out there are definitely worse things to sell your soul for. Like, 
Stanley was telling me about this one guy, who, listen to this: 
sold his soul for a cherry red Lamborghini. A new, hot model 
with silver-plated spokes and heated seats. What a loser. He 
may be driving around now and picking up all the hot chicks, 
but at the end of the day, one truth towers over them all:

You can’t drink a Lamborghini.
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An Open Letter to My Father
After you died, they bought me ice cream.

What better way to appease a distraught nine-year old than to 
gently usher her into a car and drive to Friendly’s to let her pick 
out whatever she’d like? A delicious consolation prize for 
tragedy. I remember feeling so overwhelmed that I panicked 
and ordered at least five different toppings in my milkshake. It 
tasted terrible. When we got back, I shamefully scooped most 
of it into the trashcan, feeling incredibly guilty over all that I 
was wasting. The first distraction of many to come. That 
Friendly’s closed down last year. We still drive by it 
occasionally, it’s shuttered windows reminiscent of my 
memories of you.

I may seem a bit bitter. In truth, it was a nice gesture. What 
safer haven for a hysterical child than an ice cream parlor, 

while her father’s body is being taken out of the house by the 
funeral director? My grandfather and your brother were the 
ones that took me. The latter had flown all the way out from 
Florida to be with you as you passed. Your only sibling. I’m not 
sure how well you got along, but when I went to visit him this 
summer, he put a picture of the two of you in my guest room. 
You both looked to be laughing, with large smiles on your 
faces and cowboy hats on your heads. I kept it turned around 
for the duration of my stay. We have a copy of that photograph 
somewhere in our house.

The ice cream excursion is the first thing I remember 
happening. My mother says that after that, she and I left the 
house and walked around the block. Our neighbor asked what 
was wrong when he saw me crying, and after we explained, 
said my dad was with Jesus. This made me cry even harder, 
apparently. I have no recollection of this. Maybe I do. I do 
remember returning to school the next month, and being asked 
by my teacher how my summer went. “It was good.” I replied, 
not wanting to break down and explain what had happened. 
Not being able to say what had happened.

The day before you died, you inexplicably pulled yourself out 
of bed, made your way over to the front door, and were 
stepping outside before we realized what was happening. We 
started to pull you back in, as you protested, “I’ve got to go, 
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I’ve got to get out!” I’m not sure exactly where you had to go, 
or how you had the strength to pull off such a feat after being 
bedridden, laden with drugs and morphine, for the past month. 
We thought you were going to die that night. A pastor gave you 
last rites. You fitfully survived the night, and a different pastor 
delivered them to you the next evening.

I didn’t believe you were actually going to die until the very 
second that you did. I was old enough to know what death is, 
but not old enough to truly process the extent of its 
permanence. When we first received your diagnosis I didn’t 
understand why mother was crying, or why it was such a big 
deal that we had to move to a different state to be near family. 
You would be cured, right? I didn’t really understand cancer at 
the time, but I had heard of people surviving breast cancer, as 
my own grandmother had. I guess pancreatic cancer is 
different. They still don’t have a cure for that one, huh? You did 
last longer than they said you would. They told you “three 
months” and you said “three months and a year”.

You always were persistent. Some might have said “incredibly 
stubborn”. I share this quality with you. One of the few things I 
remember about you is that you would talk incessantly. If 
someone had the misfortune of asking your opinion, it would 
be at least an hour until you finished your first point. I try to 
hold myself back in discussions, but I am privy to this behavior 

as well. If you were around today, neither of us would be able 
to get a word in edgewise. I’m sure we would have excellent 
discussions, and at the end of every debate, we would both 
feel as though we had come out triumphant.

We are a bit different, though. You were always outspoken on 
your political beliefs, and so am I, but I lean on the far left of 
the spectrum. I wonder if you were still alive if I’d be as liberal 
as I am today. I wonder if we would ever clash as some 
parents and children do. I wonder if we’d get in an argument, 
since we never got the chance to. I wonder if you would 
occasionally vouch for me, or if you would be the parent 
playing bad cop. I also wonder how you would react to the fact 
that I’m a lesbian. You had gay friends, but I’m not sure how 
comfortable you would have been with finding out your own 
daughter would rather have a girlfriend than a boyfriend. I’d 
like to think you’d have accepted and supported me, despite 
some of your conservative ideals. I wonder this a lot.

I still have your phone number as my own, after it was passed 
on to me. My friends can’t understand why I have a Florida 
area code when I live in Cleveland. We never got it changed 
because it was the only way at the time to preserve the 
voicemail you left for missed calls, and the last connection we 
had to your voice. I’m not even sure if it’s still on there. I don’t 
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really want to check. I still have the number, though. No matter 
how many phones I go through, that number never changes.

As I type this, your cat is sitting behind my laptop, watching my 
space heater oscillate. Cats were your favorite animal, as they 
are mine. Originally, we were only supposed to pick out one 
cat nine years ago, but this one crawled on your lap and sat 
there, and you fell in love instantly. He reminds me of you, in 
cat form. He likes to hunt, he likes to nap, and he has a very 
regal air about him. You didn’t get to have him for very long, 
but I remember for a few short months he provided you 
comfort. Mom says part of your spirit lives on in him. Of all the 
metaphysical things to ponder, I give the most credence to that 
notion. He’s curled up now, lulled to sleep by the sounds of 
keyboard clacks. He’ll probably wake me up in the middle of 
the night by pawing at my face. It’s alright. I know he means 
well.

When I look in the mirror, I don’t always see my face. 
Sometimes I see yours. Everyone in my family tells me I look 
like you. Same Dutch nose, same pasty complexion, same 
pale-colored eyes that fluctuate in shades depending on what 
I’m wearing and the light hitting them. Half of the genetic code 
responsible for making me is gone. You and my mother were 
older than most at the time of my birth, and wouldn’t have 

been able to have another child anyway, but still. What an odd 
notion.

I was your only child. What am I saying? I am your only child. 
I’m still here. A large part of me feels that I have to preserve 
your memory by making my name known in this world. Making 
a difference, as you made a difference. You had your law 
degree. For those that remember, you were the probation 
officer of Jim Morrison from the Doors. Your name is on a 
plaque in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. And yet, after all 
that, you chose to be the owner of a beloved bookstore, and 
have a controversial political column in a local newspaper. 
Inspired by you, I picked up a pencil at an early age, and I 
haven’t put it down since. I like to write humor pieces, like you 
did. Making people laugh is one of my favorite things to do. 
Admittedly, this specific piece is pretty far off from what I 
normally compose. I wish I could show you some of my work. 
You’d laugh at it, I think.

I never got the chance to tell you all this, so I’m getting it out 
now, the only way I know how. I’m not really sure how to end 
this letter of scattered musings. Dad, there’s so much more 
that I’d like to say. I could go on for hours, just like you did that 
one time when I asked you how to draw a cat. You sat me 
down for a intensive college-lecture level run down of the 
biological components of a cat, their functions, and various 
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historical felines. You brought out several large textbooks for 
reference points. Somehow you ended up explaining the 
mechanics of trains and storm patterns as well, before mom 
came in and explained to you that I was only six years old. 
Anyway, I digress. Know that I think about you more than I 
could ever admit to myself, and I miss you. Wherever you are, 
if you are, you are present in everything I do. One day, I hope 
to explain basic concepts with the level of over-the-top 
zealousness that you did. Until then, I’m going to keep growing 
as a person that you would be proud to call your daughter.
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Grade: 11
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#

A Lesson in Queens and Angels
There is an enchanted castle
With “Be Our Guest” moaned
in a diminished tone.
As you walk into a plentiful feast,
You prepare to meet a proper hostess.
She has made herself look holy, and in the least
She’ll free you with some form of sanity
Because in this case Beauty is the Beast.

 
Oh, but what a Queen she acts
And you’re seated at her right hand,
second-in-command,
The only one who can understand.
She’s a peculiar paramore
With eyes of a frosted mirror
a lace, shimmering corset
Intertwined with a tissue paper fear
 
She is enigmatic, paradoxical,
A perfect facade of kindness and spite.
She is melodramatic, North-of-the-crowd
And in her stormy, Cumulonimbus cloud
She plays you like a harp.
Exactly on pitch and augmented when it must be
So you give her a gift in delicate prose
With Cupid’s bow, you shoot your own knee
And present a pale, pink rose.
 
She breaths the stench deep
And ascends to the left wing.
Where she keeps the gift in an ambrosia basket
At the center if a crystal stage.
She places it on a dual casket,
So you can become one, sempiternally.
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She takes you down,
Pins you up,
Preps a gaudy silken gown.
To wear to a Vicious Contrite ball
Where before your eyes, she becomes the beast.
You’ll be pushed down, made to crawl
And once again she is everything.
But your lust is locked with a sudden, “Halt!
Get on your knees! Kiss the ring!”
She let’s you smell her shoe sole and asphalt.
Those below piss don’t deserve their mental health
And whether it’s a Siren’s song or a Seraph's snarl
She’ll never let you like yourself.
 
The rose begins to fall apart.
 
Just like you.
You can’t taste the yellow jubilance near her
But without her is obscure. You begin to learn
All demons look like angels
And heaven can only be reached
In the maelstrom of hell.
You can’t be content
While being treated well,
But you can’t stay with her

No matter how deep you fell.
 
So you leave.
You’ve given up and she’s not coming back
And the sting of her
Is now only the prick of a tack.
It’s the end
And you never have to feel like that again.
 
So, your lust got you to a windy beige field,
But heaven can’t be Heaven without her there.
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Don't Look to the Past: Awaiting the 45th 
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Don't Look to the Past: Awaiting the 
45th Presidency
While some may celebrate the news, Donald Trump’s recent 
election to the office of the President of the United States has 
left a feeling of growing concern and unrest in the stomachs of 
many. And, in light of the uncertainty of the future, some 
mistakenly seek comfort and answers in the past. In his Wall 

Street Journal article, “Donald Trump Isn’t the First Would-Be 
President to Spur Predictions of Doom”, Dr. H.W. Brands 
highlights that looking way back to the earliest years of the US, 
demagogues and outsiders have come and gone, with some 
even making it to the White House. Thomas Jefferson, Andrew 
Jackson, Teddy Roosevelt, and Ronald Reagan faced steep 
opposition and had ideas that were considered extreme and 
dangerous in the context of their times, yet they all managed to 
somehow improve the country. Or so it would seem.

It’s counterintuitive to compare Trump’s presidency with those 
of Jefferson, Jackson, Roosevelt, and Reagan because it 
implies the naive and misinformed belief that like them, Trump 
will improve the country. Some, like Brands, have used 
examples of past demagogic presidents to soothe their nerves 
about Trump, but the truth is that these comparisons actually 
highlight the flaws of demagogues.

Look towards the flaws of Jefferson, a man whom Brands 
states, “the U.S. survived two terms of his presidency—and 
doubled in size thanks to his visionary purchase of Louisiana”. 
Although it is true Jefferson served two terms, it is not true that 
he made the “visionary purchase”; two of his subordinates did. 
While Jefferson should be revered for his role as a 
Constitutional framer, he was also the same man whose 
economic strategy in his Embargo Act closed off the country 
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from international maritime trade and sent the economy into 
deep recession. Jefferson cannot be used as support for an 
optimistic look at demagogues because Brands only shows 
one action of Jefferson and uses it to generalize his entire 
presidency. 

The same occurs with Andrew Jackson. In the article, Brands 
describes Jackson as “a hero for his stunning victory over the 
British at New Orleans in 1815, which brought the otherwise 
dismal War of 1812 to a triumphant close,”. By the time 
Jackson finished fighting in New Orleans, the Treaty of Ghent, 
ending the War of 1812 had been signed weeks earlier 
overseas, so in reality Jackson was not responsible for peace. 
Later, Brands praised Jackson for being the “doughtiest 
defender of the Constitution,”. Like with Jefferson, Brands 
brought up a single achievement of Jackson but neglected to 
include any questionable achievements. He did not mention 
the vast native removal responsible by Jackson, nor his 
racism, misogyny and sexism. While Jackson can be 
considered progressive for pushing for wider political 
opportunity, he only did so for white men. Like Trump, his 
policies may highly benefit a few, but the numbers are limited. 
Because of the inaccuracy and lack of depth in establishing 
parallels between Jefferson and Jackson to Trump, I disagree 
with the validity of the notion that Trump will prove his critics 
wrong. 

There certainly are undeniable parallels between the past and 
the present. However, the error is made when those parallels 
are mistakenly used to defend a belief that Trump’s presidency 
will improve the state of our country. In all actuality, the most 
common past demagogues are only remembered for one-
sided achievements, while their flaws which hold the deepest 
impacts are overlooked. Brands holds merit in his assertion 
that regardless of a Trump presidency, the country would still 
remain intact, but this has little use in strengthening an 
optimistic view of Trump because it’s like calling a global 
leader “good” only because he or she didn’t cause nuclear 
destruction; it’s too low of a standard to have any significance. 
I appreciate Brands’s attempt to show that even presidents 
who were seen as dangerous can benefit the country. 
However, his use of evidence lacks dimension and is 
inaccurate, ultimately proving my point correct; don’t look in 
the textbooks to find reassurance because you’ll only feel 
worse.

Brands, H.W. "Donald Trump Isn’t the First Would-Be 
President to Spur Predictions of Doom." The Wall Street 
Journal. 7 Oct, 2016.
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The Effects of Legalizing Sports 
Betting
The popularity of FanDuel, DraftKings, and other sports betting 
websites has been on the rise for the past few years, with their 
constant barrage of advertisements and promises of winning 
loads of money with a few clicks of a mouse. These ads were 
prevalent last year, which earned these sports betting 
companies lots of attention, both from wanted and unwanted 

sources. Daniel Roberts, a writer for Fortune, writes about the 
reasons why FanDuel and DraftKings are not available in 
some states: “it isn’t that they are expressly illegal in those 
states; the companies choose not to offer service there 
because it is clear the law is unfriendly” (Roberts). This point 
shows that in some cases, fantasy sports companies are not 
available in certain states not because of sports betting being 
illegal, but rather because of the threatening nature of the state 
governments towards sports betting. However, in Nevada, 
another state in which sports betting was unavailable, the state 
government claimed that “daily fantasy companies are 
gambling operators, and thus cannot offer service unless and 
until they obtain a gambling operator license” (Roberts). When 
fantasy sports companies vowed to give 15.5% of their profits 
to the state , several state governments began to take interest 
in legalizing the websites (McKinley). The state governments 
of New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and California quickly began to 
attempt to legalize sports betting due to the income that would 
go towards their education systems. Today, fantasy sports 
betting is legal in those three states. In addition to providing 
funds for education systems, making sports betting legal would 
reduce the crime in each state, seeing that Americans country-
wide bet $150 billion dollars illegally anyway (Drape). Sports 
betting is also a good source of entertainment for bettors 
because it adds excitement to every sporting event, no matter 
which teams are playing. If sports betting were to be legalized, 
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the effects would be a larger number of people watching each 
sporting event, profit for states’ education systems, and a 
reduction in crime. In exchange for sports betting being 
legalized in every state, sports companies could also offer 
rehabilitation facilities for any addicted bettor, similarly to what 
most casinos offer.

Sports betting makes a sporting event more interesting for 
people who have their players or teams participating in that 
particular event. For example, if one contestant in an NFL 
Fantasy Football contest had one player left to play in the 
Monday Night Football match, he or she would be closely 
watching each and every play of the game, hoping that the 
player remaining on his or her team received the ball. One 
could imagine the anticipation that the contestant would have 
while watching the game and watching his or her player 
perform well or poorly. This scenario is the case for most 
contestants participating in a weekly fantasy sports league like 
FanDuel or DraftKings. The participants anxiously await the 
results of the contest, watching the game as if their life’s 
savings were on the line though the average amount of money 
bet per American on NFL and College Football events is only 
about $5 (“Age and Sex Composition in the United States: 
2012”, Barrabi). FanDuel’s mission clearly states, “FanDuel 
Makes Sports More Exciting.” The article continues to say that 
60% of members on the FanDuel website watch more sporting 

events live each week than non-members. In addition, the 
average FanDuel user consumes a whopping 40% more 
sports content than a non-member (“FanDuel Makes Sports 
More Exciting”). This mission statement shows how influential 
sports betting websites and companies are to major sports 
companies, especially the NFL, which had its ratings drop 11% 
in 2014, the year before FanDuel became a well known sports 
betting company to most people (Maske). Sports betting can 
be used by the sports companies themselves to make games 
more interesting for their viewers, bring in more viewers for 
more events, and make each game more significant.

Sports betting companies have promised to give about $6 
million of their revenue every year to state governments that 
have legalized sports betting to spend on their education 
systems (McKinley). There is no reason why state 
governments wouldn’t want to take this deal. The government 
may be trying to protect consumers, but people participating in 
these contests are aware of the money that they are spending, 
and they know that they are pitting their knowledge of sports 
against that of other sports enthusiasts, all of whom have their 
eyes on their players. These contests are no more than a way 
to make all sporting events more interesting, and they show 
that contests in no way are meant to harm consumers. 
However, some people may argue that sports betting can 
cause gambling addiction and that FanDuel and DraftKings are 



209

encouraging excessive sports betting. On the contrary, I say 
that companies such as FanDuel and DraftKings are not the 
cause of sports betting addiction, but rather one of many 
outlets that an addicted sports bettor can use. If FanDuel and 
DraftKings were banned, the addicted sports bettor would just 
find other companies through which he could feed his 
addiction. However, state governments claim that the 
consumer may be hurt because of the “bookie,” or person in 
charge, rigging the event (Singh). With FanDuel and 
DraftKings focusing on public, televised games, though, major 
sporting events in the NFL, NBA, and other sports companies 
cannot be rigged by the “bookies.” If state governments were 
to legalize sports betting, nobody would be hurt and everybody 
would get what he or she wanted: The consumers get 
entertainment from each sporting event, the broadcast 
companies that show each game get more viewers, the 
government gets money to spend on education, and the sports 
betting companies get more customers.

Every year, billions of dollars are bet on sporting events 
illegally. These bets are made without the knowledge of the 
government and, in fact, are most dangerous to consumers. 
The most prominent threat is smaller-scale matches being 
fixed by “bookies” so that “bookies” end up winning money and 
cheating consumers out of their cash. Illegal betting industries 
are also a threat to the government. Transactions processed 

by a “bookie” of an unknown, illegal betting industry are not 
recorded by the government, and, therefore, the government 
cannot tax these industries. This process costs the 
government hundreds of millions of dollars lost in tax revenue 
(Singh). However, if sports betting were to be legalized 
everywhere, most of these problems would go away. Major 
sports industries, such as the MLB or NHL, cannot be 
persuaded to intentionally make one team lose a match for a 
“bookie.” These big industries are not influenced by small 
bookmakers, so there will be no more cheating consumers out 
of their money. In addition to that, the government would be 
able to regulate all transactions made through sports betting. 
These transactions would be taxed by the government and 
would make up for the hundreds of millions of dollars lost 
because of the illegal transactions of the current day. Overall, 
legalizing sports betting would protect both the citizens and the 
government from illegal sports betting companies that cheat 
people out of their hard earned cash.

In exchange for the legalization of sports betting in every state, 
sports betting companies could be required to offer facilities for 
the rehabilitation of gambling addicts. Many casinos offer this 
service today, so proposing that sports betting companies also 
offer a similar provision would not be an unheard of idea. 
Michael Ollove, writer for the Pew Charitable Trust, states the 
problem and solution beautifully: “On the one hand, states 
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expose tens of thousands of their residents who are 
susceptible to gambling addiction to temptation… On the other 
hand, states are also offering to help those citizens who 
succumb” (Ollove). Ollove shows that casinos entice bettors 
with their exciting games but also offer help for if a bettor 
becomes addicted to these games. If sports betting companies 
adhere to the examples casinos have set, people worrying 
about addiction would have resources to consult. Ollove also 
provides a table from the American Gaming Association which 
shows that, as of November 11, 2014, 18 out of 23 states that 
legalized betting in casinos also offer rehabilitation programs 
for addicted bettors (Ollove). Most states in which betting is 
legal already have programs for addicts, so there is no reason 
why sports betting companies should not also have the same 
sort of program. People concerned about addiction would be 
reassured by the offer of rehabilitation centers by the sports 
betting companies.

The legalization of sports betting in every state would have 
many different effects, all of which would be beneficial: more 
people would watch more sporting events, more money would 
go towards state education systems, illegal betting would be 
reduced, and an option for addicted bettors would emerge. For 
example, at The Maryland Center of Excellence on Problem 
Gambling, addicted bettors are provided with free helplines, 
training counselors, educators, prevention specialists, and 

other health care providers (“Who We are”). This system works 
great for addicted bettors in need and would work seamlessly 
in the sports betting world. The legalization of sports betting 
would help the sports betting companies themselves because 
they would have a larger, more widespread range of 
consumers. State governments would receive money to 
improve their education systems. Sports enthusiasts would 
watch each game more intently and with more excitement. 
Addicted bettors would now have a place to become healthy 
once again. There are no disadvantages to legalizing sports 
betting, at least with specific programs in place to address 
addiction, so making this change would benefit the majority of 
Americans.
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Tryouts
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

Tryouts
On a normal Saturday morning, I would have slept much later, 
but, today, my alarm clock woke me up at 6:15. Still almost 
asleep, I loaded my bag into my dad’s car, and we drove to the 
pool. This Saturday morning was unlike any other morning, 
because today was the tryouts for the Varsity swim team.

 The tryout was simple. I had to swim 100 yards, 10 times. 
Each repetition had to be faster than 1:30. The faster I swam, 

the more rest I got. For example, if I swam 100 yards in 1:20, I 
got 10 seconds of rest before I had to begin the next one.

 For most swimmers, this was easy. The upperclassmen could 
complete the workout without being out of breath. But, I was a 
cross-country runner. I had always liked swimming, but my 
love for the sport hadn’t developed until just a few weeks 
before the season started. Having run cross-country all fall, I 
found myself struggling to get into shape before the tryout.

 We assembled in the locker room, most of us arrived before 
6:45, even though practice didn’t start until 7:00. We waited by 
the door until Coach came to unlock it. No one had anything to 
say, we were all still asleep.

 By 6:55, we were on deck, preparing for practice. Some were 
stretching, others filling water bottles. Most of us were 
yawning.

 At 7:00, coach gave a count down, and practice began.
 
Warm up was not easy. I had spent several weeks psyching 
myself up for this moment, and our brutal warm up almost 
broke my resolve. We struggled through more than 2000 yards 
of stroke and pace work that left even the best of us winded. It 
was not a promising beginning.
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Coach wanted the opportunity to watch each of us individually, 
so the 100’s would be done in heats. Because we had 20 kids 
trying out and only 6 lanes, there would be three heats, and I 
was second.

The first heat was filled with the type of swimmers I mentioned 
earlier. They cruised through the repetitions effortlessly and 
made the varsity team without breaking a sweat.

I had experienced adrenaline before, but never like this. I was 
light headed, my hands were numb and my stomach hurt. It 
was too late now, we were beginning.

The second heat was filled with all of the other swimmers who 
would struggle through the try out. But that’s an overstatement. 
The boy I shared a lane with, Cole, could do the same workout 
with more than 15 seconds less rest, and the rest in my heat 
were better.

The clock was counting down. Before I knew it, Cole dove in, 
and I followed 10 seconds behind. The 100s had begun.

I swam the first as relaxed as I could. I finished in 1:18. Coach 
had assigned an upperclassman to watch each lane, and mine 

asked my how it felt. I told him it was around a 7 or 8. He told 
me to hold it there, and keep swimming.

I finished the second in 1:22. I felt fine, like I could do this 
forever. That feeling wouldn’t last.

I finished the third in 1:27. From then on, this story is mostly 
reconstructed from what people told me afterwards. The hard 
part had begun.

By the end of the fourth one, I felt terrible. My arms burned, 
and I gasped for air. The only thing I had going for me, was 
that my legs didn’t hurt yet, thank you cross-country. Every 
turn felt like it would be the last, because I simply didn’t have 
the oxygen required to hold my breath long enough to turn. But 
I kept going. I had gone 1:27 again. Just enough time to grab 
the wall, suck down a few breaths before going again.

People began to take notice. By the end of the fifth one (1:27 
again), people were cheering for me. They lined the side of the 
pool and stood at both ends. Many of them would later tell me 
they didn’t think I would make it past the sixth. But, I kept 
going.

After the fifth, I began to watch Cole. When he pushed off for 
the next one, I had 10 seconds to get to the wall and push off 
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again. I willed him to wait, to give me just a few more seconds, 
but he never did.

Numbers six and seven were both 1:28. I was dangerously 
close to missing the time I needed, but I kept going.

One of the upperclassmen had told me, “If you can do 5, you 
can do 10.” I wanted so badly to believe him. But it hurt so 
bad. My arms continued to burn, I gasped for every breath, my 
legs felt like lead and even my abs joined it, contributing a dull 
ache.

I was ready to quit on the eighth one. I had had enough pain. 
Because of the convoluted way the swim team was run, 
finishing this workout didn’t even guarantee me a varsity letter, 
which was my real goal. And, just like that, I talked myself into 
quitting. I figured there was no shame in swimming Junior 
Varsity as a freshman, and making a run at varsity as a 
sophomore next year.

Determined to finish strong and knowing it would be the end, I 
picked up my pace a little to finish the eighth in 1:25. It’s a 
good thing I did. In the 5 seconds I had, the upperclassman 
assigned to my lane (Max Steffy) leaned down, looked me in 
the eyes and yelled, “C’mon, two more.” I heard the cheers of 

the rest of the team, and, before I knew what was happening, I 
had begun the ninth.

I finished the ninth in another 1:27, took my few breaths and 
pushed off for the 10th.
 
I couldn’t see the clock from the water, but I knew one thing. I 
hadn’t come this far only to miss the last one. With 50 yards to 
go, I picked up my pace and kept building until I was all but 
sprinting with 25 yards to go.

Looking back, I realize that it must have looked like I was 
thrashing through the water, rather than swimming, but that 
didn’t matter. I was swinging my arms as fast as I could, I 
could hear my kick thundering behind me, and, with 10 yards 
to go, I ignored all of my instincts and put my head down. I 
didn’t breath the last 10 yards.

I don’t exactly remember how I got there, but the next thing I 
knew, I was lying on my back on the pool deck. I suspect Cole 
and Max had worked together to haul me out of the water after 
seeing that I would not be able to keep myself afloat for very 
long.

After a minute, I was still gasping for air and my muscles still 
felt like lead, but the pain was fading. Max helped me to my 
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feet and sat me down on one of the benches. He sat down 
next to me and said, “Firstenberg, you’ve got balls of steel” 
and laughed.

I could tell that my accomplishment presented a problem for 
my coach. He hadn’t expected a newcomer to the varsity 
squad, and didn’t know what to do with a swimmer who was so 
much slower than everyone else. I had averaged around 1:24, 
and the others had averaged 1:10 or faster. In the end, I didn’t 
make the varsity team. It turns out my oxygen deprived brain 
had gotten one thing right. I completed the workout, but coach 
couldn’t find a spot for me on the team. So, I swam Junior 
varsity.

The next year, I made the varsity team easily, even though the 
time had moved from 1:30 to 1:20. During the offseason, I 
swam year round with a club, every day chasing a varsity 
letter.

Going from recreational swimmer to club swimmer was not 
easy. While all of my teammates are travelling to Indiana, 
Michigan and Columbus for high caliber competitions, I stayed 
home and trained. At the district and state swim meets, I 
cheered from the stands, wanting desperately to be in the 
pool. If it hadn’t been for that initial success, I quite possibly 
would have quit. I have little talent for swimming. My shoulders 

are stiff, my legs are strong but not lean, thus eating up too 
much oxygen in a race, and I struggle to feel confident before 
my races. But, that initial victory, no matter how small, showed 
me that, when the time is right, I can do it.
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A Leap in Time
The fog began to lift on the cold, January day. The once 
fogged up window became clear. I saw her. I saw her brown, 
thin hair. Her body was still skinny, and she was still tall. The 
heated competition was about to begin.

I stepped out of the car, but I could not stop staring at her long 
hair. She mumbled something, and she turned around. She 
waved, and I waved back.

“Macie! I’m so excited for the competition! Time to beat those 
Xcite dancers again,” a girl behind me snapped. I whipped my 
head to see one of Macie’s teammates. My smile had turned 
into a frown as they happily walked in together.

The rest was a blur, and I ended up running into my old best 
friend, Macie Smith.

“Watch where you’re go-” she cut herself off as she began to 
laugh. “I see you’re still the blind dancer with two left feet! 
That’s why I left Xcite and went to Illusions,” she gave a 
mischievous grin and turned around, laughing.

I tried my best not to let my emotions get to me, so I acted as 
polite as possible. “Good luck on your solo! Although - I’m 
pretty sure that Xcite and Illusions are equal, so it won’t matter 
who wins! Everyone will do great anyways,” I insisted. 
Apparently, Macie didn’t agree.

“Nobody in this world is equal, Arabella! You have done 
nothing but rub your accomplishments in my face! You think 
you’re so above everyone else, and then you say that 
everyone is equal! Talk about a hypocrite!” Macie barked. She 
stormed off with her friends without saying anything else.
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I heard something from around the corner. I tried not to listen, 
but how could I not? Then, I heard it. I heard something that I 
hadn’t heard since the day Macie lext Xcite Dance Center.

“I just want to make my mom proud. She’s all obsessed about 
this whole ‘Chip’ thing that Nathaniel, my brother, is doing.” I 
looked down and my heart felt cold. I felt as if I had taken one 
of my old best friends and shattered her. I felt like Macie.

I ran across the room and she saw me. I could hear her raspy 
voice take a deep breath and walk over to me with her 
smeared makeup. I smiled at her, but she didn’t think it was a 
happy moment.

“Why do you always have to know what’s going on in my life? 
Why can’t you ever leave me alone, huh?” Macie hollered. I 
was fed up with her rudeness and disrespect.

“You know, Miss Macie the Know-it-all, my life isn’t perfect! 
Losing your best friend isn’t fun! Within the same year as I lost 
my best friend, I lost my baby sister due to a miscarriage. 
When you left, I had no one! So if you think your life isn’t 
perfect, that doesn’t mean everyone else’s life is! So game on, 
Macie Smith. Game on!” I barked.

She jerked her head in a haughty way and emitted a snarky, 
“Hm,” as she walked away with her silent friend.

I felt a tear come out of my bright blue eyes, and it dripped 
onto my amethyst colored team jacket. I ran towards my 
team’s room and tripped over a bag that said Macie on it. Of 
course, she probably put it there on purpose to distract me. I 
bent down into an awkward squat position and walked so that I 
didn’t hit my head on anything that Macie hadn’t ‘accidentally’ 
put on a shelf.

As I walked into my team’s room, all of the girls were ready. I 
realized that the competition was at number thirty-four, and I 
was number forty-eight.

As I ran into the dressing room, I quickly grabbed my dark rose 
leotard without sleeves and put it on. Then, I grabbed my pre-
shaped white lace sleeve and placed it on one of my bare 
arms. Finally, I grabbed my matching white translucent skirt 
and put it on. I put my hair up into a braided bun and put on my 
ballet shoes. My pink makeup complemented my leotard and 
made the white lace pop. I was ready to go and prove to Macie 
that Xcite is just as good as Illusions. I stood with my legs 
together and stretched down to stretch my hamstrings, and I 
automatically slid into my left leg splits. Then, to prepare for 
my huge turn sequence, I started off by doing a triple pirouette 
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with my right leg in attitude. This is dance terminology for a 
turn on relevé with my left leg up in front of me. Then, I went 
into four fouettes, which is a pirouette with a twist, literally, and 
finished off with a leg grab turn, which is extending your leg up 
above your head in the midst of the turn. Before I knew it, it 
was time to go do my solo.

I waited offstage for my solo to begin. After what felt like 
forever, I heard the announcer from offstage.

“Well, that was not a dark solo at all,” the announcer says 
sarcastically. ¨I just hope that I don’t get nightmares. Now, 
please welcome to the stage, entry number forty-eight, 
Arabella Russell with ‘Losing You.’ Wow. That’s… depressing.”

I took a deep breath in, and I felt a rush of energy fill inside of 
me. I jazz walked onto the stage slowly, taking deep breaths 
and inhaling sharply. I sat on my stomach with my face 
towards the audience, and the weight of my fair skinned head 
was rested atop my hands. My solo music, “Don’t You 
Remember,” by Adele, began. My heart stopped it’s fast paced 
beating, and everything around me began to freeze. I felt 
nothing except the pain and sorrow I was attempting to 
express through my motions. I was doing the thing that put me 
in my in my one true happy place, dancing.

I extended my hands as far as I could, reaching towards the 
audience. My body rolled so that I was on my back, making an 
X shape. I arched my back at the same time as I bent my legs 
with flexed feet. I was sitting up with my legs bent in front of 
me. I stepped onto my right leg and kicked my left leg back 
into a needle. I lifted up into relevé and turned so that I was 
facing the audience. I fell into a fifth position and immediately 
kicked into a side kick. My arms slowly made their way up 
towards my head. I threw my arms out towards the audience, 
giving off a frustrated tone. Next came the most dreadful part. I 
was ready to face my long dreaded turn sequence.

First, I began to prep for the turn. Then, I started by doing 
seven fouettes and one pirouette with my leg bent. All of that 
lead into the biggest turn. I grabbed my leg and lifted it up in 
the midst of turning. I turned three times with my legs creating 
a straight line. As my turn sequence ended, I held my leg up 
for two counts, and then I turned, making my leg go back down 
the other way. I did a pas de bourrée couru in pointe across 
the stage, adding three pique turns at the end. I then did a 
développé into a needle. Then, I did two échappés. As it was 
nearing the ending, I did a grande jeté, falling into my middle 
splits. I faced the judges and looked them directly in their 
brown eyes. With a sad look in my eyes, I reached out towards 
the audience, and then curled myself up into a ball, ending the 
dance.
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As the applause calmed, I stood up, slowly jazz walking off of 
the stage. I looked Macie right in the eye.

“Good luck,” I whispered to her. “You’ll need it.” I smiled at her 
and walked away, needing to watch my old best friend. The 
annoying announcer continued to talk into the microphone.

“You know, that dance reminded me of my old best friend. He 
moved away a-” he was cut off by an obnoxious, raspy voice.

“Oh just get on with it, no one cares about your depressing 
childhood!” one of the audience members shouted.

“Now entering the stage, number forty-nine, Macie Smith, with 
‘Young and Forgotten.’ Wow! These dances are very sad,” the 
announcer said lazily.

Macie scoffed over at me before she went onstage. She struck 
a beautiful acro pose, showing off her strong acro ability. After 
what felt like I blinked once, Macie was doing three beautiful 
grande jetés in a row. I began to pace offstage as she did an 
amazing turn sequence with seventeen fouetté rond de jambes 
in a row.

As she completed her dance, she came offstage and looked at 
me in the eye. “Maybe next time, Left-feet,” she said to me. I 
gave her a look of disgust as she walked away like what she 
had said meant nothing to her.

Awards came soon later, and I had been the most nervous 
person there. I had to prove to Macie that I’m just as good as 
she is.

“Now onto the teen solo awards. In third place, we have entry 
number forty-eight, ‘Losing You!” the announcer exclaimed 
excitedly

I walked up to the award holder disappointedly. I had thought 
that that competition could have been the one where I proved 
everyone wrong.

I guess I blanked out as someone appeared next to me 
because I heard the announcer begin to speak, “In first place, 
we have entry number forty-nine, ‘Young and Forgotten’!” I 
heard the name and my heart sunk to my stomach. Not many 
applause were given to her, except mine. Macie looked over at 
me with a puzzled look and her head dropped. She came 
running over to me like there was no tomorrow.
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“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything! I’m sorry for being 
so rude to you. I’m sorry for placing my bag on purpose so I 
could get a video of you doing something stupid. Lastly, I’m 
sorry for letting my problems interfere with our friendship. I 
hope you can forgive me, Arabella. I miss you,” Macie said in a 
sympathetic tone. I smiled at her and nodded.

“Macie, of course I can forgive you. You were pretty rude to me 
today, but you were the first person to show me the true 
meaning of friendship. Friendship comes before anything, 
even dance,” I said to her.

***

Macie and I share a quick laugh as we sip our tea.

“I can’t believe we thought we were never going to be friends 
again! Such young stupidity!” Macie exclaims, bursting into 
laughter.

“Well, now you’re Miss Macie J. Smith, writer, editor, and 
publisher of ‘Dance Spirit Magazine’!” I add while also 
laughing.

“And you are Miss Arabella M. Russell, the creator of the 
Inspire Dance Convention! We are both huge major names in 
dance, and we’re doing it together!”

Macie looks over at me. All of a sudden, she bursts into 
laughter as she pulls out her phone, showing me a video, “Oh, 
here’s that hilarious video I have of you from when you were in 
that weird position trying to avoid everything that I put out for 
you!” Macie looks at me with her brown eyes as she continues 
to laugh.

I shake my head while laughing, “It’s been twenty years, but 
you still have a video of me making a fool of myself when I was 
fourteen!” I laugh as I watch the old video.

“It’s been twenty years, we have our dream jobs, and we are 
still best friends. What a dream come true.”
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Complexity, Other Side of Paradise, Man-Eater.
Poetry
Grade: 11
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Diana Snyder
#

Complexity, Other Side of Paradise, 
Man-Eater.
Complexity

My child, pale and ghastly
Where is your home
Where do you lay your 
Broken head, leaking

Memories of stars, warm embraces.
 
Is it normal for you
To bruise so easily?
To let red tar spill
From your mouth
Among  broken teeth
Dripping down to
Rotten flora under bare feet.
 
Upon you clouded skies
Beside you hovers a Hooded spirit 
All your red eyes can do is watch
Unable to see the face
Of Panacea.
Afflicted child 
You can be healed.
 
Lost child 
You have a home now.
 
My child you are
Loved.
 
Other Side of Paradise
 

Silver Key

HELEN FRAZIER
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On Poplar street,
You climb the rugged oak
to get to paradise
Where good children 
With halos sit.
branch gives way.
Fall to the asphalt like the leaves,
Who lost their color. 
Like the angels without wings
 
Shattered bones
Broken teeth
Scraped ankles
This is picture perfect
youth.
 
You’re taller now.
Knuckles bruised
With blue, purple rage.
You spit blood and fuck you’s
At the other children who laugh
In the trees.
 
You are alone now
Walking on cracked pavement,
Abandoned hopscotch games

down to Gaye Ave.
Where your laces get caught
On shadows,
And beady eyes watch you on porches
 
Choking on cigarettes 
stale booze
This is picture perfect 
Adolescence.
 
On the dark side of paradise
Where fallen children grow 
You are old now 
Full of sin, yet wise
Letting the milk of poppies
Seep into your eyes
the light
 
Which you could not
Reach as a child.
This remorse
This drugged body
On which the crows feast.
Is picture perfect.
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Man-Eater
 
Blessed with tummy rolls
Aphrodite stretch marks.
Honey youse thicc
Hair be kinkier than a sugar baby
Between the sheets. 
Greased back with blue.
Combed with your ex's bones.
 
Dress shorter 
Than your temper.
Ouroboros hoops swinging.
Showing love with the 
Backside of your hand
Asserting dominance.
Snapping man back to 
A sexual beast.
His place is in her bed.
 
Nightshade on lips
Milk on your tongue.
Body of a god at your feet.
Rot becoming one with myrrh. 
Never smelled sweeter.
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Blasphemy
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons, Michael Ciuni
#

Blasphemy
Growing up in the Christian church,
I thought I knew right from wrong,
Yet the older I got,
The more I noticed how the church was wrong.
 
According to the Bible,
God created the earth in 7 days
And 6,000 years ago,

Yet the science says,
Energy cannot be created
And there are fossils 3.7 billion years old.
 
According to the Bible,
God loves all people,
Yet some believers will target gays,
Saying “God Hates F***”,
Protesting in front of military homecomings,
Creating havoc among the nation’s protectors.
 
According to the Bible,
Only those who believe can go up,
Yet at funerals of robbers or murders,
Priests will say “Rest in peace with God”,
Apparently I can live a bad life and live peacefully forever.
 
Some might say I am going to hell,
But how can I go somewhere I don’t believe exists?
Heaven or hell,
God or no God,
It doesn’t matter if I don’t believe.
 
Growing up in the Christian church,
I was told one way and only that way,
It wasn’t until I was older and wiser,

Silver Key

KATRINA FREI-
HERRMANN
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When I realized that wasn’t the way at all.
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Middle Part
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Middle Part

I felt trapped.
 
If it were in a talent show, it would earn no applause. 
Looking at it was as though you were watching a five-hour, 
monotone documentary of the ballpoint pen.
 
But it wasn’t hopeless,

Just like any vanilla flavored food it had potential.
 
So I experimented over and over again until I got it,
The most glorious thing since sliced bread…
 
The side part.

Silver Key

CESCA 
GAROFALO
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0/100
Short Story
Grade: 8
Harding Middle School
Instructor: Sonja Kreps
#

0/100
There’s a quiet buzz in the room, the low charge of twenty 
bored minds. Not quite nervousness, just an energy that 
doesn’t have an outlet. Some of them pace the room, running 
their hands along the baby blue walls. Some sit by the 
windows, staring out at the ignorant town that bustles below 
them. Some kids talk to each other, laughing almost like 
they’re in a performance. There are two girls sitting to the right 

of me, one braiding another’s hair while she lists off things she 
wants to do on the weekend. No one here can sit still.

# Even I can’t help it. I pick at the peeling wood vinyl on the 
desk, revealing the plywood underneath. How appropriate for 
this room, vinyl covering plywood. The testing room is a long 
rectangle, with windows lining the outside wall. A dry-erase 
board with washed out words hangs on the right wall, and 
desks line up to face it. The carpeted floor almost looks like a 
Jackson Pollock painting, stains strewn all over it. The ceiling 
fan is missing a light, and spins with a wobbling tilt, creating a 
buzzing whoosh. They never bother to update the testing 
buildings, they’re only used once a year.

# I can recognise most of the students here. We started 
school together, and now in our senior year, we’ll end it 
together. All but one of us. Most of the kids just want this to be 
over. Marcus stands by the window, and Missie paces around 
the room. A few flocks of kids play games and chat. I can’t. My 
whole life has lead up to today.

# My parents would talk straight to me, even when I was 
little. They would say every test I took was practice for my final 
test. The test that really counts. I didn’t need to get the highest 
score, just not the lowest score. I needed to make sure I had 
skills, that I was smart, well educated, and well rounded. 

Silver Key

MIRA GETROST



227

Sports were useless, I got my exercise requirement at home 
by running on an old treadmill we had. I knew, even when I 
was a stupid four year old running around on a field, that there 
were so many things in my life trying to trip me up. So many 
wasted opportunities.

# The girl who got her hair braided stands up, holding her 
cell phone behind her head to take a picture. She nods in 
approval toward the girl who braided it, a dewy-eyed redhead 
who gives her a toothy smile. I roll my eyes, recognising the 
redhead as Annalise. She walks, her skirt lightly brushing her 
knees, over to a window, standing next to a boy who’s back is 
turned to mine. They don’t talk, just stand and watch the roads. 
What an Annaliese-like thing to do.

# From when she was little girl you could tell she was not 
the brightest bulb in the bunch. In lessons she focused her 
attention on make-believe worlds. Instead of paying attention 
to math or science, she daydreamed. She always has a cloudy 
look to her eyes, like everything she sees is obscured by a 
layer of fog.

# I went to a slumber party with her once. We had our 
sleeping bags pressed together like sardines in a can. I layed 
down, and started to do my multiples of two so I could fall 
asleep. Ludia, who was on my right, was doing division in her 

head, while Marie was mumbling to herself in French, but 
Annaliese got out a book as thick as my hand was long. She 
opened it halfway, and her eyes darted around the page like 
she was watching a bug fly around the room. I thought she 
was reading a textbook, but her fingers barely obscured the 
title, A Hundred Tales of A Magical Land. I nearly snorted it 
was so funny. Not that she would notice, though. She was 
absorbed in that story.

# In the morning, I had thought of mentioning it, but the book 
was already tucked away, and Annaliese was off daydreaming 
while she ate toast. I saw quickly enough that there was no 
point, the girl would read anyway.

# Still though, even I admit that there’s something wise in 
the way Annaliese holds herself. Standing next to the window, 
it almost looks like she’s conducting the town beneath her. She 
doesn’t lift a finger, but there’s a way that Annaliese talks, a 
way that her face changes so many times in the day, that tells 
you exactly what she’s thinking before she even knows it 
herself. You are what you read, and Annaliese is an open 
book.

# A putrid smell fills the room. Like disinfectant mixed with 
flowers. I turn around and see someone spraying a tiny bottle 
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of perfume in the air, the water droplets falling to the ground in 
a sparkly mist.

# “Marie! No perfume!” Ludia yells, grabbing the bottle away 
from her friend. Marie laughs, and turns around in the mist, 
oblivious. Ludia tosses the bottle into the trash, and proceeds 
to shove Marie out of the way of the haze, and wave her hands 
around, dissipating it. It’s hard to believe those two were ever 
friends.

# “Ferme la bouche,” she mutters. “It's not bothering 
anyone. Why can’t you just let me have one nice thing!”

# “It’s not nice. It’s annoying. What if someone has asthma, 
and you trigger an attack, or if they are allergic to those 
ingredients? It’s inconsiderate is what it is!”

# Marie walks away from Ludia, fuming, and sits down by 
me.

Oh no, please don’t talk to me.

“What are you staring at?” It’s then I realise I’ve been glaring at 
her this whole time.

“N-nothing, sorry,” I say, startled. I get up, and walk over to an 
empty corner of the room, leaning my back against the wall. 
How long could they possibly take? I was briefed before I 
came in here - they told us that we weren’t allowed to leave 
the room until the test scores were announced. They said that 
it might take a while, but it must’ve been nearly an hour now. 
How long are they going to keep us here? 

I slide down to the floor, picking at a peeling corner of the 
carpet. Ludia and Marie have known each other since they 
were born. They grew up next to each other, their cribs were 
practically intertwined. I’m not sure when they stopped being 
friends, but slowly they just stopped being friendly. The little 
pieces that connected them got chipped away. Ludia loved to 
draw, Marie loved to learn new languages. After Ludia saw that 
her love for art wasn’t practical, it started to morph into an 
interest in geometry. Marie stopped trying to speak dead 
languages, and learned how to code. They both became what 
society needed of them.

I look down at the wood floor beneath the carpet. It’s strange 
how it looks almost pretty. It’s cleaner than it should be, and 
the dark brown feels warm for some reason, the parallel lines 
are smooth and mesmerizing. Strange, how something with 
little purpose could captivate me like this.
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“What’s that?” Ludia asks, as she kneels by me. I see that 
she’s pointing to the peeled up part of the carpet.

“It’s just the floor underneath,” I say. She stares at it for a 
moment before nodding.

“Pretty.”

“Yeah, I bet it makes a lot of noise though, and people could 
slip on it.”

Ludia starts sketching something on a piece of paper. I glance 
over, and see many shapes drawn, arrows and lines pointing 
from all of them. I nearly laugh out loud, how like her to do 
math right after a test. As I look closer, however, I see that she 
doesn’t appear to be drawing the shapes. There’s a corner of 
the paper that her hand reveals, covered in drawings. 
Lollipops, books, fairies, a giant dragon. All drawn with 
exquisite skill.

“Ludia,” I say, staring at the sketches, “did you make those?”

She looks up at me, her eyes wide. She covers the paper and 
turns away so I can’t see her.

“Don’t tell anyone,” she whispers, looking scared. “I don’t want 
them to think I like art.”

“Oh. Of course, why would I tell?” I question, startled. She 
almost seems scared of me.
“If they’re still testing us now, and if they see I like to make silly 
doodles, then what will happen with me? Promise you won’t 
tell.”

I nod, and Ludia gets up, moving to an empty corner of the 
room. Even though I don’t fully relate to Ludia, I understand 
why she wouldn’t want people to know. Someone who likes art 
is more prone to be illogical, and emotional. That person is 
less of a value to society, and therefore will get a lower score 
on the test in the peer review section.

The entire test is divided into four different parts. The first 
being physical health. You’re tested to see your BMI, muscle 
mass, height, weight and endurance. Anyone who doesn’t 
pass is eliminated, but most everyone does.

The second part is your knowledge. You’re quizzed on 
anything and everything. Some are simple algebra equations, 
some are questions on the Earth or solar system, and some 
kids are forced to recite endless equations. Again, anyone who 
doesn’t pass is eliminated.
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The third part is your analytical thinking. They come up with a 
puzzle, a different one for everyone. I had to build a catapult 
that would launch a ball across the room within my time limit of 
ten minutes. I heard someone say that they had to crack a 
code that was presented to them, and someone else had to 
figure out which crate had a rabbit in it.

The fourth and final part is peer review. Everyone is taken into 
separate booths, with a computer. A list of the nineteen other 
people in your class appears. You rate each one from 1-10. 
Technically, you’re not allowed to tell the people you rated 
what you gave them, but it’s common practice to spill your guts 
right after you get out. Of course, you’d never tell the person to 
their face. You tell everyone else, and wait for them to find out.

Then, they put you in a small room with baby blue walls, and 
you stare out the window at the town below, and wonder if 
you’re going to go down there again, and wait. Some people 
think this part is really the fifth step to the test, like Ludia. They 
see how you react in a room filled with your peers. I don’t think 
it’s true. What information could they gain by seeing how you 
interact with others?

“All students in room 28-B please find a seat, your results will 
be coming in shortly,” a mechanical voice sounds over the 

loudspeaker. The conversation cuts out, leaving the room in a 
piercing silence. One by one, everyone moves over to a desk, 
and sits down, staring straight ahead, waiting. It will be any 
minute now.

I go through all the kids in my class, trying to estimate their 
scores. The only one I don’t know is Annalise. She’s in okay 
physical condition, but not great. Her knowledge is low, and 
analytical thinking is even lower. Her peer review must be low 
too, I don’t think many people like her. It has to be her. 
Everyone else can account for their flaws, but Annalise can’t. 
She’s dim as a darkroom, and about as witty as one too. She 
doesn’t have any skills that can be applied to the real world. 
She can’t move on from this.

I guess I should feel sad for her, but it’s hard to. They teach us 
in school how carefully these answers are created. Whoever 
gets the lowest score deserves it. Annalise could’ve applied 
herself more, become something, but all she’ll be is a burden 
on society. We need to eliminate her before she has the 
chance.

“Hello, students,” utters a heavy-set man with a receding 
hairline and a suit as he enters the room. His big shoes clunk 
as he walks up to the front and takes a piece of paper from his 
briefcase.
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# # #
# “I know you’re all anxious to hear the results, so I won’t 
delay. I’m going to pass back a piece of paper, please don’t 
look at it until I say so. After I pass it back I will tell you all the 
lowest and highest scores.”

# He steps in between the rows of desks, handing out 
pieces of paper. As he sets one on my desk, I stare at it. This 
piece of paper holds my whole future. It holds all of my worth 
as a person, my value, my integrity, my honesty. This piece of 
paper holds everything I am and ever will be. It’s my future, 
past, and present. This is what I am.

# “You may now look at your scores.”

# My hand hesitates for a moment, as the sound of ruffling 
paper fills the room. A thought creeps into my head, but I push 
it out, and turn over the paper.

Mally Bladworths 
 
Health: 82/100
Passing grade: 50/100
 
Knowledge: 94/100
Passing grade: 50/100

 
Analytical thinking: 68/100
Passing grade: 50/100
 
Peer Review: 31/100
Passing grade: 50/100
 
Total Score: 275/400
 
# The final score hits me like a bullet. It echos in my brain, 
the numbers flashing in front of my eyes. Thirty-one out of a 
hundred. That’s who they think I am. Thirty-one out of a 
hundred. My eyes start to water as I clutch the paper. This is 
what I am. 275/400. That is all I am.

# A number.

# “The lowest and highest scores will now be announced.” 
The man says, walking up to the whiteboard, he takes out a 
dry erase marker.

 
Highest Score: 389/400 - Anneliese Hutchinson 
 
# There are some cheers and claps, but I’m too numb to 
register them. Annaliese? The highest scorer? She’s...she’s 
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dumb as a brick! She’s an idiot. She doesn’t deserve to be the 
highest scorer. I deserve that title. I worked hard for this. I 
devoted my life to this. This...this is what I am. This is who I 
am. How can she be better at me than I am?

# Annalise smiles her wide, toothy grin as people go over 
and pat her on the back.

“Congratulations!” someone says. I glare at them. How could 
Annalise win? “She doesn’t deserve it,” I say a little louder than 
I meant to. The class goes stark quiet. Everyone stares at me. 
I don’t care. I’m telling the truth. “You all know it. She doesn’t 
deserve that score. Anyone but her deserves that score.”

“That’s why it’s not up to you to decide!” Marie says, glaring at 
me. I’m stunned by her harsh response. Marie isn’t really a 
friend of mine, but I’m friendly with her, and she’s nice. “L’habit 
ne fait pas le moine,” she adds.

“What?”

“The vestment does not make the monk.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

She turns back around, as the man clears his throat.

“Now our lowest score.” He writes this one slowly, almost like 
he’s trying to draw it out as painfully as possible. First a two, 
then a seven, then a five. Then a slash and the number four 
hundred, then a name.

Mally Bladworths 
 
If I thought I was numb before it’s nothing compared to now. 
My brain is mush, my hands are as cold as ice. I can feel every 
stare in the room right on me. Every pair of eyes judging me, 
calculating me. Every person who helped give me a thirty-one 
out of a hundred looking at me again, knocking their scoring 
down a few points.

I wonder what I am now to them. Ten out of a hundred? One? 
Or am I nothing anymore.

I devoted my whole life to this. I studied as hard as I could. I 
prepared myself in the best way possible. I did everything 
right. I don’t deserve this. Annalise doesn’t deserve what she 
got, and neither do I. The vestment does not make the monk. 
Don’t judge a book by it’s cover. The tortoise beat the hare. 
Everyone roots for an underdog.
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I wonder what my mom will think when she hears the news. 
What my dad will say. They had me and only me because they 
thought it would increase their chances of having a top-scoring 
child. I wonder what the look on their faces will be. Will they be 
sad, or angry. Will they miss me? Will they remember me? 
What would they rate me?

As the man comes for me, I can feel my number going lower 
and lower. At twenty I get up, and he walks me out of the class, 
our footsteps, the only sound I can hear. At fifteen we enter a 
room with white walls, a white floor, and not a speck of dust. At 
ten he tells me what’s going to happen. He says it’s painless. 
He says I’ll be happier. At five he walks out, shutting me in the 
room. At four I hear a hum, like a fly zipping around a room. At 
three I start to feel my thoughts drift off to the ceiling and I 
wonder why I’m standing here.

At two I start to lay on the ground. I’m . . . so tired. I just want 
to go to sleep.

At one I close my eyes, and exhale, feeling my last breath go 
away.
 
Mally Bladworths
0/100
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Archer and the Arts
Representing more than a simple grouping of visual, 
performing, and literary arts, “the arts” take on a broader 
meaning in The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton. During 
the Gilded Age, “the arts” connoted self-expression, intellectual 
endeavors, and freedom of thought; elite New Yorkers of the 
1870s attempted to silence each of these in order to maintain 
a conforming class lacking the original thinking necessary to 
challenge the established social order. Throughout the novel, 

art appears as a common feature that spans all social tiers, 
present in both high society and the lower classes. However, 
those who engage in the arts are looked down upon by high-
standing New Yorkers unless their experience of the arts 
occurs in a setting expressly supported by ‘society’. Indeed, 
the higher power of ‘society’ commands the actions of the 
upper class; they use the arts as a channel to display both 
their wealth and themselves. They make no attempt to 
comprehend deeper meanings, nor do they allow the arts to 
stimulate their minds. Surely, to garner an understanding of 
any type of art, one must pay attention to it; such focus is 
absent among New York’s crème de la crème. Despite living 
his whole life trapped inside the rigid box of his elite class, 
Archer Newland stands out from his socioeconomic circle with 
his sincere interest in the arts. Sparked by his relationship with 
Ellen, Archer transforms from a gentleman who fears to 
disobey convention by openly appreciating the arts, to a man 
unafraid to overtly value art. In so doing, he opens his mind 
and steps outside the immobile constructs of the top of his 
social hierarchy, and in time, achieves personal fulfillment 
while engendering genuine respect.  

On the surface, it seems that New York society does, in fact, 
value the arts. The elites are routine spectators at the opera, 
and they adorn their mansions with paintings and portraits. 
The Age of Innocence even opens at the Academy of Music 
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with the opera Faust, a setting that would be expected to 
include an audience relishing the performing arts. Yet, it 
quickly becomes obvious that the elites attend not to 
experience the opera, but rather to maintain their social 
appearances and to experience each other. Even the 
newspaper describes the spectators instead of the actual 
performance, with the daily press reporting “an exceptionally 
brilliant audience” (1). The focus on “the world of fashion” (1) 
at the opera rather than on the opera itself demonstrates the 
lack of focus on the performance. Only the most emotive song 
in the opera— the Daisy Song—captures the attention of the 
aloof elites: “the boxes always stopped talking during the Daisy 
Song” (1)— implying that they continued talking through the 
other songs.

Archer recognizes the irony in his peers’ approach to the 
opera, calling attention to the gentlemen who did not turn their 
opera-glasses to the stage, but instead “turned their opera-
glasses critically on the circle of ladies” (1). The elite culture 
does not attend the opera to enrich their lives or to expand 
their circle of thought. Rather, they go out to the opera only to 
look inward upon their inelastic circle of society, to inspect 
each other with the magnification of their opera glasses. The 
opera glasses in the hands of suited men and gloved ladies 
focus their vision, but only support a worldview that remains 
confined and narrow.

Archer’s initial insistence on conforming to the stiff culture of 
his class is apparent in the first scene at the opera. Explaining 
Archer’s fashionably late arrival to the opera, Wharton makes 
a more general assertion regarding Archer’s dedication to 
custom: “What was or was not ‘the thing’ played a part as 
important in Newland Archer’s New York as the inscrutable 
totem terrors that had ruled the destinies of his forefathers 
thousands of years ago” (1). Despite loyalty to conforming and 
continuing class’s tradition of unoriginal thought, Archer 
recognizes that he is inherently different from his peers. Archer 
is intrinsically drawn to artistic and intellectual activities, and 
the narrator affirms, “delicate…[Archer’s] pleasures mostly 
were” (1). New York society’s insistence on considering the 
arts a “delicate” pastime is surely a reason that deep 
involvement in the arts is not supported by their male-
dominated culture. The insinuation that artistic endeavors 
reduce masculinity and make a man appear weak surely 
scares off even those men with a natural fondness for the arts. 
Nevertheless, Archer does not try to hide his love for the arts 
from himself. He is fully aware of his inclination to the arts: “In 
matters intellectual and artistic Newland Archer felt himself 
distinctly the superior of these chosen specimens of old New 
York gentility; he had probably read more, thought more, and 
even seen a good deal more of the world, than any other man 
of the number” (1). Not only is Archer cognizant of the 
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important role that the arts play in his life, but he is also proud 
of his pursuit of art, revealed by the use of the word 
“superior” (1).

Despite Archer’s internal pride in his creativity and intellect, 
outwardly, Archer feels that he must present himself like the 
other men of his class in order to fit into the New York society 
that controls his life. Group power affects Archer, as the 
“specimens of old New York gentility…grouped together…
represented ‘New York’, and the habit of masculine solidarity 
made him accept their doctrine on all the issues called 
moral” (1). More than anything, Archer is terrified of being 
expelled from the only home he has ever known; the 
immovable walls of New York society represent safety and 
comfort for Archer. On the surface, it seems that Archer has 
achieved the best of what New York has to offer, including his 
inherited wealth, New York’s most eligible bachelorette, and 
widespread regard from the rest at the top of the social 
hierarchy. However, Archer’s unexercised passion for 
intellectual exploration lurks beneath his polished exterior, and 
he cannot achieve true happiness if he strives only to maintain 
his public image. Archer first chooses the easier path out of 
fear of losing everything, sensing that “it would be 
troublesome…to strike out for himself” (1). Archer foresees 
pain for himself, and perhaps for those around him, if he 

chooses to act as an individual instead of as a robotic product 
of New York Society.

Ellen’s entrance into the novel bursts the bubble in which 
Archer was previously enveloped. Archer had never met 
anybody like Ellen: a woman from a prominent New York 
family who breaks the unspoken rules of his society, 
disregarding both the trivial and consequential standards that 
dictate the lives of the elites. From her tucker-less dress to her 
one-on-one rendezvous with the notoriously “vulgar” (5) 
Beaufort, Ellen shocks New York and sparks unending gossip. 
Sensing that Ellen would cause complications in his imminent 
future, Archer declares to himself, “Hang Ellen Olenska!” (2). 
Unabashedly, Ellen reenters New York society, as “a young 
woman…careless of the dictates of Taste” (2). A woman who 
so casually (albeit unknowingly) breaks the rules of society is 
sure to trigger consternation and fear in that society. While 
Archer is frightened by the potential effects Ellen, as a relative 
of his fiancée, could have on both his engagement and the rest 
of his life, Archer still feels attracted to her. 

After meeting her only briefly, Archer defends Ellen to his 
peers, insisting that Ellen’s “unhappy life…doesn’t make her 
an outcast” (5). Despite initially viewing Ellen as problematic 
and describing her arrival to New York as “inopportune” (6), 
Archer advocates on her behalf for the same reason that he 
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wishes she had never appeared: because she is different and 
so flippantly disobeys the “dictates” (2) of ‘Taste’ and ‘Form’. 
Archer’s divided feelings regarding Ellen reflect his own 
personal battle between conforming to his society and living as 
an individual, unashamed of his interests in the arts and 
intellectual matters that do not align with the goals of the 
superficial and shallow culture of New York. Deep down, 
Archer wishes he could live like Ellen by embracing his 
cosmopolitan interests and being unafraid to denounce the 
“doctrine” (1) of the New York gentility. Yet, Archer fails to fully 
comprehend the reasons behind his initial mixed feelings 
regarding Ellen, resulting in his vacillating sentiments 
throughout the novel.

Ellen is an individual; in everything from her dress, to the 
arrangement and location of her house, to her behavior, she 
defies New York conventions. Visiting Ellen’s house presents 
Archer with tangible evidence of Ellen’s independence from 
society, and shows Archer that like him, Ellen is deeply artistic 
in ways the New York society does not support. Archer 
reiterates the omnipresent theme of the arts in his life as he 
appreciates Ellen’s residence for its aesthetic aspects. 
Archer’s first impression of Ellen’s drawing room has an 
ethereal quality, as Archer describes “the faded shadowy 
charm of a room unlike any room he had known” (9). Archer 
continues to inspect the artistic furnishings of Ellen’s peculiar 

quarters, recognizing “Italian-looking pictures” (9), unlike any 
he has seen in his extensive exploration of foreign art. Ellen 
lives on a street where “‘people who wrote’ were her nearest 
neighbours’” (9); she lives among creators. Impulsively, Archer 
initially tells Ellen that her address is “not fashionable” (9), but 
upon further reflection, he remembers that his acquaintance, 
journalist Ned Winsett, lives on that same street. Archer recalls 
asking himself “if the humanities were so meanly housed in 
other capitals” (9), and this inner dialogue confirms both his 
admiration for artists and his sympathy for their poor treatment 
by his peers. Simply by asking Archer for advice on how to fit 
into the society she left so long ago, Ellen causes Archer to 
“look at his native city objectively” (9), and to see the flaws that 
he has accepted for so long. Archer begins to fall in love with a 
woman so far outside the bounds of what is deemed 
‘acceptable’ by his society that it causes him to reconsider the 
costs associated with adhering to the shallow rules that allow 
him to maintain a life of physical comfort. Ellen precipitates this 
change in Archer, willing him to embrace his individualism, and 
to stand up for his regard for the arts.
           
Although Archer recognizes his desire to be independent from 
the harsh, unaccepting constructs of his society, he cannot 
bring himself to create a clean break from the designs that 
defined his life for so long. This realization creates an internal 
conflict that he cannot quite resolve: a battle that pits his 
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comfortable circumstances and the lack of true pleasure that 
accompanies them against an existence that embraces the 
arts and intellect, unfettered by the social constraints that act 
as obstacles. Ellen raises doubts and concerns in Archer about 
his monotonous life in his unbending class, but just as he is 
unable to leave May for Ellen, Archer is similarly unable to 
discard his comfortable life as an elite and well-to-do New 
Yorker. Archer’s predicament supports the notion that a 
complete and sudden  departure from one’s life, society, and 
peer group is unrealistic; the book’s ending suggests that 
profound change in an individual’s relationship with society is 
best achieved over time.

The final chapter of The Age of Innocence chronicles a 
transformation that brings society in line with Archer’s values. 
Similar to the first chapter of the novel, the last chapter opens 
with an artistic setting. However, instead of Archer arriving at 
the opera as he did in the first chapter, Archer has just left “the 
inauguration of the new galleries at the Metropolitan 
Museum” (34), where people gathered to study ancient art 
rather than to inspect each other. Over the course of over 
three decades, Archer’s society has come to value the arts, 
just as Archer has all along. Now, young men pursue 
“architecture or landscape-engineering” (34) in the place of the 
“law and business” (34) of Archer’s days as a young man. The 
ultimate endorsement of Archer’s values and society’s 

metamorphosis comes when the New York Governor declares 
to Archer, “You’re the kind of man the country wants” (34). 
Recognizing Archer’s importance, “every new movement, 
philanthropic, municipal or artistic, had taken account of 
[Archer’s] opinion and wanted his name” (34). Rising above an 
antiquated class that has, itself, changed, Archer’s values are 
now shared by a society that wants him to steer it toward 
success.  Archer demonstrates that while a person can 
recognize conflicts between himself and society, unilateral 
change presents tremendous challenges for the individual. 
Archer is fortunate; without disavowing society, he maintains 
his values, and society eventually comes to him. In valuing 
Archer, New York society validates the importance of the arts 
and frees Arthur to pursue his passions.



239

Until
Short Story
Grade: 11
Bay High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne
#

Until
I was the mistake.

I didn't realize it at first. Not when she played with me. When 
she looked at me with her innocent blue eyes. Not when she 
told me she loved me, and I believed her. I didn't realize I was 
her burden, her flaw. Not until it was too late. Not until the 
screaming blue lights took her away.

They took her touch, her love, her promises, from me. They 
took everything from me. But it wasn't my fault, it wasn't 
because of me. I didn't scare her away. It wasn't my fault until 
her parents came home and replaced the hollow rooms her 
smile once had filled with boxes. With boxes. But it wasn't my 
fault. Not until her parents became the flashing lights, not until 
they took the boxes, took everything away, everything except 
me. I thought they would be back. I knew they would be back. 
They never came back.

Instead they left me, left me alone except for the dog, the mutt, 
on the other side of my shallow water bowl. I often barked at 
him to go away. He never did. Instead he growled back with 
frozen eyes, tangled fur, and a tongue that wouldn't stay 
between his teeth. Instead each morning he greeted me with 
guilt, a conscience that narrowed his face, bugged his eyes, 
guilt that swallowed him over time. And I decided. I believed. It 
was never me that scared my girl away. It was never my fault 
but his.

So I waited. I waited for my girl, for her family, for her love. The 
days were long, the air was cold, my food was dwindling, but I 
waited. I waited at the fireplace where we once played. I 
waited in her room that was filled with her scent but never her. 
And I waited at the door where she would enter carrying a bag, 
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and stress upon her shoulders. I waited, but it was never my 
girl who came.

A man and a woman, they unlocked the door without my girl 
behind it as they only brought new boxes, new scents, to take 
her place. I tried to growl, roar at them. I tried to save what 
was left of my girl before they replaced it, replaced her. They 
took her smile; they took her smell, but never her faint touch. I 
felt her soft palms deep into my fur, when they, the man and 
the women, only caressed me with disgust. The woman would 
dare to touch me upon shaky fingers, as I inhaled the food she 
had snuck me. And yet the male, he didn't touch, but only 
seemed to burn me with a handprint of hatred on his palms, as 
he flicked me into the rainy night. Away from his memories, 
away from my house, away from my girl.

The man and the woman they had love for each other. They 
had love for each other, but none left for me. Not for me, not 
for my paws, not for my fur, not for the old mutt in a puddle that 
stared back at me. Not for the mutt that scared them away. 
That scared my girl. Scared my family. Scared the man and 
the woman. That Scared me. I barked at him, I hated him. I 
growled, I roared, but every time the puddle settled it was he 
who echoed back. It was all his fault, everything he had taken 
from me, my pain, my agony, my hunger, it was all his fault. It 
was all his fault until the man with the burning hands that 

matched his soul came back, came back with what looked like 
a stick, but was heavy, was dark, was cold. It was all his fault, 
the old mutt’s own mistakes, until the man with angry 
fingertips, pointed the stick not at the puddle but, at me. It was 
all his fault until the man shot me.

The sky had spun upon a ringing in my ears that competed 
with my own heartbeat's volume. The sky, the ringing, my 
heart, numbed the pain in my side that was so excruciating I 
could barely feel it. And yet this pain, this wound, was still 
duller than the pain I felt when the blue lights took my girl 
away. Now these lights, these sirens, seemed to come back 
for me. But these lights, they were different, they flashed 
orange instead of blue, and trapped me in a silver box, filled 
with every scent but my girls. Although, I was not alone when 
these sirens swallowed me, as the old mutt greeted me within 
the shiny walls. His nose had dried despite his skin wet with 
rain, damp with blood. His fur had become knotted, matted 
over his eyes, hiding his fear, his guilt. His soul that had been 
lost beyond his eyes still screamed. Still screamed I'm sorry. 
Still echoed, as he faded into a blinding light. It was all his 
fault. It was all my fault.

But that’s all I remember. That's all I saw when my life flashed 
before my eyes. When I died. I saw my mistakes, my 
reflection, my girl. I was the mistake. It was all my fault. It was 
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all my fault until I awoke where I now lay, in my girl's arms, and 
am perfect beneath her stare. As I lie upon her lap, recall my 
life without her, and finally rest beneath her eyes, it’s not just 
she who gazes back at me but the mutt. His nose is now wet 
with youth, his fur soft to satisfy my girls touch, and his eyes 
full of love, full of perfection. And suddenly he is not the 
mistake. I am not the mistake. It was never mistakes that had 
scared them, scared them all away, it was fate. It was a trail of 
broken promises whose pieces built the path to my best friend, 
a sojourn longer than my lifetime. It wasn't my fault, but fates 
as it brought my soul, this mutt, back to my girl. My girl who 
now whispers, “I love you.”
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Bay High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne
#

Pieces
But it was worse when you left my heart behind,
when you never stole it to keep...
Not all of it at least.

It was worse when you spared all but a single piece.
A jagged,
twisted piece,
whose shadows ran too deep,
too deep for an artificial love,
an artificial lie,
to reach.
.
It was worse when I became the puzzle 
of what we once knew,
with a piece forever missing...
That could only be filled by you.
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MSG: A Maliciously Serious Garnish
MSG - A Maliciously Serious Garnish

You walk into a grocery store and are constantly bombarded 
with, “Attention shoppers! Check out this special deal on 
frozen dinners or microwave popcorn - buy one, get one,” but 
you probably did not know that some of those foods could be 
quite abusive to your body. They might as well be saying, 
“Attention shoppers, check out our special on these boxes of 

cancer causing chemicals - while supplies last!” If you found 
out that there was something in the food you consume daily 
that could be more detrimental to your health than drinking and 
doing drugs, would you still purchase and consume it? Today, 
due to a countless number of chemicals, preservatives, and 
artificial flavors, more food could be considered “junk” than just 
your average candy bar. Among these (some even cancer 
causing chemicals) is one toxic ingredient called Monosodium 
Glutamate, or MSG for short. MSG was originally created in 
1908 by a Japanese scientist named Kikunae Ikeda. It can be 
found in foods ranging from everyday meats like chicken all 
the way to condiments such as soy sauce and even ranch 
dressing. This ingredient is a thin white powder that, according 
to Monica Singh of Harvard University, “is the sodium salt of 
the amino acid, glutamic acid, and a form of glutamate. When 
MSG is added to a food, it serves as a flavor enhancer, similar 
to the flavoring function provided by glutamate which occurs 
naturally in some foods,” (Fact or Fiction? The MSG 
Controversy). Although this powdery, flavor enhancing 
substance can be known to cause different side effects in 
people, food companies hide it in plain sight and the FDA has 
continuously allowed its distribution.

Going straight to the facts, MSG has been known to cause 
symptoms such as headaches, flushing, sweating, facial 
pressure or tightness, numbness, tingling, burning, rapid 
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heartbeats, chest pain, and nausea (Zeratsky, R.D., L.D.). 
Because of how MSG interacts with the body, it can kill cells 
causing brain damage and sometimes even heart failure. MSG 
is classified as an excitotoxin, which is a flavor-enhancing food 
additive. As specified by Dr. Russel Blaycock, “These 
excititoxins all have a similar impact on select neurons in the 
brain; they cause them to become over stimulated and to 
actually fire continuously until they exhaust themselves and 
die,” (Excitotoxins: The Taste That Kills). Though you might be 
willing to trade a delicious tasting snack for a mild headache or 
nausea, is it truly worth brain damage? While it may not be 
possible to cut MSG out of everything one eats, reducing the 
amount consumed could greatly impact one’s overall health 
and prevent such hazards from occurring.

While it is publicly known that MSG can make a person sick, 
companies refuse to hinder their use of the substance. Instead 
of finding an alternative ingredient, a company will simply call 
MSG something else. For example, Kraft’s Easy Mac lists 
“maltodextrin” as an ingredient, serving as a sneaky alias for 
MSG. There are over 40 widely common names including 
anything that is hydrolyzed, hydrolyzed protein, or protein. The 
names range from hefty scientific names including 
Monoammonium Glutamate to something as simple as Soy 
Protein. As stated in the NY Times, “Since the 1970s, MSG 
has sidled back onto American supermarket shelves, under 

assumed names: hydrolyzed proteins, yeast extracts, protein 
concentrates and other additives that are not labeled as MSG 
but, according to nutritionists and the United States 
Department of Agriculture, are essentially the same thing: 
synthetically produced glutamates,” (Moskin). With so many 
different pseudonyms, it can be next to impossible to fully 
evade the dangers MSG, yet in terms of one’s overall health, 
awareness of the ingredients being hidden in plain sight can 
make all the difference.

Despite the overwhelming number of symptoms and 
pseudonyms MSG has produced the United States Food and 
Drug Administration has continued to allow the use of the 
harmful ingredient. Many people would assume that the FDA 
would not allow MSG, however the FDA did in fact proclaim, 
“FDA requires that foods containing added MSG list it in the 
ingredient panel on the packaging as monosodium glutamate. 
Nonetheless, MSG occurs naturally in ingredients such as 
hydrolyzed vegetable protein, autolyzed yeast, hydrolyzed 
yeast, yeast extract, soy extracts, and protein isolate, as well 
as in tomatoes and cheeses. While FDA requires that these 
products be listed on the ingredient panel, the agency does not 
require the label to also specify that they naturally contain 
MSG,” (Questions and Answers on Monosodium Glutamate). 
You might wonder, why go through all the trouble of hiding it? 
Well, restaurants and food companies do this because they 
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are always trying to discover ways to make their products 
more cost efficient, taste better, and last longer. This is a 
simple solution to that problem regardless of what it does to 
their consumers’ bodies. This is why it is so important to be 
aware of these different concealing techniques.

Next time you walk into the grocery store, steer clear of the 
inexpensive and fake alternatives to naturally healthy and 
protein rich foods. MSG can be found hiding in nearly every 
aisle, but do not allow it to impact your daily lifestyle. It has 
become so common today to dismiss the fact that ingredients 
including MSG can actually cause impairment to one’s body 
and go about eating it nevertheless as it has such an 
appealing taste. However, avoiding this ingredient can diminish 
to even fully eliminate all of the formerly listed symptoms. Why 
trick your brain into eating something nutritious when you can 
be eating the real thing? MSG may be hard to identify, but 
recognizing its common subjects and knowing how to spot its 
alias on a daunting list of unknown ingredient names can make 
all the difference.
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Life of Bill
“Didn’t think it’d be so soon,” he says to me, ripping the tape.

I had a sweet gig, didn’t I? Most of us singles have got it pretty 
bad, getting passed around, used as a smoking or snorting 
device, or just crumpled for the sake of appearing like a 
goddamn rich guy. Fives have it almost just as bad, twenties 
are living it pretty nice, and hundreds are miracles of 

probability. Those guys spend most of their lives in one place. 
What I would have given to be a hundred before this gig.

Anyway, I had the sweetest gig a bill could imagine, stuck up 
there on the wall. It’s like winning the lottery. If you happen to 
be the very first dollar a business makes, well you might as 
well have died and gone to heaven. I’m one lucky bill. The day 
I got taped up there was the best day of my life, for I knew I 
had escaped the food chain. I thought that for the rest of my 
life I could sit up here and watch those funny motherfuckers 
that call themselves humans. Never again would I be folded up 
or stuffed inside of a register or a sweaty back pocket, or so I 
thought until today.

“I’m still keeping this one!” He says from the office to his wife, 
who is standing in her usual spot at the register. She doesn’t 
respond, maybe she’s too happy to listen, or maybe he’s so 
happy that he’s just in a quiet, whispery kind of mood.

If you don’t yet get what’s happening, I’m going to give you a 
little rundown of the events of the past few days. Johnny’s the 
guy who’s ripping me off his office wall, and he and his wife, 
Anne, got the news a few days ago that a huge scarf company 
will swallow them up in a big buyout, finally allowing Anne to 
receive an expensive surgery with enough bills to cover my 
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wall left over. Who knew a little independent scarf joint like this 
even existed, let alone was at all profitable?

Don’t get me wrong, Johnny’s a nice guy, which is why he 
doesn’t crumple me when he puts me in his back pocket, but 
he gives me the classic half-fold. I don’t blame him for taking 
me off the wall; I’m pretty smart for a single. I’ve learned a little 
bit from hanging in this white office half my life. In fact, even 
though I’m a little stiff, I’m excited to move around a little bit.

I’m in Johnny’s back pocket when he exits his office and strolls 
over to his wife at the register. I don’t hear anyone in the store, 
but that’s only natural for a scarf retailer at lunch on a Monday. 
There’s nobody else in the store but the three of us. I’m not 
trying to be cynical, but you put two humans in a store alone 
after they both get set for life, and I think you know what 
happens next.

I can feel Johnny moving a bit as they have their we-just-got-
money kiss, and this is only reinforced by a hand that most 
certainly does not belong to Johnny touching me through that 
back pocket. They do their thing for a little while, when 
suddenly, I see the light.

Anne pulls me, yanks me, rather, out of Johnny’s back pocket. 
“What’s this?” she playfully squeaks.

“It’s the first dollar I ever made, baby.”

“We.”

“The first dollar we ever made,” he says, kissing her again. 
Johnny’s a smooth guy. If I were a guy, I’d be like Johnny. I 
really do wish I could do this human stuff. Maybe I wouldn’t sell 
scarves, but hey, he’s doing well.

“You want to close up shop early and head back home,” Anne 
flirts, still holding me in her left hand while her right hand is on 
Johnny’s shoulder, “nobody’s coming, it’s our last day!” She’s 
holding me so that I can see them both perfectly. Damn, they 
love each other. It’s real nice to be able to see them so close. 
This close, I can tell that Johnny’s a little older than when he 
taped me up there ten years ago. He’s got a couple gray ones 
in his beard, but I can also see that he loves Anne just the 
same as he did before. As for her, she’s a fine piece of—

The phone rings. How odd. Anne and Johnny look at each 
other, and I feel a little dumb for thinking that someone would 
make intense eye contact with me too. The three of us are 
standing there, wondering why someone would need to call a 
scarf retailer right now.
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Anne and I walk over to the phone. Johnny watches. I’m close 
enough to hear the other line.

“Hello?” Anne’s voice is beautiful.

“Is this Scarfporium? Anne Clarke?” It’s a deep, distant male 
voice.

“This is she.”

“Do you know your mother is in the hospital?”

“Yes. Is she okay?” Her grip significantly tightens.

“You may want to come here right away.” That’s something I’ll 
never get about humans. Something god awful is going on and 
they still have to go through the drill of polite talk. Like using 
the words “want” or “may” ever saved anyone.

At this point, I get excited. It sure as hell sounds like I’m going 
to the hospital, and I’ll drop dead if I see Dr. House (yes, there 
is a TV in Johnny’s office). Getting off of that wall was the best 
decision I never made.

“What is it, baby?” Johnny has already gotten close to me and 
Anne. He sounds like he knows exactly what’s happening. 
Again with the civil procedure, and they’re married!

“We need to go,” Anne spits out, handing me straight back to 
Johnny. I’m glad to be back with him. Her grip was getting to 
me.

Back in the back pocket I go, but this time I get stuffed in there. 
Here’s where the most movement I’ve experienced in the last 
ten years goes down. From what I feel, I can imagine that 
we’re all walking out the front door. Anne must lock it, because 
I can hear it lock behind us. Johnny must be hailing a cab, for I 
can feel us hopping up and down a little bit. Nobody says 
anything.

I can hear the taxi pull over, and the three of us manage to fit 
in the back. “The clinic, please” Anne’s voice cracks. God, I 
wish I could see what’s going on in that cab. I guess I should 
be grateful to be in there at all, but from what I’ve seen, silence 
is the most significant state for a human conversation. A lot 
happens when you’ve got a couple silent people, so I really 
want to watch the two of them as well.

The ride is short and silent. First, Anne gets out, then Johnny 
and I follow. Johnny’s walking exceptionally quickly, and I can 
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only imagine Anne’s speed. A car window slides down behind 
us. “Ay, man! You don’t even got a dollar?” the cab driver yells.

“Hold on, baby, you go inside. I’ve got to tip him.” Johnny says 
my least favorite word.

Please not me. Please please please not me. Please God, or 
whoever I’m supposed to ask, don’t let me go. I feel Johnny’s 
hands start patting his pants in the front. I’m safe here in the 
back pocket. Pat, pat, pat.

Shit, I think a pat got me. He pats the front a couple more 
times. Okay, I think, I should be alright. Wrong. He pats me. 
Twice this time. I know the signs, and I know I’m done before 
he even pulls me out.

“Here you go! Sorry!” Johnny says, as he gets me out. I’m a 
little crumpled, but I can see him one last time before the driver 
takes me into his rough hand. I think I see a little something in 
Johnny’s eye, but it seems like he’s got bigger fish to fry.

Here’s the thing with humans, or at least for Johnny: if they’ve 
got something special, that special thing might as well be 
dogshit if their love’s in trouble. It doesn’t matter if it’s a scarf… 
or even money.

Log: The Observation
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 12
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

Log: The Observation
Name: Zorbon Florbon
Location: Virgo Supercluster, Local Group, Milky Way Galaxy, 
Solar System with the G2V star called Sun, Earth, 40.0142° N, 
83.0309° W
Time System: Human (seconds, minutes, hours, etc.)
Date System: Human (mm/dd/yyyy)
Disguise: Male human (average height, brown hair, 18 years 
of age)
Purpose: Investigate human decision making. Are they 
suitable for the alliance?
Version: English (copies available in all Earth languages and 
in Milky, AtomArray ®, and Quantum Braille).
 
12.30.15: I am currently en route to Earth. I have been 
assigned to attend one of the famous human universities, The 
Ohio State University. I will reside in the dormitory of the 
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human Blaise Brucatto, male. There, I will observe for 
precisely sixty Earth days. I plan on using my assigned 
randomized pseudonym, Rick Roll.

Blaise has already been informed that I will join him for the 
beginning of the university’s second semester. I am to reaffirm 
this fact: I am part of an exchange program from rural 
Montana, one of the states of the United States of America. 
The Supreme Leader has assured me that a youthful human 
like Blaise would take this at face value with no question, 
“especially a freshman.” A freshman is a student studying for 
his first year at the university, I later found out while studying 
the Merriam-Webster dictionary.

My arrival is planned for 12.31.15. I will beam into the 
dormitory, and, as the student body has gone home for the 
winter break, I will spend the next ten days in the dormitory, 
awaiting the arrival of Blaise.
 
12.31.15: Today, I beamed into the dormitory before the sun’s 
light had direct access to this hemisphere. The room is slightly 
smaller than the Spacepod® vessel in which I commuted. I 
spent the day preparing for the arrival of Blaise, which is set to 
be 1.9.16. Regular procedures were followed. I placed the 
location beacon, which is disguised as a sticky note, into a 
place I have determined no student would find himself 

snooping: a book on my shelf, specifically a novel titled The 
Fault in our Stars. 

A human glanced into the room today as I had forgotten to 
close the door. He expressed compassion for me, asking if I 
would be spending the rest of the night with any friends. I told 
him no, and he asked for my name. The rest of the interaction 
is unimportant, but I will say that apparently the pseudonym 
Rick Roll is an unfortunate one.

Now, the sun has long retracted, and I lie here on this very 
accommodating twin-sized mattress (2,850 square inches). It 
is now 12:00am, and I can hear some sort of commotion, or 
perhaps jubilation.
 
1.1.16: This morning, I continued preparations for The 
Observation. As my consciousness has been placed into this 
human body, I experienced sleep for the first time yesterday. 
By no means do I need to sleep, but I thought it would be 
beneficial to the investigation to come as close as possible to 
understanding human behavior. As well as sleeping, there are 
several other tasks to be done in order to improve my 
understanding. Here is my agenda for this week before the 
arrival of Blaise:
Retail: coffee shops, clothing, etc. 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Transportation: buses, Uber, etc. 

Reading: all human works since 1,500AD 

1.9.16: Blaise has arrived. I am glad to have completed the 
above agenda, for participating in one-on-one conversation 
with Blaise will now be easier. He is a particularly talkative 
human, which is beneficial to me in terms of research but 
provides an added challenge for me.

Blaise enjoyed my pseudonym, and upon his arrival, he 
promptly decided to “take me out to lunch.” I find it interesting 
that humans commit such generous practice so early in a 
relationship. I am uncertain regarding his objective in this 
action. I am perfectly capable of purchasing my own 
sustenance.

Blaise bought me a burger, and I did find it particularly…
accommodating. We are now in our dormitory discussing 
classes, which start tomorrow. Blaise and I are both majors in 
mechanical engineering, and luckily (this was arranged) I will 
be in Thermodynamics class with him at 8:00am tomorrow. He 
claims to be “excited” to have class with me.
 
1.18.16: At 12:00am, Blaise was preparing for our first 
Structural Analysis test tomorrow, and I was pretending to 
study. Blaise seems to have trouble grasping this elementary 

concept, but who could blame a species with a Class B- mind? 
In fact, he is particularly intelligent. I spent the next hour and a 
half explaining to him the forces behind various material 
deformations, and he seemed to gain significant ability to apply 
the information to our practice problem set. In fact, he was so 
satisfied that he called me his “pal,” thanked me, and bought 
be sustenance once again, this time at Panda Express, the 
only operating resource at 2:00am.

It is now 3:00am, and Blaise has gone to sleep to prepare for 
our 10:30 test. I continue to analyze this word “pal.” I am not 
certain as to why he has labeled me this, and I wonder now 
whether it is implied to be mutual. “Pal” has as its fourteenth 
synonym in the dictionary the word “ally,” just after “playmate.” 
Perhaps he plans an alliance of his own, but whether this is 
true or not, I feel this is awfully hasty to bind into an alliance. I 
now decide to sleep; otherwise Blaise may grow wary or 
suspicious of my behavior.

1.27.16: Blaise and I have just now received the evaluations of 
our recent examinations in Structural Analysis. Directly after 
class dismissed, Blaise quickly found me in the hall and…
embraced me. If it were not Blaise, I may have vaporized him 
instantly, but I suppose I trust him, for lack of better diction. He 
received a 96% on the test, second in the class only to my 
100% grade. The next best grade, as the professor stated, 
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was an 88%. I was glad to have helped Blaise succeed, for I 
knew for certain now that he would...trust me, never 
questioning my pseudonym or even my origins. However, he 
did tell me something curious in this embrace: “I am so damn 
lucky to have a friend like you.” I do not quite understand this, 
but I do recognize this behavior as some sort of emotional 
attachment. I read about in Macbeth, Great Gatsby, and 50 
Shades of Grey. 

2.14.16: Research is going very smoothly. Blaise has full trust 
in me, and he brings me to gatherings and introduces me to 
his companions. Data collection is increasing exponentially.
 
2.28.16: Today is not only my last day, but the single most 
deciding factor in my research.

At 2:33pm, Blaise and I were strolling and on our way to 
purchase some coffee, when it happened. As Blaise and I 
were going to cross the street, I dismounted the curb. It seems 
as if I was mistaken, as the pedestrian traffic I was a part of 
was being signaled “DON’T WALK.” I thought this applied to 
the cars. As I dismounted, a vehicle to my left was 
approaching my body at 38mph. My spatial radar would have 
allowed me to easily avoid the car, but Blaise applied a great, 
sudden force to push me away, putting himself directly in the 

path of the vehicle. My reflexes were quick enough to pull him 
along with me, preventing him from being smashed.

I lie now in my bed. I cannot understand why Blaise would 
sacrifice his own well-being in order to save me. I am neither 
him nor his progeny.
 
2.29.16: Today I leap away from the life of Blaise without a 
trace. I hope wish expect that he will not suffer due to my 
absence.

According to the criteria of The Observation, I cannot 
recommend humans to join the alliance. Logical rationality is 
not a constant.
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The Last Name
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 10
Hawken School
Instructor: Daniel O'Connor
#

The Last Name
It, of course, was a cliche rainy day when my father changed 
our name. The sky was grey and dreary, my too big shoes 
splashed in the puddles on the side of the road; while my red 
umbrella accidentally poked my brother on his glowing nose. 
My curly hair stuck to my face like a vacuum and I pulled it into 
a ponytail like my friends had taught me during recess. 
Avoiding the other quiet pedestrians, we ran to keep up with 
our father, our 8 year old bodies struggling to compete against 

him. He didn’t seem to mind us at all, he just wanted to get 
there in time. He had other things to do than worry about 
“arbitrary” issues like this. The flashing traffic on the side of the 
street drew my attention as we came towards the brown, tall 
building. The small cars raced against each other and my head 
collided with my father’s back as he stopped to peak at the 
building in front of us. I could see his breath in the air as he 
took a couple steps back, and then continued to head straight 
into the building without looking back.

***

When we got inside of the room, my frizzy curly hair had finally 
calmed from the pounding of the rain. The chilly air 
conditioning blew against us as we raced to the lady sitting 
behind the desk while my father smoothly handed her a packet 
of white paper; smelling of washed up cologne and coffee. The 
dust from the dirty, brown carpet stained my nice skirt, so I sat 
on my father’s lap while the small attendee counted the folder. 
It took a few minutes of typing on her keyboard before she 
smiled, her yellow teeth forthcoming above her lips, while her 
red lipstick came off her tongue, spilling out the words, “Thank 
you Mr. Harrison”

I laughed, my silver braces pierced into my mouth, spit flying 
out of my face. My brother even found this amusing, stopping 
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from his game of UNO off of the carpet to look up at my father; 
his green eyes sparkling from the distance with laughter. The 
blonde haired woman looked at me, as did my father, and they 
whispered to each other something just out of my hearing. My 
father soon afterwards stretched out his hand to the lady and 
began to walk away, leading the way for my brother and I to 
follow.

***

“Dad,” I questioned my father while I played with my brother’s 
coal black hair in the backseat of our Toyota, “why did that lady 
call you Mr. Harrison?”

The silver car in front of him honked while my father looked up 
for a signal from the traffic light. He gulped, his Adam’s apple 
bobbing up and down, and turned to look at the rearview mirror 
to the right of him, still keeping his gaze off of mine.

“Claudia, we are the Harrison's now.”

My brother and I began to laugh again until the car hit a speed 
bump and were silenced by the quick jump in our seating. The 
rain began to stream down the window and we picked 
raindrops to race against each other while the car warmed 

from the still radiating joy from our faces. It was my cheeky 
brother that finally broke the silence, “But why?”

My father pulled down his sunglasses, and didn’t answer. We 
heard a few sounds from the front of the car and my father 
began to turn up the radio, the reflection of his glasses blinding 
us. He turned it from KIRN, his Iranian Broadcasting channel, 
onto our favorite, KISS FM. Then, he turned away from us and 
I soon couldn’t tell whether the water on the windows were 
from the outside or the in.

***

The kids at my school all liked the new name. They could 
pronounce it and they liked the way it sounded. They all 
chimed that it sounded more American, it finally fit in here. The 
only person who did not like my new name, was my mother. 
When I came home from school, dancing from the golden 
school bus, excited to tell my mom all about my day with my 
new name; she didn’t respond. Her usual cheerful personality 
subdued, and she walked back to the kitchen, sending a wave 
of cool when she opened the fridge. I walked over to her place 
and enveloped my small fingers onto her dark ones. The 
wrinkles in her hands felt nice against my own soft ones.

“Mama, do you still love me?”
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She looked at me, pulling out the chicken nuggets and tortillas 
out of the fridge, her chocolate brown eyes meeting mine and 
vanishing for the next second.

“Jasmine, te amo mucho y siempre,” forgiving me for my 
outburst

With this I was free and I bounced away to tell more friends of 
my new name

***

My father came home at about 6 pm, his black boots thumping 
against our tile floor. His black curly hair flickered from side to 
side as he pushed my mother into a separate office room from 
the side of the kitchen where I currently sat finishing my dinner, 
Tostadas con Chicken Nuggets. I soon heard squeals from the 
other side and leapt to look inside of the peephole of the 
wooden door in front of them.

I leaned in fast enough to see my mother smile as my father 
flashed a brand new name tag, mumbling, “It worked! I finally 
got the job.” She fixed the crooked bowtie around his neck and 
pulled it tighter around his shiny, grey suit. Her wavy locks 
swung and her smile finished as she tightened the knot.

I skipped away from the door as she bolted through it, and she 
hummed to herself as she cleaned up the dishes from our 
table, and turned on her blasting Latin music. I looked at her 
and smiled, thankful that this new name was finally helping my 
family.

***

It didn’t take long after that for me to stop going to church on 
Fridays with my mom. She disapproved of my rebellion against 
going to iglesia and one day in May, tried to force me to come 
with her. She showed up at school, my rosy red dancing 
jarocha dress in one hand with her salsa discs in another, 
peering at me quietly while I finished my homework at my 
school’s learning center. I ducked my head lower, hoping she 
didn’t see my cheeks as red as the dress, embarrassed in front 
of all of my friends about her appearance.

“Jasmine!” she shouted from the other side of the concrete 
room, “Vamos! Let go!’’

My friends all snickered from their seats, laughing, their flashy 
backpacks shining from the school gym lights. They looked at 
me sarcastically, jokingly shouting “adios Dora,” and “your 
mom should really speak english if she lives here.”
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I sneaked a dirty look at my mom, cringing at her 
pronunciation, but she ignored this and tapped her fingers to 
the black watch on her tiny wrist. Her tall heels clicked on the 
stone surface, impatiently waiting for me, the lights flickering 
up by the ceiling above her head. 

I stood beside her, my small figure narrowingly taller than hers, 
“Mom, I’m not going to church anymore. I want to go to actual 
American dances like my friends do,” I pointed to my friends 
who were sitting by the street, all waiting for their own parents 
to pick them up from school to go to the new party, “It’s 2015, 
you need to learn to become American.”

At this, my mother’s eyes darkened and her breath shortened, 
for a moment she felt taller than me. Her face went bright 
scarlet from her frustration and I fought to pull the dress away 
from her, into the trunk of the van where it would vanish for the 
next years to come. She didn’t utter one word to me, only 
shook her head in disapproval and dropped me off at home, 
only after she said the words, “You are lucky to have the life 
you have.”

Her eyes piercede through my own eyes and I stumbled out of 
the car, grabbing the phone out of my fluffy pocket to text my 
friends about my crazy madre.

***

It was a warm day of November this year when the leaves 
started falling from the trees. I was studying for a PreCalc quiz 
for the next day, wondering how I would be able to concentrate 
with my Electoral College Map clicking on the back of my 
computer as I spun my pen around my fingers trying to relax. I 
realized that my anxiety had caused my throat to dry, and I 
quickly stood out of my uncomfortable chair to get a glass of 
water from the downstairs kitchen. As soon as I grabbed it, the 
water chilled my hand and I spilled some on the persian rug 
my father had as I slipped on my fuzzy socks. It wasn’t until I 
went back upstairs, carefully trying to not spill more water on 
the ground, did I realize that I heard cries from the office by the 
kitchen. As I opened the door, I realized that my mother and 
father were both on the sofa, embraced by one another, 
holding pieces of paper in their hands. On the black and white 
TV screen, appeared our presidential nominees, both dressed 
up, waiting for the results that would change the lives of them 
and Americans forever. In my parent’s hands were the birth 
certificates of me and my brother. The brown, rough paper and 
the classic, white one clashed against one another and lay 
equal in the hands of my parents. One said the name of my 
past and one said the name of my future. As I walked into the 
room, they both looked up at me, and then looked down at the 
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statements before them. I sat in between them, my mother 
started playing with my hair pulled in a tight bun while my 
father held my now-wrinkled hand. I took from their hands the 
birth certificates of my own; inspecting them carefully and 
looking at the names.

Both of my names were bolded on the front of the papers. I felt 
the cloth from my mother’s sweater and my father’s coat 
puncture my own back as I leaned closer to them. I smiled, 
looking at the name I had lost and the name I had found.

***

Whenever I tell people the story of my name and how my 
father had changed it because he couldn’t find a job with it, 
they always ask me if I’m angry with my parents for changing 
our name.

And to be honest, I was at first. I was angry that they would 
assimilate to the culture of the America without taking a stand 
for their own countries in the melting pot. But then I realized 
that my parents changed their name not for themselves, but for 
us. They wanted us to fit in with the other children and they 
wanted us to be able to find jobs without having the prejudice 
that they had to endure. They did it so we, their children, could 
assimilate to the culture of America; even if it meant losing 

their own cultures. They did everything for us that they had to 
do for the betterment of our futures.

But yes, I will be changing my name back to Jasmine Ahmad. 
Only because I want to prove my parents wrong. I want to be 
able to dance with my jarocha, and let loose my curly hair, and 
I want to have the name that I choose.

So for now, I walk past the tall, brown building with my red 
umbrella everyday to go to school and in my backpack holds 
those two important papers. One of my future and one of my 
past. And once I turn 18, those will change.



257

D/ee
Poetry
Grade: 12
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Diana Snyder
#

D/ee
Our parents are strong Christians
we were raised on bible lessons
and bedtime prayers
we’ve outgrown those times now
but I want to tell you
that I asked God why today
I asked God why he’d curse you
with a body you’d never be comfortable with

with a family who’d never understand your struggles
with a school who couldn’t wrap their heads
around homosexuality
let alone
	 	 let alone
 
I don’t want to say it David
I don’t want to say this word
this statistic
I don’t want to say the word
that could very well be your death sentence
Pittsburgh is not a nice place
it’ll split you into two like the Ohio River
bridge your uncomfortability
with your innocence
carve your emotions into hills and valleys
 
I want to hold your hand
laugh with you
cry with you
I want to be there
when you take your first shot
buy your first palette
Skype doesn’t make a good social setting
for these types of talks
but I want you to know
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your life decisions do not lie in an 8 ball
or an @ name
or a twitter community
we cannot control alt delete these feelings and restart
there is no modification that can alter your emotions
there is no exit without saving the stigmas we will face
 
ive been to busy in my own sexuality
to realize ours were not the same
i didn’t realize your hurt was more gender
than gender loving
transitioning culture is the hardest part of being trans
but I pray to God
that he blesses you with the best estrogen
gifts you the most glorious girl parts
you can dream of
but maybe I should ask the Devil instead
since god intended for you to be in this body
cuz a holy book
# # edited by unholy men
says so
in that case
I hope Satan gifts these niggas 7 deadly sins
 
Lust when you strut down the street
Envy when you getting another nigga numbers

Gluttony when they’re full of your kisses
Sloth so they can sleep and dream about you
Greed so they hustle to try and buy your heart
And anger
anger that your pride makes them feel shy
your hershey’s kisses are delectable
your black nails are impenetrable
your love handles have too much heart for people to handle
Dee
your black and your woman will contrast in this world
you will be told being trans is a “white people thing”
be told your woman is a reflection of devil’s work
told your black is the reason you should stay a boy
and Imma tell you
your goddess is hidden behind a Mulan mask
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When?
Poetry
Grade: 12
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Diana Snyder
#

When?
When you were born,
did you decide not to cry
because you wanted to be a man?
did your fists ball up
because you already had emotions
suppressed with yourself
bottled up in that tiny little body
did you already have the weight
of the world
on your shoulders?
 
When you nestled in your mother’s bosom,
bare chest against baby face,
did you hold yourself against her breast
for support or sexual experience,
something to boast to the other newborns about,

your momma having Double D’s?
and on your first birthday,
when she helped you blow out your candles,
did you feel inferior because
you needed a woman to help you out?
 
when you first went to preschool,
first heard from other boys about cooties,
did your masculine pride
clash with your flirtatious charm?
did you promise juice boxes and carrot sticks
with the intention of rejection?
were the girls’ skirts too short, too tight to resist?
did the nipples, revealed through tight tee shirts,
awaken your sexual appetite?
 
when did you realize?
who taught you
that your masculinity must never be challenged
who taught you the pyramid scheme
of gender roles and sexuality
what age did you decide that
you were the king of the world
and she was only your footrest
when were one woman’s feelings
another man’s treasure
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left to the bottom of his ocean
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Running out of Time
Short Story
Grade: 7
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
#

Running out of Time
Damascus, Syria
 
The assassin walked into the thousand-dollar-a-night, five star 
hotel in the center of Damascus. He stepped up to the front 
desk, holding out a well used passport and visa to the clerk.

“Give me the best suite in the hotel,” Michael Hist said in 
perfect Arabic, knowing very well that the suite was taken by 

his target, Muhammad Alah Hibibi, one of the most 
enthusiastic supporters and funders of the Pan Am Lockerbie, 
the terrorist attack that killed his college girlfriend and over 200 
fellow Syracuse University peers.

"I am sorry, sir, but that room is taken. Would you like the one 
next to it?” the man offered politely.

“Yes, that will be fine,’ Hist answered smiling.

The clerk held out a room key. Hist grinned and turned to the 
elevator when the man called, “Sir, you forgot your things.”

He held out Hist’s passport and visa under an assumed 
identity he used on undercover missions. The visa and 
passport were both under the name of Frank Harris.

“Thank you very much,” Hist said as he accepted the 
documents and hit the top floor button on the elevator.

Upstairs on thirtieth floor, Hist walked down the hallway until 
he found his suite. Before inserting his magnetic room card, he 
heard the unmistakable sound of metal on metal, the familiar 
sound of the well-oiled slide of a pistol popping into place. Hist 
spun around only to be greeted by the barrel of a .45 caliber 
M1911 two inches from his forehead. Four guards stood at the 
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door of Muhammad’s room, the three unarmed guards behind 
the only one pointing a gun at Hist.

“I think you’ve got the wrong guy,” Hist said with a smile.

“No, I am sure that you are not supposed to be up here,” the 
guard with the gun said in rough Arabic that was nothing 
similar to Hist’s.

Doing a quick scan of the hallway, Hist spotted a janitor’s 
closet. With a perfectly targeted upward motion, he made 
contact with the man’s bulging Adam’s apple, fist on throat, 
knocking him unconscious instantly. A heartbeat later, Hist 
stepped to the side and drew his suppressed 9mm HK VP9. 
He shot the other three guards in the chest, knocking them 
unconscious also. He then dragged the four guards into the 
janitor’s closet and locked the door. Dialing Rebecca Drath, his 
handler, who was at CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, he 
informed her about his dilemma.

“Rebecca, I am going ahead on the mission a little bit early. 
Muhammad is in his suite at the moment, and I am just going 
to zip him and get out,” Hist said into the phone.

“Michael, NO!” Drath commanded in a surprised tone of voice. 
“Why would you want to do that anyway?”

“Muhammad’s guards had me at gunpoint, and I took them 
out,” Hist reported, irritated that Drath was butting in. But then 
again, that was her job as his handler.

“Michael-”

“I have no choice, Rebecca. I’m running out of time.” With that, 
Hist hung up. He was going to ahead whether Drath liked it or 
not.
 
 
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

Salah Didhabi was going to kill the assassin, an elite operative 
that has killed more of his terrorist brothers than Salah could 
count, and his life was about to come to an end.

“Guys, look at this. The cameras outside Muhammad’s room 
have picked up something,” Salah said as he pointed to the 
surveillance screens that covered an entire wall. “The guards I 
stationed outside are all dead. Someone is dragging their 
bodies into the janitor’s closet.”

“Who would do such a thing?” one of the seven goons with 
Salah said. “Oh,... it is the assassin.”
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Salah slapped him across the face. “You idiot. Of course, it is 
the assassin. That is why we have stolen the Hellstorm missile 
from the Americans,” Salah yelled. “Get the missile ready. Fire 
it on my command. The assassin has run out of time. FIRE!! 
Now the hunter has become the hunted.” The missile launched 
from the American Air Force base that they remotely accessed. 
To Salah, the assassin would never make it out of that hotel.
 
CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia, United States of America

Michael must be out of his mind! It was suicide for him to go in 
without any backup. This man was probably guarded with at 
least eighty men on the street block alone! Drath calmed 
herself with a few deep breaths and a steady count to ten. It’s 
fine, Michael will pull through. He is the most lethal and 
efficient operative on the planet. He isn’t going to blow it on 
some second-rate assassination job of a drug lord who 
contributed to the murder of hundreds of people.

Drath stood so still that she could have been a wax statue in 
the Smithsonian in DC. As if she had finally come to her 
senses, Drath marched herself out from behind her mahogany 
desk that was littered with papers and TOP SECRET files that 
she had been looking through to find some clue as to where 
Muhammad Alah Hibibi had been for the past three months. 

Some of the stark white files stated that he had been working 
with Al Qaeda in Saudi Arabia, others explained he had been 
in Pakistan, working with the various terrorist organizations 
and mafias there. Some even claimed he had been in the UK 
for a few weeks, camping out in a five star hotel, avoiding 
detection.

Drath reached the glass door that looked so clear, some of her 
visitors walked right into it. Crossing the long hallway adjacent 
to her office, Drath stormed right into CIA Director Thomas 
Greene’s private office. The older man was sitting at his desk 
with his secure cell phone glued to his cheek.

“What do you mean an M9 Hellstorm missile was just launched 
from the U.S. Bagram Air Base? I didn’t authorize anything,” 
Greene was yelling into the phone.

“Thomas,” Greene caught sight of Drath and hung up the 
phone with a loud ‘Tell them to figure it out!’

“Michael is moving on Muhammad Alah Hibibi as we speak. 
He says that he was threatened at gunpoint as he tried to 
enter his room and had to make a decision.”

Greene just sat for a moment and thought about the situation.
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“Tell him to get out of there RIGHT NOW. I just caught wind of 
an M9 Hellstorm missile launch from Bagram that is making a 
beeline for Syria.” Greene then turned around and picked up 
his phone.

Hurried and frustrated, Drath ripped her own phone out of her 
pocket and hit the MICHAEL profile on speed dial. All she 
received from Hist’s cell was static.
 
Damascus, Syria

The dark oak door appeared so peaceful that it was a shame 
Hist had to open it for this specific purpose. He hung up the 
phone and stuffed the small, flat box into the back pocket of 
his dark jeans. He reached for the metal doorknob, shining in 
the well lit hallway. The coldness of the doorknob reached 
through his thin black glove. Opening the door slightly to see 
into the dimly lit chamber, he extended his silenced pistol an 
inch or two as a precaution. Assuring himself that it was all 
clear, Hist opened the door a little more, just enough for him to 
slip silently into the room.

He moved on silent feet, like a leopard stalking an impala, 
through the open doorway and into the enormous walk-in-
closet that led to the actual bedroom. The faint sound of 
snoring arose out of the all too quiet bedroom. It grew steadily 

louder, and Hist moved closer and closer to the elevated, king-
sized bed that housed Muhammad Alah Hibibi and some other 
person. He was only here for that piece of crap terrorist and 
was not allowed to kill innocent civilians, even if they were filth. 
Hist kept his gun level as he slowly stepped closer and closer 
to the bed. Alah Hibibi’s upper torso was visible, covered in 
hair.

Hist lined the orange front sight of the silenced pistol in 
between the two green back sights. He squeezed the trigger 
and sent a hollow tipped 9mm bullet into Alah Hibibi’s head. 
Bringing the barrel back in line from its half an inch jump 
upwards, Hist enlarged the dime-sized bullet hole by half with 
another bullet, just to be sure.

Hist turned slowly and stalked as quietly as he had come, out 
of the suite. Back in the hallway, he strode casually toward the 
elevator. The guards’ blood would be a problem.

Hist checked his watch to see when the next shift of cleaning 
maids would come. Ten minutes. Plenty of time to get out and 
be at the airport. As the elevator dinged at the lobby floor, Hist 
stepped out and handed the doorman the unused room key.

“I am so sorry, a very important family matter has come up. 
Thank you, though, for your excellent service,” Hist spoke to 
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the man in very weighed Arabic to make the man believe that 
something terrible had happened.

“Of course, sir. Thank you for visiting us.” The doorman 
accepted the key without a second thought.

Hist walked solemnly out the rotating doors into the bright 
sunlight of an afternoon in Syria. As if it had come out of Hist’s 
nightmares, the faint roar of a strike missile sounded from the 
sky, heading right for the hotel. He immediately dove behind 
the most secure piece of cover he could find, a giant metal 
dumpster behind the restaurant across the square from the 
hotel. As the sound grew louder Hist scrunched against the 
metal container. There was a flash, then nothing.
 
Hist opened his eyes with a labored movement. How much 
time had passed? Hurried thoughts flew rapidly through Hist’s 
head.

He gazed toward the burning hotel, wondering who had 
launched an American Hellstorm in the middle of the capital of 
Syria. He had to get back stateside or there was going to be a 
major issue. Hist stood up, the left side of his chest hurting. He 
ignored it. Quickly and quietly, he sprinted toward the nearest 
clothing store through the pandemonium of civilians running 
and screaming in every direction.

Although a short sprint like this was usually easy for Hist, this 
jog seemed to last forever with the pain in his ribs. It felt like 
someone was slowly twisting a long knife in Hist’s side, slowly 
digging it deeper. He did his best to ignore the pain.

Arriving at the small, clothing store, quickly stepping up to the 
line of jeans and sweatshirts and T-shirts. Hurriedly buying a 
simple outfit, Hist disposed of his ruined suit and headed to the 
airport where there was a CIA jet waiting to take him back to 
Washington DC. He had a conversation that needed to be 
discussed with the President and Thomas Greene.

Borrowing a Chevrolet Suburban, Hist drove at a normal 
speed, not wanting to draw any unwanted attention to himself 
on the freeway. As he came up on the airport, he slowed even 
more. He parked the car in one of the three giant lots and 
walked at a casual pace into one of the many porta potties 
placed around the bustling airport. He swung the door open, 
ignoring the rancid smell, and began dismantling and 
disposing of the gun that he was still carrying. It was standard 
protocol, if you don’t want to end up dead, to dispose of your 
weapon after killing anyone.

Hist finished in the porta potty, stepping out into the polluted air 
of Damascus, Syria. He made his way to the airport, pondering 
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the entire time about who had betrayed him. This was going to 
be a very enjoyable talk between the President and the others. 
Well, not for them.
 
 
Washington DC, United States of America

Rebecca Drath strode at a hurried pace up the front steps of 
the White House. She had to get to the Oval Office. Moving 
just as fast, Thomas Greene and six security personnel moved 
behind her. Drath was virtually running.

“Identification,” two security guards stood directly in front of the 
front doors, another two posted at the edges.

“Rebecca Drath, Central Intelligence Agency. This man is the 
director,” Drath gestured to Greene. “This is a matter of 
national security. We need to see the President immediately.”

The two guards in the front nodded, granting Greene and 
Greene access to the President’s secure floor. She hurried 
down the familiar hallway and burst through the double oak 
doors of the Oval Office. The sunlight of the 11:00 AM sun 
glanced off the bullet proof windows behind the President.

“Director, am I mistaken in asking if an M9 Hellstorm missile 
was launched from Bagram Air Force Base three days ago? If 
so, why was I not informed about such launch,” the President 
sat calmly in his high-backed chair behind the elaborately 
carved desk that many presidents before him have worked at.

“I apologize, Mr. President, but I was not aware of the launch 
until after the detonation occurred,” Greene stated blandly. 
“The missile was launched without authorization. Our best and 
most reliable hacker has confirmed that the Hellstorm was 
hacked from the outside. We are tracing their cyber trail back 
to the source.”

“How is it possible that an outsider could have hacked a US 
missile. You do realize that to the Syrian President, this looked 
like the US had signed an act of war, which we have not,” the 
President’s facial expression suddenly changed to fear and 
worry.

“The missile wasn’t hacked by a terrorist organization based in 
Syria,” Michael Hist moved swiftly out of a dark corner, 
gripping the gun that was holstered on his right thigh. “My 
question, though, is how they knew that I was going after 
Muhammad and how they knew how to HACK A 
HELLSTORM.”
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Drath flinched at Hist’s sudden outburst of anger.

“Michael, we had no idea that any terrorist could have gotten 
your location. They ambushed you.” Drath was feeling Hist’s 
anger as she realized Muhammad must have been bait. 
“Marcus Dummond is tracing their location now.”

“Then we have a terrorist organization to deal with.”
 
Pakistan

Hist hopped out of the Chevrolet Silverado that he had been 
sitting in for the past hour. Pulling out a suppressed Beretta 
92F, he silently opened the service door, stepping into the 
small room. He heard voices in the next room, chatting 
confidently about how “they had killed the assassin”. Quickly 
swinging the plaster door open, Hist scanned the room. The 
six terrorists there swung their heads to him, giving him clean 
targets. Sweeping the room and filling the terrorists’ heads with 
bullets was the easiest part of his job. The six terrorists were 
dead before the thought of what had happened entered their 
mind.

I’m done here. Hist calmly strode at a casual pace out the way 
he had come. Entering the Chevy and driving to the airport, he 

finally felt able to rest. He slept for the entire flight back to 
Washington DC.
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Silver Linings
1. I like the blue shirt you wear like a jacket when it’s too cold 

for a t-shirt but you don’t want your mom to be right. 

2. It’s funny when you can’t find the words to say what you 
mean and your eyes roll like marbles up and around as if 
maybe there’s a dictionary on the soft white underbelly of a 
cloud. 

3. I like how big your feet are 

4. If you were a tree you’d be good for tree houses because 
you’re tall but not too tall and you hold a lot inside 

5. When you talk about space and your face lights up, I get 
scared because I hate space, but I like you. And I want you 
to be happy and talk about galaxies and nebulas and Orion 
and the Ursae, but I want you in a tree house not a 
spaceship, searching for words on my side of the clouds.

Silver Key
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What It Takes To Love on Land
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What It Takes To Love on Land
On a honeysticky hot night Amu floats on the waters of the 
river. The moon is big and full, like an egg with twin embryos. 
She rests on her back in the velvet light, looking up at the stars 
from her small wooden raft. Darkness cradles her broken heart 
with hollow tender fingers, and for an instant the white-hot grief 
in her stomach is cooled. For all the shame she could be 
feeling, the single weed growing in her gut, constricting all 
other emotions, is the double vine of guilt and sadness, known 
to common gardeners as grief. Grief is the wind that has 
pushed her raft along on so many nights like this. It has woken 
her up from tormented slumbers and set her adrift in the 
bluegreenblue waters of the river, accompanied by nothing but 
moonlight.

She loves nothing. Nothing since Velutha has felt worthy of her 
affections, losing him was pulling a thread, unraveling the fine 

trim of her sari to reveal every ugly stitch it held. Rahel is 
home, Amu knows this, and she pictures her child sleeping in 
the soft blueblackblue of the night, her charcoal hair falling 
gently over the delicate arch of her unkissed forehead. Rahel 
sleeps undisturbed these nights, if she has nightmares they do 
not wake her, if she has nightmares Amu, white-hot grief 
embers smoldering in her chest, is too far lost floating to care. 
So tonight Amu floats, and Rahel (probably) sleeps, and all is 
as it would be.

As the night wears on, Amu drifts further and further, until she 
can see the lights of the port in the distance. Dancing like tea 
lamps in the water, their buoyant presence is wholly unwanted, 
but she cannot steer her grief with a hand steady enough to 
diverge from the course set for tonight. The jovial light is 
almost eerie, casting shadows in the black expanse of water, 
creating a hand, an arm, a branch, out of the smallest 
underbelly of a ripple. Amu looks at the lights, then forces her 
eyes back to the sky, knowing the river’s course is set, as it 
always has been, and knowing tonight will not be a night to 
remember thimbles, and arms, soft blonde hair, or laughter. 
No. There has never been a night for that.

A suddensoft splash causes her attention to turn to the water 
again, reflections of dancing tea lamps do not shatter the 
surface of the bluegreenblue river, only arms and fins and fists 
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do that. Amu nearly sits up in her start, but the white-hot grief 
has welded her shoulder blades to the thin wood of the raft, so 
she can only turn the fragile neck above her collarbones to 
look at the water. Upon inspection to her right, the harbor-light 
dance was uninterrupted, soft and smooth the water only 
appeared to ripple softly in the winds off the sea. To her left 
however, there was a sinister stirring, a larger ripple breaking 
free of the wind, independently perturbed by something deeper 
than the darkness let her see. As she watches the surface, 
fierce ripples seem to grow closer; whatever has disturbed the 
water is approaching hastily. Amu prays in a nearly audible 
whisper, to a God she can no longer believe in, Let it not be 
thimbles and arms, soft blonde hair or laughter. Let it be a 
shark here to eat me, a bandit here to rip me limb from limb, 
and sell me at shore for nothing more than my kidneys. Her 
eyes had closed during the last of her appeal, and upon 
realizing the darkness was not the same as that which 
moonlight touched, she opens her eyes again, expecting her 
fate to be sealed with a knife or a jaw. 

Instead, a bright head greets her. Shocked again she closes 
her eyes, and opens them ever so slowly, terrified that the 
head, the only thing worse than arms and legs and thimbles, 
will greet her again. And it does, wide eyes, dark, but reflecting 
white in the moonlight, blink oncetwice, almost as if this fragile 
girl cannot believe their encounter. Amu will not say her name, 

she decides, if it is indeed the fair girl she is assuming would 
haunt her in the water, the fair girl who’s fate was steered 
much like her own on this white-hot grief night. There is no one 
it could be but the fair girl, no one so bright and smiling lives in 
this bluegreenblue but her. But fate refuses to steer Amu away, 
white-hot grief does not alter its path, and the raft stops just as 
the head is near enough to command attention. Before she 
can not-say anything, the head has a voice, and its small 
mouth is moving making shapes and letters. Amu nearly 
chooses not to hear, but she cannot help but realize this fair 
girl does not have the soft voice of the girl she knows, no, this 
voice is garbled like soda straw fizz or too sour sweets, it 
sounds more uncomfortable than angry. Amu opens her ears, 
and shuts her heart, which had been oozing ever so slightly 
under the heat of white-hot grief.

“I…I…I have never seen such a beautiful sight!” The fair girl 
breathes, perhaps to Amu, but it seems more directed at the 
dancing harbor lights. “Look how they move! Imagine the 
ships!” Amu sighs, what strange girl had never seen a harbor 
light? What shock was it to think of all the dirtybusy ships 
crowding the port? The peculiar girl continued, “I had never 
imagined it like this, never so brilliant in the moonlight!” Amu 
now felt the need to address the fair girl, who was surely not 
her known fair girl, for the young traveler would know what 
nighttime did to a harbor, and would mock this port for its size 
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as all the Britons did. As she begins to move her lips, she finds 
them stale, realizing her tongue has not beaten syllables from 
her teeth since the day Velutha bled, it has been weeks. She 
tries again.

“Strange girl,” her voice doesn’t sound like her own, “where is 
your mother to let you out on a night like this?” What sort of 
night it is she does not know, Amu only guessed white-hot grief 
nights were not for fair girls to go swimming.

“Mother?” The wide eyes of the girl, squint slightly, the word 
seems unfamiliar on her tongue. “I do not have a mother. My 
father, the Sea King -” At the mention, Amu releases a 
skeptical scoff, but allows her to continue anyway, “Yes, the 
Sea King, has allowed me to the surface, now that I am fifteen, 
I may see this marvelous world for myself, and look upon it 
whenever I like.”

Amu can’t hold back another amused note, “This marvelous 
world, fair girl, this world is far from anything magical.” She 
feels the white-hot grief pressing on her collarbone, and a 
need to almost shout at this child out swimming in the waters. 
“You have broken only a surface, only breathed the harbor air, 
I promise you it gets no better than nighttime.” Unaccustomed 
to talking so much, Amu pauses, the pressure on her 

collarbone, is migrating up her throat, and little pools of white 
saliva are gathering at the corners of her softchapped lips.

“Oh I know the dangers,” The fair girl is not fazed by Amu’s 
words, and she speaks once again, with a radiant tongue, 
“Just last week, an awful storm, a shipwreck! I have seen 
these things! When the gales were strong, I saved a sailor, 
what a handsome tragedy he was...” She drifts off, and Amu 
watches her bright eyes absorb the shade of moonlight that is 
saved for the lovers in Baby Kochama’s TV movies. She hasn’t 
seen this shade since porch steps with Velutha; she nearly 
forgot what it meant to pick stardust from moonbeams. This 
was love in the fair girl’s eyes. Amu knew. She remembers the 
storm the girl speaks of, the winds the night the bluegreenblue 
river acted as it shouldn’t have, and bled red for an instant. 
She says nothing to the fair girl, who is not the fair girl she 
knew, as the tea lamp harbor lights dance in the calm dark 
water.

The white-hot grief has begun a bit of a drumbeat in her chest, 
it is heavier than it was moments ago, the memory of swollen 
rivers, broken hearts, lost girls arms and thimbles, has added 
weight. For a honeysticky hot night second, Amu lets air 
escape her diaphragm, and suddenly she is talking again, and 
before she knows what her softchapped lips are saying she is 
asking, “Did you love him? The sailor?”
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“Is love waiting for him to make it to shore? Is it wishing, with a 
jealous heart, to be the maidens that found him? Is it knowing 
the feeling of his skin as it dries, even though such parching 
would kill me?” Her bright eyes lose moonlight, but gain a 
shade of wisdom Amu knows only from the questions of her 
little ones, the charcoal-haired eggs who always asked in that 
peppering line, just like this fair girl tonight.

“Perhaps.” The white –hot grief burns harder.

# The swimming girl’s voice sharpens like a star in a 
telescope. Her ramblings continue, and her pitch grows almost 
desperate, almost hoarse. “Tell me! You are out here in the 
moonlight for a reason, you must now of something more 
powerful than sleep or sunlight. Please, please, tell me: what 
means love on land?” The fair girl punctuates her question, 
placing both sea foam slippery hands on the edge of Amu’s 
raft, rocking it ever so slightly. Amu hesitates, waiting for the 
rocking to subside before she answers.

# “Laws. There are laws here for love.” She sighs as the 
white-hot weigh readjusts to cover her in a blanket, the 
moonlight on her cheekbones brings each syllable a shadow of 
emphasis. “Love on land, is not drying foreheads. If you wait to 
love your prince, he will not love you.”

# “He does not know me! He never saw!” Her hands are 
back rocking the raft again, “Please understand, I would give 
my voice for him, I would walk on glass, and swallow needles. 
I would not need food again if I could sit at his table!” She is so 
near violent, it is a wonder there are not fists in the air, Amu 
thinks as she rolls her tongue over the back of the lips that 
Velutha once kissed. She waits again, for the rocking to stop.

# “You say you see the danger here, but you’d walk on 
knives to love? Fair girl, you do not know how sharp the edge 
is until your toes are wrapped around it. Do not say what you 
would do; say what you are doing. These laws are not kind to 
what is left unsaid. They suffocate the space between love and 
sense. Please, don’t assume you’d know better now.” The 
white-hot grief bleeds into her words; Amu can hear herself 
grow bitter, but she does not care.

# “My father will understand my love! He has so many 
wonderful daughters, he should be proud to marry one to such 
a man.” Her hopeful tone is somewhat indignant, but Amu 
exhales a breath of familiarity.

# “So he doesn’t know?”
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# “No, he is far too busy to tell. Ruling a kingdom keeps him 
in the castle for weeks on end. I can only imagine his rejoicing 
at the news; perhaps even attending our wedding on the rocks 
of-” The fair girl’s eyes stay bright, as she muses. Amu feels 
herself grow angry, a sour pair with the bitterbitterbitter taste in 
her mouth, smoke of the white-hot grief fire in her chest.

# “Fair girl, do not impose your happiness on him! You have 
no idea how such a decision would make him feel. Have you 
no humility? No shame?! No self-control? In what sort of 
contorted fantasy does a prince fall for a girl who spends her 
nights at the harbor? Wake up!” The big, full, double embryo 
moon shatters with her outburst, the light is gone, and cold 
bluegreenblue darkness sinks under the honeysticky heat. The 
girl for once does not respond right away, and the shock 
weights the two of them down like a buoy. A soft wave rocks 
her raft, and suddenly Amu is fastangry talking again, although 
the fair girl is too stunned to hear, her words echo around her 
in the darkness, “And the love of this prince? Is his kingdom 
worth it all? Your father is already royalty! You have so much to 
lose and so little to gain! Greed will get you nowhere, your love 
will drown in the promise you have created, and you will be 
what killed it! Only you! Selfish selfish selfish!” She breathes 
again, to find that the white-hot grief has paralyzed her in a 
state of terror. There is nothing Amu can do, but let her tirade 

fall to silence. She has scared herself breathless. Soon, the 
fair girl breaks the silence,

# “Is there a law for broken hearts on land?” She sounds 
timid, less confident, and a little soggier than before, “Is there 
anything to speak for hope or understanding? Why is every 
word you utter, such tragedy?” 

# Hours pass disguised as minutes before Amu responds, 
thoughtfully, with her chin pointed to the sky, “The laws here 
are not meant to bring you closer to your love. They are maps 
of temptation to avoid at all costs. If you break them, there are 
rivers of blood, and unforgivables. These laws are millstones, 
and tear drops, and strong hands in darkness. Fair girl, all I 
can advise is to love in the sea. Love what you know, love who 
you have, don’t fall pray to desires you cannot foresee.” With 
that, the fair girl’s grip on the raft softens, and darkness fills its 
rightful place again. Her moonlight eyes fix on Amu as she 
speaks again,

# “I have learned as much in this night, as I thought I did the 
night of the storm. All that appeared clear hours ago is 
muddied now, but the tides will come in time, and take me 
where they may. I will stop dreaming of a future so warmed by 
sunlight, for I love the depths of the sea. Perhaps there is more 
to desire that fate, more to love than satisfaction. This meeting 
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was as fateful as those great crashing waves that sunk the 
prince’s ship. Thank you stranger, grant me space of gratitude 
tonight.” Amu moves her lips, and not a sound falls from them, 
so instead she reaches for the thin arm of the fair girl. Before 
she can find it in the darkness, the timid child slips under the 
surface, and Amu is left dangling her arm in the appreciative 
cool of the bluegreenblue river. The raft floats onward powered 
by the same white-hot grief, yet Amu’s hand dangles all the 
while. Her thin fingers pass through the dark water, knowing 
there is nothing but a sea kingdom beneath her. It’s a quiet 
night on the river, as it always will be.
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Fighter Pilot
My father was always one of the strongest men in my life. Both 
an intellectual and a tinker, his wisdom stretched from wiring 
houses, to quantum mechanics, to obscure art and movie 
references. I would never have become interested in film if he 
had not shown me my favorite movies, and any of my acting 
skills are thanks to him. He had never gotten into a physical 
fight, using his wits and quick thinking to defuse any potential 
harm he came across. And he did his best to pass his ways 

unto me, dubbing his will-strengthening technique “fighter pilot 
mode.” “Fighter pilots,” he said to me, “have to stay alert, calm, 
and in control, even when things are blowing up all around 
them.” In time, I began to understand the importance of 
keeping one’s temper, and I applied it to my life. However, I 
would not find out until I was sixteen just how temperate one 
must be in applying the fighter pilot strategy.
 
After being admitted to a behavioral hospital, my father was 
diagnosed with bipolar disorder in April of 2014. This meant 
that everything I perceived my father to be was not exactly the 
case— the plane crashed. A manic-depressive illness could 
not possibly haunt my astute father, or so I thought. I 
underestimated just how strong of a front my father could 
conjure. To support my family, my father applied for disability 
benefits from the federal government, and a series of 
unfortunate events followed. The court decided my father was 
able to work and would not receive the disability 
compensation. Upon learning this, he committed suicide.
 
With its numerous forms and its uncertainty in its diagnosis, 
bipolar disorder remains an enigmatic neurological beast, yet 
to be contained by psychologists and neurologists alike. 
Pertaining to my father, the information and statistics given to 
the court were far too deficient, especially with bipolar 
disorder’s ambiguity. Ambiguity does not excuse the fact that 

Silver Key
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this affliction is incurable, however. The information that the 
court’s report presented was derived from interviews with my 
father: a man with a built up persona of regularity to conceal 
his condition. The court constructed their decision upon the 
answers of a bipolar man without taking into account the 
perspectives of people closest to him. My father’s front—his 
fighter pilot mode, had actually led the court into believing he 
was fit to work. I found myself wanting to write a rebut in the 
form I had been trained in so vigorously in my past English 
Composition course, surprising myself with my own maturity 
and ambition.
 
While I blame the disorder as the major decisive factor in his 
suicide and not the court, the sheer fact that his depression did 
come back to bite us proves just how lethal—and worthy of a 
disability check, this disorder can be. I felt some kind of 
compensation from the government would aid my family. 
Writing a letter to Ohio’s U.S. Representative Marcy Kaptur 
was the first time I had to write with bona fide personal 
meaning, no scholastic prompts or requisites to fulfill.
 
From Winston Churchill to Mel Gibson, many people of the 
elite, notably performers and those of a maintained stature, are 
entangled in the fluctuating brain disorder that is bipolar. I 
believe my father was among these actors, having played 
main roles such as Danny Zuko and Don Quixote. It is earth 

shattering to know that my father’s acting skills and 
mindfulness were both major factors in my his passing. 
Although he used his proficiency for the wrong reasons, I 
understand now that one must achieve a perfect balance 
between acting and expression. I have grown to use fighter 
pilot mode more than ever before in my family’s current 
turbulence, but also periodically let my true feelings show, for 
my own well-being.
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Here's to All the Broken Ones
A melancholy song played throughout the gothic church as a 
young woman stood over a plain casket. Its dark wood glinted 
in the morning sunlight from the stained glass along the wall. 
Her head looked to the floor, chestnut hair shrouding her face.

Nobody noticed, but her hands were shaking. A million 
thoughts ran through her head in a never-ending loop, the 
situation too reminiscent of memories that she preferred to 

hide. Every step transported Natalia to her eighth year of life 
when she witnessed two coffins being lowered into the earth 
on a winter morning.

Her eyes danced as she swam through her own recollections. 
The expressions of the attendees echoed that fateful day, but 
differences blatantly screamed at her. Each time she examined 
their faces, they wore pity. Pity for beloved Natalia Rosales.

They also wore sheer malice. Malice for Eli, her best friend.

Heartache didn’t begin to describe her anguish when he 
crossed her mind now. His wittiness and genius had 
brightened her day for five years. Eli’s personality was an 
acquired taste that none had bothered to verify but her. They’d 
scorned her best friend, seeing Elijah Fox as a rude and 
disrespectful nuisance. Never mind that he was openly gay in 
Southern Maryland.

But that all disappeared when the sharp pains in her chest 
reminded her where she was. Wincing, Natalia shoved her 
hands to her side. Elijah’s wake. Upon entering the church with 
her aching body and casted limbs, she quickly realized all the 
whispers around her were less than respectful. Natalia had 
already known that they had only bothered to show because of 
her and her sister, but their words still rankled her.

Silver Key
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A familiar touch released Natalia from her solemn reflections, 
and she quickly wiped away her ever-growing tears. She 
deflated when she looked up to see those brown curls, “Just 
leave me alone, Valeria.”

Her sister’s brow furrowed deeper but remained silent. 
Gripping Natalia in a warm embrace, she left her gazing at the 
floor, futilely wishing for Eli’s presence.

The next two hours were a blur. Elijah’s burial reminded her so 
much of her parents’ that she struggled to breathe. Still, her 
eyes were dry. Finally, Natalia placed a bouquet of carnations 
on his grave, going home with a heavy heart. Upon 
discovering her family in the living room, Natalia bypassed the 
group with shuffling steps, ready for hours of solitude. 
Everything felt so cumbersome, like wading through a dark 
pool of molasses.

But Aunt Rosa halted her, “Mija, come sit down. Let me make 
you some tea.”

A sob rose in her throat when she turned, slight tremors 
shaking her body, “I don’t think tea can fix this, Tía Rosa.”

Rosa smiled sadly, sorrow in her eyes, and Natalia was soon 
engulfed in warmth, a stark contrast from the October chill 
deep in her bones.

Clutching her aunt, Natalia finally released the cracking 
whimper that tore through the room. Shortly, Valeria and her 
uncle joined the tight grip.

This was her home and family, but a piece of her heart was still 
absent. It was gone, just like Eli. Just like her parents.

***

No. They couldn’t really expect her to go to grief counseling...

The thought was laughable. As she drove past the descending 
autumn leaves, she knew it would never happen. The funeral 
occurred weeks before, and Natalia was dealing with her life 
one tragedy at a time.

Lately, it seemed her life was an enormous tragedy. Usually, it 
was her fault.

Just like Eli’s death.

The intrusion sent stabbing pain into her heart, the events of 
that night pushing themselves into her head. Everything that 
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could have gone wrong did, the scene vivid in her mind as she 
spiraled further away from reality.

Warm air brushed her arms as Natalia leaned against Eli’s red 
and beat-up ‘66 Ford Mustang. She stared at her phone, 
waiting for him to load the trunk for their trip to the amusement 
park. She thought it was called “Kingdom of Thrill” or 
something cheesy like that.

Eli tittered from the driver’s seat, “Get off your phone, Nat. I 
was done packing ten minutes ago!”

She froze, looking up from her screen.

“That’s what I thought. Now, hurry up!” 

Scoffing, she wrenched the sticky passenger door open and 
dropped into the scratchy seat. “Oh, bite me.” 

He only gave her a playful smile, “You know I don’t swing tha--
agh! Jeez, didn’t anyone ever tell you that violence is never the 
answer?!”

Natalia’s grin was cheeky after punching him in the arm, 
producing Eli’s choked cry of protest. 

Driving, they talked about simple things, like school 
assignments or the baloney stuck to Eli’s ceiling from their 
most recent food fight that was inducing an unpleasant odor. 
They even ranted about Eli’s ex-boyfriend, continuing their 
raucous and harmless banter. A cheerful air hummed through 
the car. 

But then the engine died, beginning the worst night of her life. 

Of course, the first thing Natalia said was about Eli’s dumb 
need for old cars. Her second statement was “What are we 
going to do?! There isn’t another pitstop for miles, and we’re 
literally on a cliff!” 

Eli scrunched his nose, the telltale sign that he was thinking. 
She hoped he would come up with something soon. It was 
getting late, and her phone was out of battery. She’d use Eli’s, 
but it had shattered when he had thrown it out of his apartment 
window after having a little… mix-up with citizens of their small 
town. 

Sighing, Natalia unceremoniously dropped her bag in front of 
the car, kneeling by the highway barrier above the barren 
rocks. The steep hill ended in scraggly thorn bushes that she 
found to be an ugly sight, pairing well with the circumstances. 
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Only a moment later, she strode to Eli, stealing him from his 
trance with a quick wave over his face. He stumbled, “Yeah? 
I’m still trying figure out what we should do...”

“We should play a game or something. I’m already bored.”

Eli’s eyebrows raised, and he almost laughed, “Sure, but I get 
to choose.”

A snort resounded, “No! Your car got us into this mess, and I’m 
going to save us from dying of boredom.” The conversation 
ended when she stuck her tongue out and grabbed his hand, 
leading him back to the car. A sweet laugh escaping Elijah’s 
lips turned her head, her lips curving into a beautiful smile.

Neither of them saw Natalia’s dropped bag or thought it would 
be their undoing. 

It all happened too fast. Both tripped, their screams filling the 
air as they tumbled down the incline, fear clutching their 
hearts. Everything turned black when they collided with the 
brambles at the end of the hill. 

At 7:23 p.m., Elijah Fox was pronounced dead next to an 
unconscious, severely injured Natalia.

***

“Please go to counseling, Nat.” Valeria stood at the door with 
crossed arms and concerned features.

Sighing, Natalia muted the television and turned toward her, “It 
won’t help.” Gesturing in a circular motion, her voice quieted, “I 
can deal with all of this. Just like before.”

She straightened her posture and trained her eyes back on the 
TV, knowing her sister didn’t enjoy seeing her like this. They 
had always been the other’s support system, with Natalia 
looking to her sister about the difficulties that consumed her.

Natalia couldn’t be sentimental about this. Her pain was 
private - for her eyes only.

But Valeria’s next statement caught her attention as her tired 
voice responded, “Please, do it for me. I just… can’t fight with 
you.”

Then it was Natalia's turn to host a flurry of anxious thoughts. 
Why had Valeria sounded so drained? She shouldn’t be that 
worried about her. Choosing to mull over these ideas, Natalia 
ended the conversation by raising the television’s volume.

Valeria headed into the warm kitchen. Her body felt like dead 
weight as she dropped onto the cushions of the breakfast 
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nook. She honestly didn’t understand how Nat could be so 
oblivious. All of this started when their parents had died. 
Everything changed. Natalia had been a stoic eight-year-old, 
the broken fragments of an innocent girl evident in her big 
brown eyes. The emptiness lasted until she met Eli.

When Natalia was introduced to him, something in her lit up 
like a Christmas tree during the holidays. The change was 
almost magical. She seemed to have a new purpose. The 
cheerful mask of the broken child became more real by the 
second as ten years of hidden pain seemed to vanish.

Natalia had completely backtracked after Elijah’s death into a 
painful state of denial yet again. To make matters worse, 
everyone knew that she blamed herself for his demise. It all 
wounded Valeria beyond belief, and she needed to save her 
sister before Natalia vanished forever.

Her thoughts became a pounding headache, and she dropped 
her head into hands, closing her eyes.
***
“Is everyone ready to leave?” Her uncle’s deep voice boomed 
through the house. Natalia knew they were all waiting for her, 
but she couldn’t face the cavalry.

The dumb community dinner would be dripping in fake. She 
would be surrounded by fake people, fake consolations. Yet, 
there she was, standing in front of the mirror while she 
shouted, “Give me one minute!” One minute of pure solace 
was all she needed to walk downstairs in her black, high-
collared dress with her head high.

She’d survive this.

Natalia spent her minute wisely then sent a cold look into her 
own brown eyes and descended the stairs with determined 
steps, meeting her elegantly-dressed family with a final 
sardonic thought, This’ll be fun.

***

Natalia could feel the rage boiling just under her caramel skin 
as she received another greeting from some attendee that she 
barely knew. It was growing increasingly difficult to hold her 
tongue after enduring the ingenuine empathy for more than a 
month. She was near her breaking point. Any moment now, the 
floodgates would open and everyone would know her true 
feelings. Natalia didn’t know whether or not that was a good 
thing.

On one hand, she could remain silent, becoming more and 
more resentful each day. On the other hand, she would be 
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subject to even more imitated compassion. To Natalia, the first 
option was logical and suited her needs.

Apparently, her heart didn’t get the message.

The blow-up started with shaking hands. Next, her heart began 
to beat erratically as a high schooler gave her an awkward 
side-hug. The introductions and belated condolences meshed 
into a mess of agony. Somehow, Natalia’s expression 
remained steely and unfeeling. Inside, it felt like a tsunami tide 
of emotion hit her. Her throat was tight, and her blood boiled. 
What confused her were the tears she was attempting to keep 
at bay. She honestly didn’t know what she was experiencing.

Anger? Hate? Those seemed to be her only options.

Her entire being wanted to explode into a tangle of angst. She 
knew she was teetering on the brink of an explosion. A single 
nudge could push her over the edge, but her whirlwind was 
interrupted by the dimming lights and the scraping sound of a 
projector screen being pulled down. Berlin’s portly mayor 
began to speak.

“As we all know, this gala is a proper memorial for Elijah Fox, 
and we have prepared a special slideshow for him.”

Her blood froze. No. They didn’t tell her this was a memorial. 
Oh, God. Her heart felt like it was going to leap out of her 
chest. She thought this was an insignificant dinner. 

They had to continue the ruse, didn’t they? Murderous 
thoughts made her skull fill with smoke. Her head and the 
entire room spun. It was too overwhelming, like all of her 
bitterness had caught up with her.

She wanted everything to stop. 

Silverware and cheap glasses rattled and fell as Natalia 
jumped to her feet with a heaving chest. All eyes were on her, 
and she felt like they were individually crawling her skin. She 
couldn’t think. Her body was consumed by feeling, shaking as 
she stood up. Her head whipped around, meeting the eyes of 
several townspeople. Why? Why did they have to lie?

“Can’t you just tell the truth? None of you cared about Eli - 
none of you! I am so sick of this. You all disgust me, and I just 
can’t take this anymore!”

She released a piercing scream that echoed through the hall. 
She could still hear it's echo as she ran out the heavy doors. 
The room was still frozen in shock. She didn’t register any of 
their expressions, but Natalia was sure they were incredulous.
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She didn’t care. Her heart constricted tighter and tighter like a 
painful coil. Everything was going too fast. Her mind couldn’t 
keep up. Natalia fled to the only place she knew could stop the 
world for a few seconds. The night was foggy and cold, and 
the wind bit into her bones through her thin dress.

Those fleeting thoughts blew away with the heavy breeze.

Mud squelched under her heels as she ran through the twisted 
steel gate, following the path she knew too well. Trees passed 
her, as well as various tombstones, obelisks, and memorials. 
Her brain wasn’t required to comprehend, already cognizant of 
where she went whenever the world was too overwhelming.

Finally, Natalia rushed to the familiar marble, dropping to her 
knees on the wet ground. Immediately, her hands held the 
stone with a vice grip, as if it were her lifeline. In a way, it was.

She peered at the etched letters that held so much meaning. 
As she saw the dirt crumble from the old stone, Natalia 
permitted tears to run down her face for the first time since 
Elijah’s funeral, “I can’t do this anymore, Mom. Everyone 
around me is lying, and I’m just allowing it. I’m disgracing 
Elijah, as well as Dad and you. I just… don’t know what to do!” 

With her last broken sentence, all of her anger became roaring 
currents of sadness that washed over her unapologetically.

The beginnings of a rainstorm showered above, masking her 
sudden tears, “Why did you leave me?! I needed both of you 
and I… I’m alone!” Natalia’s throat scratched as she released 
a cry of anguish into the night, crumpling into a ball of agony 
and uncontrolled emotion.

Everything felt red hot as her heart thumped in her chest, and 
Natalia didn’t want to register any of her messy grief that hit 
her with a hard punch while the world shook through her misty 
eyes. She didn’t know how long she lay there before Valeria 
emerged from the shadows. Ever so slightly, her chest heaved 
with labored breaths. Her sister silently sat down, joining 
Natalia to watch the empty darkness of the clouds.

Valeria released a frustrated whisper, “You are not alone. I’ve 
always been right here, and you need to realize that. I have 
witnessed you go through hell for the past decade, and I will 
not allow it any longer!”

Natalia continued staring tiredly at the sky, refusing to make 
sense of the pain.
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As if leveling the playing field, Valeria mirrored Natalia’s 
position, her gaze still to the hidden stars, “You never accepted 
the fact that Mom and Dad died, and… it’s getting harder and 
harder to watch my little sister crumble.”

Her voice had enough emotion laced within to make Natalia 
utter, “I’m already broken. You can’t fix me.”

Valeria frowned, glancing at her mother’s grave, “There is 
nothing wrong with being damaged. There is nothing wrong 
with missing them because I do too! I have suffered this the 
same as you!” Her sister’s eyes burned with feeling when they 
finally met hers.

Natalia bolted up fiercely, her head reeling, “No! Don’t you 
dar-”

Valeria exploded, “Dare to do what - help you? Look at 
yourself! Last I checked, my sister wasn’t afraid of anything, 
and it’s high time that you act like it! I refuse to watch you 
destroy yourself!”

Natalia turned away but was pulled back by her shoulders as 
her sister stared her down. Silence fell. The standoff intensified 
as Valeria’s dark hair curled and twisted in the wind, while 
Natalia’s irises twirled with fury. Tension layered the air as wild 

thoughts danced through the younger girl. She stared into the 
same hazel eyes that she had known her entire life. They had 
always understood each other… Where did we go wrong?

Those words truly woke her up as she realized just who she 
was pushing away.

Natalia collapsed into Valeria with a fractured persona, “I’m so 
sorry! I-I’m just lost!” Her voice cracked with biting sobs and 
ten years’ worth of agony as she repeated her first words like a 
broken record. She panicked, hoping and praying that her 
sister would stay. Natalia’s hands sought her temples, pressing 
against them with force.

Arms wound tightly around Natalia’s waist and pulled her in, 
giving refuge. Holding each other, they were a sorrowful 
scene. Both had finally witnessed the pain that layered their 
souls like a worn-out garment. When their eyes locked it was 
worth more than a thousand conversations. Those silent words 
stopped Natalia’s nonsensical mumblings and pulled them 
from the ground, urging them home. Urging them to be free.

Together, they relinquished their hearts of the true suffering of 
grief and left the fateful cemetery that seemed to hold all of 
their problems. But it contained Natalia’s most important ally - 
her sister.
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The Game of Life
The sky reddened as the blaring sound of music echoed off 
the car doors, vibrating the seats. I turned the key in the 
ignition, stepping out of the car. I was home. Not my trashy 
Chicago apartment with barely any privacy and strewn clothes, 
but my childhood home. I could blast whatever music I wanted 
to annoy the neighbors, protecting myself from the storm of the 
world.
 

There it was, same as always. Simple white paint chipped in 
the corners, digging into uneven grass that surrounded it. I 
rang the doorbell, and my mother immediately flung the door 
open, eyes watering.
 
“Please don’t cry,” I begged, embracing her tightly.
 
“Too late,” she said, smiling as if the tears escaping her eyes 
against her aged skin didn’t exist. That was my mother-an 
unusually emotional being and the reason I always came back 
home. We went inside, where the furniture hadn’t changed for 
almost ten years, each piece triggering nostalgia. The familiar, 
lemony aroma still clung to the air. The vase filled with 
withering flowers drooping to cover the hole in the wall from 
my reckless hockey practice. The basement door that led to 
my childhood of video games, weird music, junk food, and 
homework.
 
“Where’s Dad?” I asked, suddenly realizing his absence.
 
“He’s at the store. Apparently, an employee messed up the 
inventory,” my mother explained. “He’ll be here to greet you, I 
promise.”
 
“It’s fine,” I replied, avoiding eye contact with my mom.
 

Silver Key
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“Do you want something to eat?” she said, breaking the 
silence. “You have to be hungry, you’ve been driving for three 
hours.”
 
“No, thanks. I had a sandwich and coffee on the way, which is 
enough,” I answered.
 
She nodded and asked me how college was. I told her about 
my classes, describing every professor, listing the unusual kids 
I’ve come across, and that (fortunately) my roommate wasn’t 
one of them. She laughed at all of my petty complaints like she 
always had, and I shook my head at her constant silliness.
 
“So, how’s life here?” I inquired, though I’m almost positive not 
much has happened, considering the biggest crime here was 
actually a prank. 
 
“Well, you know Kyle from high school? He still lives with his 
family in his house. He dropped out of college, or ‘took a break’ 
as they like to say. They’re thinking of putting another arts and 
crafts store in the town. Other than that, not much,” my mother 
explained. I remembered Kyle instantly. His attempt at bullying 
was always hilarious, for he miserably failed at it.
 
“I remember him. I’m not surprised,” I said, laughing.
 

“Okay, I’ll save you the trouble of asking. Yes, you can go 
downstairs if you want,” my mother said as if reading my mind.
 
“Thank you so much,” I had to force myself to be calm as I 
went to the basement. Unfortunately, I ended up tearing out of 
there immediately, hearing my mother laugh by the time I was 
in the basement. As soon as I noticed ‘my room’, or the place 
where I basically lived, I broke down. There stood the beige, 
soft couches that were aligned in a V-shape so my friends and 
I could play video games. On the right was the faded, green 
box filled with magazines, games to play, and a flashlight when 
the power was down. The television was coated in dust and 
puny compared to nowadays. I ran to it and flipped through all 
the video games and board games, and noticed one that Julie 
and I often played together, only her. Suddenly, all I could think 
about was Julie, who may have been my whole childhood, 
along with this basement. My best friend, someone I hadn’t 
seen in years. My eyes pooled with water, as each memory 
came flooding back, one by one. Everything that I tried to push 
away, to keep me moving on with my life. Our time together 
flashed through mind.

***

The bell’s piercing sound sent me back into reality, where the 
teacher tried to scream our homework over the constant 
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chaos. If I didn’t hurry I would be the last one out of class. I 
crammed my books into my backpack, forgetting to zip it and 
scurried out of the room along with the horde of voracious 
students. I reached my locker, realizing that my books were on 
the verge of falling out. Please don’t, I pleaded. The 
premonition, unfortunately, was correct. The second I glimpsed 
at them, they tumbled out of my bag. I groaned and bent down 
to pick them up when I saw someone’s locker emblazoned 
with stickers of my favorite band. I grabbed my books and 
walked to the person’s locker. It was a girl, wearing light green 
pants and white blouse, the opposite like what her taste of 
music seemed to be.
 
“Hi,” I said, casually, running my hand through my hair.
 
“Hello,” she answered, trying to place my face, “do I know 
you?”
 
“Uh, probably not, but I noticed your Machineheart poster in 
your locker, and I didn’t think that anyone else listened to them 
or had good taste in music,” I explained, in between breaths, 
still recovering from trampling all the other students to get to 
lunch.

“Oh, yeah, I really like them. I didn’t think anyone else liked 
Machineheart either,” she smiled and held out her hand. “I’m 
Julie.”
 
“I’m Logan,” I replied, shaking her hand.
 
“Do you want to sit with my friends and me for lunch?” Julie 
asked. “We can discuss this. It turns out there are a few 
people out there with great taste.”
 
“Sure,” I responded, following her lead. We reached the 
bustling lunchroom, which dialed down a little bit when 
everyone was sitting down. And by that one lunch session, I 
was easily able to tell that Julie’s friends often got into debates 
over real life decisions or fictional worlds, but all agreed on 
their taste or obsessions in: clothes, music, movies, books, 
and anything that could be possibly thought of. Once I was 
introduced, I was bombarded with questions about my favorite 
band or artist, what movies I liked, and if I was friends with 
Kyle. These people didn’t judge by looks or how rich you are, 
but by your preference of multiple things, which was infinitely 
better. All of them were dressed normally, but their 
personalities were the complete opposite. These people were 
different, they were almost carbon copies of me. The bell rang 
again, and I reluctantly headed back to class, hoping to see 
Julie again.
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The next morning, I ran to school and went straight to my 
locker to gather my books, in hopes to see Julie again. To my 
dismay, she was absent today because she wasn’t feeling very 
well. I felt a bit disappointed as I was walking home, but soon 
forgot about it when I noticed my father’s marked up, silver 
Mercedes on the driveway. I rushed inside and saw my dad 
sitting on our faded, leather couch, reading the newspaper.
 
I hugged my dad firmly, surprised he was at the house.
 
“What are you doing here?” I asked, sitting down beside him. I 
hadn’t seen him in almost a year, he never visited.
 
“I had some free time from the store finally, and I decided to 
come here to see you, considering I barely visit” he explained.
 
“Okay, uh, thanks,” an awkward silence filled the air. “What do 
you want to do?” Having nothing else to say, I suggested a 
board game or watching the college football game, and we 
came to the consensus that we should watch the football game 
and talk. We watched the game, which ended with Notre 
Dame winning, leaving us infuriated. Our temper slowly 
subsided, as Dad told me about the annoying guys at work 
who kept on calling in sick and leaving in the middle of the day 
when their presence is crucial. He complained about how 

these two kids put in “hopefully edible itch-powder” in the 
sugar. I cracked up, remembering the time I dropped that 
sugar all over my mother as I was carrying it to our cart. She 
was scratching her head and neck uncontrollably the next day.

“It’s not funny. In fact, it’s incredibly annoying,” I laughed 
harder, a trait I acquired from my mother. He joined me, and it 
felt like old times, before they separated.
 
“So how’s school?” he asked, like a normal parent, but he 
wasn’t. He left us, and I wasn’t sure if that qualified as still 
being “normal.” I brushed off the grudge and told him that my 
grades were really good.
 
“Where’s Mom?” I blurted, realizing she should’ve been here a 
long time ago.

“She stepped out,” my dad, staring at the floor.
 
“Oh,” I cleared my throat and told him I should start on my 
homework. I ran to the basement to finish my homework, my 
anger slowly fading. My mom came home in the middle of the 
night, asking if he was gone. I told her he was and went to 
sleep, hopefully forgetting this ever happened.
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I hurried to school the next morning and saw Julie gathering 
her books right before first period.
 
“Julie!” I called out. She saw me and waved, not seeming sick 
at all. 
 
“Hi,” she said, eyes beaming.
 
“How are you feeling? I heard you were sick,” I asked, though I 
didn’t really believe she was ever really ill.
 
“I’m good now. I kept on throwing up yesterday and the night 
before. Maybe it was a bug,” she explained, smiling a lot. I 
immediately knew she was lying.
 
“So why weren’t you here yesterday?”I inquired.
 
“Um, I was sick,” she repeated, giving me a look.
 
“Yeah, but today you seem completely fine. Your face has no 
marks on it whatsoever, and you look the same,” I argued.
 
“Makeup,” she answered, curtly.
 

“Your friends told me you don’t wear much makeup, and I don’t 
see any sparkles or powder,” I pointed this out. Her face was 
completely natural with her auburn hair framing it perfectly.
 
“Well, makeup gets more modern just like technology,” she 
claimed.
 
“Fine, then what is the bruise on your face?” I asked, noticing a 
deep purple mark near her jaw. She covered it with her hand 
and mumbled something about having to go to class. Oh no, I 
thought. I was being too nosy. I shouldn’t have interrogated her 
like that. She probably is furious with me right now. I grabbed 
my books and scurried to class, regretting what I had done.
 
I spotted Julie again at lunch and approached her instantly.
 
“What?” she asked, almost dismissing me.
 
“I’m sorry for this morning. It’s none of my business why you 
missed school. What matters is you’re back today, so now I 
can talk to someone with good taste,” I apologized, pleading.
 
“It’s alright. I just hate being attacked like that,” she smiled. I 
sighed with relief and followed her to her lunch table.

***
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We became really good friends, venting our anger, laughing, 
and teasing other kids behind their backs. She came over 
almost every day, and we completed homework while debating 
over which movie we were going to watch afterward.
 
One particular day, immediately after school ended, we raced 
to my house to finish homework over with and play board 
games. Soon after we did our homework, we tore through the 
basement to look for something to do. After fifteen minutes of 
scrounging the dusty storage room, we found The Game of 
Life, coated in grime.
 
“Let’s play this,” Julie suggested, wiping dust from the surface.
 
“It’s the only thing we have, so I guess we should.” We set the 
game down, and read through the instructions. The point of the 
game was to go through the most you could throughout your 
life. We began and played for almost two hours. Soon enough, 
this became a tradition. We played every single time we were 
together(which ended up being every day). While playing, we 
chatted on and on about absolutely inane topics. We continued 
this tradition every single day, as it was an excuse for us to 
talk.
 

Unfortunately, Julie never discussed her home life. She 
dodged the subject every time it was brought up, until the 
beginning of winter break when school had just ended a man 
who turned out to be Julie’s father showed up to school in a 
beat-up, faded truck. The second Julie noticed him, she ran to 
the bathroom. The second I glanced at her, I noticed her eyes 
were filled with terror.

“Julie!” I called out after her, but she was already gone by then. 
I glimpsed at Julie’s father, who had a wild look in his eyes. I 
called her name once again and found her in the science 
classroom.

“What are you doing here?” I questioned, puzzled as to why 
she was hiding out here from some guy.
 
“My dad is here,” she answered. “He’s never been here.”
 
“Why not?”
 
“Because he doesn’t care, and I like it better that way,” she 
explained, fidgeting with her bracelet.
 
“What about your mom?”
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“Who even knows?” tears pooled in her eyes, and she tried to 
blink them away. I immediately understood why she never 
talked to me about her family. She poured out everything at 
that moment. Her mom left a long time ago, and her dad is 
aggressive, pretty much useless. She told me about the small, 
cramped apartment they live in that reeked of alcohol in some 
shady neighborhood. I embraced her, and she stopped crying, 
telling me she had to go because her father would get angry.
 
“Life moves on,” I said, right as she was about to leave. “Just 
like the game you have to go through the most in life. Don’t let 
this hold you back from becoming something.” She nodded 
and left, fading away.
 
After that experience, I made sure I wasn’t intrusive, for it was 
a very touchy subject. I kept on telling her that she could get 
through it whenever she winced, rubbing a cut or a bruise, 
which usually had a repugnant color, but all she did was brush 
me off. I always made certain I didn’t push my limits with her.

***

Julie and I continued to do everything together. Closer than 
ever, we were able to tell each other things we have never told 
anyone else. We attended classes and school functions 
together and threw tiny objects at the so-called bullies. We 
never forgot about our game either. Usually, I would win, but 

sometimes Julie would. She called our time together the 
sanctuary from the outside world or at least her outside world. 
Sometimes when she would come over, she would cry and 
sometimes I would cry with her, not just out of pity, but 
because it must take a lot to come to school with a fake smile 
on your face and pretend everything's fine. I told her that once 
we get out of high school, she could be free and start her life 
over again. She could move on and forget her past. She never 
gave me an explicit answer but nodded. My mother would 
complain about the amount of time I spent with her, but the 
truth was, we could be ourselves with each other. No hiding.
 
Toward the end of junior year, Julie didn’t come to school for a 
week. She didn’t even visit. A few days later I got a call, 
surprisingly, from Julie’s father telling me she had probably run 
away. The impact hit me like a train. I couldn’t believe it. My 
best friend for the past few years was gone. A part of me 
believed that her dad was lying, but he wasn’t. Julie’s neighbor 
also said no one had seen her for some time. It was terrible, I 
went to school alone. My grades went down, and it felt like I 
was doing everything I could to get out of the misery but never 
ended up anywhere.
 
I always felt utterly confused as to why she left. I understand 
she didn’t want to live with her father anymore, but she had 
me. Was I not enough? Eventually, I stopped trying to figure it 
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out. Julie was strong, she was. But she couldn’t take it 
anymore, and I still may not have understood why she decided 
to run away from her problems. I eventually came to terms that 
she was most probably was not coming back. I worked harder 
and tried my best to move on. I never forgot her, but stopped 
crying every day.

***

I sniffled, wiping my salty tears off my wet face. I never saw 
her again. Maybe that’s what life was. Struggling, but 
continuing to trudge through the molasses that's life to 
eventually reach a destination. You have to move on. Let go of 
your past and withstand the worst to get there.
 
I got over the fact that my dad was barely there for me, 
however, my misfortune was less. Julie didn’t move on. It was 
just like the board game, in order to win, you had to go through 
the most. Because making the most of what you have, using 
whatever you have to accomplish things and getting through 
your past was how you won the Game of Life.
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Clockwork
Poetry
Grade: 12
Mayfield High School
Instructor: Kari Beery
#

Clockwork
I dipped my fingers into my brain and tampered with the 

clockwork.
My head throbs due to the unlicensed self surgery

And so I inject myself with distraction and interaction
With relaxation and anticipation.

But none of it works well enough to cloak the pain.
I am disoriented but I hardly notice that I’m breaking

 Because of all these damn shots of “I’m fine”

That I can’t seem to get enough of.
Delicate lips numb my scars

 And remind me of the profound lack of emptiness I feel when I 
dream

 But her kisses are better than the delusions,
Her lips are real

And when her fingers touch my thighs, it’s palpable
It hurts so bad.
I’m addicted.

Cracked cogs and bent gears
Around her they don’t matter,

Time doesn’t matter, nothing matters,
Nothing but her.

But eventually she leaves, and
I am cast out into the heavenly abyss of sleep.

I wish I could live there in the dark illusions
Because what reveals itself when I close my eyes,

That is never certain,
But the truths I face in the morning…

I wish those were just nightmares.
I don’t feel corporeal.
Please make it stop.

Mutilate me.
Castrate me.

 Remove my soul and destroy that which makes me human.
Then finish the deed

Silver Key
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 And eradicate whatever is left of me when that’s all over.
 Help me.

Man’s worst enemy is always themselves.
Help me.

 Fix the clockwork and change the gears.
 Make me function the way I used to

 Then chop off my fingers
 Because they screwed with the machinery

That way it will never break again.
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I Wait for the Days
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

I Wait for the Days
I wait for the days when those fall leaves cannot hold on any 
longer,
But they cling to their skinny branches anyway,
The way I gasp for air after breaking my underwater reverie.
I wait for the days when I wake up to the slow purr of a cat on 
my stomach,
Filling the chest cavity of cold air stained with morning breath.
I wait for the days when the mailbox flag is up

And I put a blade through the vessel to get to the soul of it all.
I wait for the days when we have breakfast at noon,
When I stand on your toes
Even though I will never be close to your height,
And our old CD player vibrates against my palm
With your favorite voices from the 80s.
I wait for the days when I can fit in your suitcase,
When I curl myself up and ask you to zip me in.
I wait for the days when I beg you not to go,
And my words are enough to make you stay.
I wait every day for you to come home,
But it seems that there is no place for me
In the mantel photo frame that you smile at
Every time you pass by.
Do you ever wait for the days when you can come home to 
me?

Silver Key
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Opal
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Opal
I've never understood spinning gold,
Never imagined the shine wink at me as I pull it through my 
fingertips. 
But now, I've heard her voice, pouring like a candle,
Setting me ablaze.
And I've swam in the clear blue ocean of her arms;
Unsteady at first, wobbling in the salty waves.
But now I am secure, even drifting out to where my feet cannot 
grip the sand beneath me -
Fearless.
She is blood red ink, staining my hands like clay dirt
Stuck underneath my fingernails where I dig down into the 
earth
To retrieve my heart from where I hid it,
So I can share it with her.
I am a sunflower, craning my neck to get a shred of her light,

Up in the sky where she belongs.
And in the sky, she has shown me that there is beauty in the 
clouds;
In bright blue canvases
And paper greyness that envelopes us all,
Not just as the sun greets the horizon or the galaxies blink to 
life.
She is an opal, and I am awestruck,
Wondering how so many universes could possibly be 
contained in a life
That might seem insignificant to the grazing eye,
But whose every speckle and scar is a story I cannot wait to 
have traced onto my skin.
Because when she is next to me, and her head fits perfectly 
into the empty space between my jawline and my shoulder,
I think I know, in those moments,
How a never-ending universe has followed the unpredictable, 
inevitable path that has found its way to me;
How an impossibly infinite girl was born with golden fingers
That have inexplicably, serendipitously, been held in my own 
hand.
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If I Could Vote, I'd Vote for Acceptance
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

If I Could Vote, I'd Vote for Acceptance
When I was in fourth grade, I was the victim of bullying. So 
much that I started looking to move schools in sixth grade, 
even though I was thriving in Montessori. I started fourth grade 
in 2008, right when President Obama was first elected. When I 
asked my parents why they supported President Obama and 
wanted him to be president, they said it was because he 
accepted us in this country as Indians. I understood what it felt 
like to be marginalized for my identity even in my classroom.

I was too young to vote this year. Aside from being a debater, I 
was a fellow with the Hillary Clinton Campaign & Ohio 
Democrats this fall, and that’s where I learned that while I 
personally believed in Hillary Clinton for a multitude of policy 
reasons, that this campaign wasn’t just an effort to break a 
glass ceiling. I live on the edge of Cuyahoga County, where 
the deep-rooted Democratic support starts to turn into 
conservative values, and fall in the Trump line of support. But 
the stories I’ve heard here, of love, forgiveness, anguish and 
grief, that’s what this campaign was for so many people. A 
movement to look to equality and representation and fair 
voices in DC, and regardless of how one individual campaign 
goes, that movement can never die. 

To say I was upset Tuesday night would be an 
understatement. I was awake until 3 am, until the final call, 
talking to friends from all around the world. Not only did I know 
the efforts that had gone into this election, but I felt for this 
cause as well. I’m a 16-year-old Indian girl living in the US, and 
the fact that we ended up with a candidate who took every 
instance to shoot down the differences between us, that was 
what broke my heart. I cried that we elected Donald Trump, 
someone who has failed to understand what makes America 
so strong in the first place: that we, as a nation, embrace 
diversity and tolerance in perspectives and experiences.

Silver Key
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This is an election that has rooted divide in the hearts of so 
many Americans. Relationships have been broken over this 
election. But never have I seen such fear and hatred in the 
words of so many. It’s not even the majority of people who 
voted for him. But those voices are loudly heard. I’ve never 
realized how many people hated me in this country, and 
wanted me gone, just for the color of my skin. I was born here, 
I’ve lived here all my life, and I’ve never felt so out of touch 
with everyone else around me. 

This wasn’t just an election between Democrat and 
Republican. It was an election that thrived on the bigotry that 
one candidate put out, and how many Americans took it up. 
The first presidential election I saw and understood, in terms of 
policy and perspective, was that of Barack Obama in ’12. As 
someone who aspires to study international relations in 
college, the compassion and humility Obama showed in office 
was characterizing of my outlook on this country, and the 
world.

So today, my heart does go out to every minority community in 
this nation. We’re faced with a candidate who has 
marginalized every identity different to him, and has made us 
feel fear in our own skin and lives. 

But now, I will spend 4 years hoping that Donald Trump is a 
good president, hoping that maybe I was wrong, and that he 
can be a president to bring together our nation. Despite over a 
year of criticizing his platform, and the discrimination he has 
sent, what else can we do now, aside from trying to work with 
him? The partisan gridlock we’ve faced for 8 years now didn’t 
help us, nor will it in the future. Yes, I will continue to condemn 
Trump’s bigotry and past hateful words. But for the people who 
need it most, I hope I am wrong about the type of leader I think 
he will be. There are people in more critical situations than I 
am, and for those people, I pray that Donald Trump doesn't 
end up being the leader that I feared our nation electing. And I 
hope those who supported Trump this election, can find it 
within themselves to condemn the hate crimes that have gone 
on for the past few days.

Above all, I hope that we continue to push our issues and 
make them heard at the front of this country. Our fights don’t 
end here, and the future will continue to be bright as long as 
we have a positive outlook on it and keep our voices heard.
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A Bond of 3000 Miles
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

A Bond of 3000 Miles
I was 11 when I first asked my mom if I was adopted. We had 
gone to our friends’ house for Thanksgiving dinner the 
previous night, our annual tradition of lemon kissed basmati 
rice and hot coconut-yogurt infused avial. The day before, 
however, we’d gone out to a party at a North Indian family’s 
house, hard hit with three different types of rajma, kidney 
beans cooked in a succulent tomato sauce with onions and 
garlic. Even when I was 11, Indian food wasn’t the same every 
time I had it, and I started to make out distinctions.

The first questions hit as soon as we got home, and my mother 
definitely wasn’t prepared for these. “Why did the food taste 
different even though we were with Indian people both days? 
Why did I like one more than the other? Where are we actually 
from?” As my mom attempted to let me understand cultural 
differences, that we were completely purely South Indian 

without a single northern gene in me, the strongest question of 
all came out: “If I don’t like South Indian food but I like North 
Indian food and you all are South Indian does that mean I’m 
actually North Indian and adopted and you’ve all been lying to 
me my whole life?”

My mother explained to me later on that I was definitely not 
adopted, and I realized that I looked too much like my dad for it 
to possibly be true, but the questions have still lingered in my 
head 5 years later. We’ve had an endless number of more 
Thanksgiving dinners, and over time I’ve grown to enjoy 
certain South Indian dishes along with my mom and her 
friend’s attempts to make pumpkin pie (disclaimer: they forgot 
the sugar, but other than that the creamy dark orange 
consistency was perfect) and occasionally nachos, grazed with 
piquant Indian snacky spice mixes. Yet for me, the annual 
holiday has continued to lead to more questions surrounding 
what it truly means to be North or South Indian.

It’s always been a given since I was younger that I would 
marry an Indian. My mom probably always had him picked out 
for me: nice smart South Indian boy who was just a few years 
older than me, Hindu, vegetarian, didn’t drink or smoke, 
studied well and/or already had a good job. She’d never 
arrange my marriage; I had the privilege of being born into a 
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more progressive and modern Indian family. I, on the other 
hand, had some other ideas. I could never stand the idea of 
eating South Indian food for the rest of my life, so I wanted a 
tall, “cool” North Indian guy who wouldn’t be afraid to be the 
first person up on the dance floor at a Bollywood party. I never 
felt in place at South Indian events, whether it was the 
language or the food, so dreaming to marry away from it 
seemed like the best way to find more of the culture I fit in with.

Yet as I’ve grown, I’ve found myself straying from that dream 
more and more. I always said I’d never date a South Indian 
boy, and that’s exactly who I’m in a relationship with now. 
While I find Indian culture an integral part of myself, no matter 
how much I push it away, my South Indian heritage is still a 
key component of my identity. Sure, I might not be the biggest 
fan of crispy white coarse dosas, the beloved South Indian 
lentil/rice crepe that melts in your mouth with a dollop of hot 
butter over it, with piping hot tamarind sambar as a subtle 
flavoring soup, but at some part of me, I’m still fundamentally 
South Indian. Or at least, the parts that I like.

Truly, that’s the beauty of Indian culture: it’s what you adopt of 
it. See, I’ve grown up like my mother: somewhere in the 
crossroads of the culture I belong to, and the culture I always 
felt more attracted to. She too was raised as a South Indian in 
the heart of big glitzy city Mumbai, and yet always drew 

towards North Indian food and customs. But being Indian is no 
one thing. For my boyfriend, being Indian is eating rasam, the 
Indianized hybridized offspring of tamarind juice infused 
tomato soup, high strung with flavor and spice, while watching 
cricket matches at 2 am, just to match Indian live time. For my 
white best friend, her own adopted part of Indian culture is 
getting to wear Indian jewelry over her everyday clothes, and 
cooking hot spice infused curries of beans, carrots, and 
cauliflower on Thursday nights.

And for me? My Indian culture is somewhere right in the 
middle. I love North Indian food, I don’t understand cricket, and 
I only ever like shopping for clothes and jewelry when it’s 
actually in India. I still hold the hardworking values of South 
Indians, and won’t marry anyone who smokes, drinks, or isn’t 
vegetarian. I watch Bollywood movies endlessly, to the extent 
that I’ve planned out my wedding outfit to be just like Deepika 
Padukone’s outfit in the Diwali scene of Ramleela. I go to 
parties every few weekends (yes, always arriving almost an 
hour or so late), and get asked if my marriage is being 
arranged nearly every week. I get mistaken every so often for 
any other brown girl in my grade, and then get asked if I know 
some distant brown person from Texas, because all brown 
people know each other all around the world, of course.
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To me, being Indian is being part of a community. Since we 
moved to Solon, I’ve always said that our 3 closest family 
friends are practically family to me, to the extent that they feel 
more like siblings and cousins than just friends. I’ve never 
gone to an Indian party or gathering and felt out of place, just 
because the culture is so welcoming. Being Indian is a part of 
me; one I would never be able to switch out for anything else. 
My idea of a perfect Saturday night? Staying in and watching a 
Bollywood movie, with some Bombay city chaat, crisp 
chickpea flour twigs under tangy tamarind sauces and pungent 
mint-coriander chutneys, and a cold, crisp lemon-lime swirled 
Limca, the Indian (evidently superior) version of Sprite.

The country is immense. The languages, food, traditions and 
culture are distinctly different. But India’s truly a place for 
anyone to find something for themselves, whether it is enjoying 
the food at home on a Friday evening with family, or going out 
to a Bollywood dance party with friends on Saturday night, to 
watching a quiet romance movie on Sunday night. Above all, 
each person is dramatically different: you’ll never find 2 Indian 
people who are exactly the same, and in this vast country of 
over a billion people, I’m finding my own Indian culture and 
place in this identity.

The Other Side of the Window
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

The Other Side of the Window
A young girl drives in a rustic old Tata Indica, 
doors and old leather seats creaking, 

jolt, pothole, speed bumps in the road. 

her grandparents are sitting in the front, 
leaning against the window at ease, 
humming to the old ’60s tunes. 

the little girl, clutching at her sandwich: 
tomato-cheese-cucumber-coriander,
crumbs dropping across her lap. 

driving out of the airport, 
her eyes: greedily peering out the 
window, alongside the 
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lens of her hot-pink camera, 

soaking up everything on the other side, 

the rash drivers of the gold and black rickshaws, 
goats and dogs scurrying 
around pedestrians in the middle 
of the traffic jam. 

the hustle parts, 
to the car, a little boy. 

his clothes: tattered, 
across his cheeks: dirt, 
his hands: shaking, 

as he peers upwards to look into the car, 
his eyes meeting those of the 
young girl with a soft plead, 

carefully eyeing 
the sandwich in her hands. 

with a soft nod, she eyes her parents, 
seeking a look of approval, 
rolls down the window with a rush of humid 

and sticky Mumbai-air gracing her fingertips, 

meeting the young boy face to face. 

with one fell swoop, she grabs half of her 
sandwich and hesitantly offers it 
out to the boy, 

his face lighting up with glee and gratitude as 
he hastily runs away to 
avoid the oncoming traffic. 

and the girl, well,

she quietly rolls up the window, 
calls out a soft and quiet good bye, 
brings up her camera to 

observe the passing action 
through another lens.
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Elect Respect
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Elect Respect
I’m voting for respect this year
Let everyone be who they are
What gives anyone the right
To judge, to analyze, to criticize
What anyone does?
You stand out amongst the other candidates
With your pensive silence and relaxed nature
Respect has no face to fall victim

To the hatred of the world,
No religion to be questioned,
No demographic box to fit
Respect is fresh and new in this election
In a theater of negativity, hate, and corruption
Some voters say there are no good options this year,
But they must have forgotten about respect

Silver Key
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The Language of Laughter in Jane Austen's "Pride 
and Prejudice"
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

The Language of Laughter in Jane 
Austen's "Pride and Prejudice"
Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice is infamous for the 
description and in-depth exploration of high society living 
during the British Regency period. Characters in the novel 
concern themselves with exceeding expectations of the socio-
economic class system. The characters are all but required to 

regulate actions and aspirations based on the amount of 
inheritance backing their names. Privileged individuals spend 
copious amounts of time and money perfecting their image, 
whereas others of lesser means are constantly troubled with 
fitting in with the higher class. The barrier for entry to the 
privileged lifestyle is no easy hurdle, however, and as a result 
of rigid aristocratic expectations, characters are pressured to 
match their personalities to the elite model. This rigidity directly 
influences the language of each character and, by extension, 
how they laugh. Laughter serves as a type of vehicle for 
supplying the purpose and tone of characters, based on 
situation and response. Throughout the novel, no two 
characters laugh at the same things and for the same reasons, 
for laughter is unique to every individual; a vocal fingerprint, in 
a sense, for the characters of Pride and Prejudice.

A woman of notable wealth, Caroline Bingley is a primary 
example of how laughter further develops a character based 
on the situation-based response. Hardly moments after 
Elizabeth Bennet is out of earshot, Miss Bingley and her sister 
Mrs. Hurst hold a conversation regarding the Bennet’s wealth 
and connections. “‘I think I have heard you say, that their uncle 
is an attorney to Meryton.’/ ‘Yes; and they have another, who 
lives somewhere near Cheapside.’ / ‘That is capital,’ added her 
[Caroline] sister, and they both laughed heartily” (24, 
clarification my own). Though Miss Bingley’s laugh is 

Silver Key
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described as hearty, the scenario lends itself to a different 
interpretation of the meaning behind her laugh. Miss Bingley is 
laughing at a family with lesser means for not having wealth 
and connections comparable to her own. While the intent of 
this action can easily be written off as arrogant and self-
assured elitist behavior, Miss Bingley’s character suggests 
more depth to the outburst of amusement. She, despite her 
socio-economic status, is rather insecure about herself and her 
future. High society’s expectation of her is to marry a well-off 
partner. Her own aspiration is to marry Mr. Darcy, but she 
views Jane and (more specifically) Elizabeth Bennet as 
threats, as potential spouses for Mr. Darcy. Therefore Miss 
Bingley directs her mocking laugh towards them as a 
mechanism of self-defense, revealing that her character is far 
more insecure, despite her wealth and means, than originally 
anticipated.

One of the younger characters in the novel, Lydia Bennet can 
be further understood through her juvenile personality and 
laughter. Though she is not completely liberated from societal 
expectations, she does not carry the same burden in needing 
to fulfill every expectation like her older sisters does. As a 
result, her actions and adventures put her in peculiar, 
somewhat perilous situations, where her lack of maturity and 
understanding provoke a much different situational response. 
After disappearing with Wickham, Lydia writes in such a jovial 

manner that suggests as though nothing is wrong. “You will 
laugh when you know where I am gone, and I cannot help 
laughing myself at your surprise to-morrow morning, as soon 
as I am missed. … What a good joke it will be” (195)! Though 
the letter format prohibits a direct interaction with Lydia 
laughing, there are several significant references to her doing 
so that can be similarly evaluated. Lydia not only finds the 
situation humorous enough to laugh, but she fully expects the 
audience of her letter to laugh alongside her and to share in 
the joke she has conceived. The giddy, childish tone in which 
she suggests this course of action is a clear indication of her 
lack of understanding the gravity of the situation; by running off 
with Wickham, she has not only jeopardized her own 
reputation but the reputation of all her family as well. By adding 
the element of laughter into her letter, Lydia helps develop her 
own juvenile and playful character, demonstrating just how ill-
prepared and ill-informed she is about life beyond her 
immediate family and basic societal expectations.

Elizabeth Bennet is, by far, the character who is most 
commonly mentioned throughout the novel in conjunction with 
the word “laugh”. A large reason for this correlation is that, 
despite having numerous societal expectations chasing her 
around, Elizabeth does not give in, and instead permits herself 
the freedom of self-expression through language and laughter. 
Regardless of the situation, Elizabeth will find humor. Her 
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bright and comedic personality are often noted as one of her 
striking characteristics; Mrs. Gardiner, Elizabeth’s aunt, 
comments on her lively personality, saying, “you, Lizzy; you 
would have laughed yourself out of it sooner”(97). Though not 
explicitly witnessed, Mrs. Gardiner is referencing Elizabeth’s 
unusual ability to laugh off unfortunate events or unsavory 
comments. Unlike so many women of her status in the British 
Regency Period, Elizabeth understands that she is not perfect. 
Instead of dwelling on this discovery, she owns and openly 
admits that she has flaws. Her lack of concern for upholding 
society’s expectations is what defines Elizabeth’s tone and 
reason and these values can easily be found in her laughter. 
As Tony Tanner describes her playful personality, “Elizabeth 
Bennet says she is ‘checked’, but we shall always remember 
her as laughing” (138).

Laughter establishes itself as an extension of language that 
characters use to communicate tone and purpose during 
various situations. Socio-economic status lends itself as a 
whole separate category of ‘situations’, due to its extremely 
broad impact on every individual during the Regency Period. 
While some individuals have more genuine moments of 
laughter than others, in part due to the confines of situation or 
socio-economics, they are all major supporting aspects of 
personality and tone. The way in which laughter is used based 
on the situation at hand offers remarkable insight on specific 

individuals and allows either new perspectives or enhances old 
arguments with new supporting details. Simply put, as a 
unique feature, laughter offers an explanation on each 
character regarding who they are and what they stand for.
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Tragedy at Nisslo's Diner
Humor
Grade: 8
Home Schooled
Instructor: Divina Koonce
#

Tragedy at Nisslo's Diner
Characters:
 
Narrator: He narrates.  It’s what he lives for.  He is quite 
insensitive to a tragic tale, and doesn’t care.
 
Norman Nisslo: The founder and owner of Nisslo’s Diner.  He 
knows very little about effective advertising.
 

Mother: A powerful, intimidating woman who embraces 
wholesome eating and nice purses.
 
Father: A man who is married to Mother.  He has a British 
accent, and doesn’t really care what or where he eats.
 
Child#1: A child who prefers not to speak and tends to faint. 
 No one knows what goes on inside his head.  (This role works 
for a girl as well.)
 
Child#2: A most unusual child, mostly for the fact that she 
likes salad.  (This role would also work for a boy.)
 
Teenager with Smartphone: She likes to hang out at Nisslo’s 
Diner with her smartphone. 
 
Random Food Appreciator: A plump man who appreciates 
food, no matter where it came from.
  

***

Opens in a small, dingy diner with four tables.  It is completely 
empty.  At the door is a fading sign that says, PLEASE WAIT 
TO BE SEATED.  The spotlight focuses on that before lights 
up on the entire diner.
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(Narrator enters stage, stands in the middle of the diner)
 
Narrator: (Loudly and with authority.)  Greetings!  I am the 
Narrator.  I live to narrate, so let me begin.  (Clears throat.) 
 Our sad and tragic story begins and ends in this very diner. 
 (Gestures to the whole stage.)  It is owned and run by a man 
named Norman Nisslo, who will shortly be here to open up for 
the day.
 
(Norman Nisslo enters stage.  He is wearing a stained chef’s 
hat.  Sighing heavily, he dusts off the tables and chairs for a 
few minutes before noticing the Narrator.)
 
Norman Nisslo: (Yelling at Narrator.)  And just who the heck 
are you?  No, wait.  Don’t answer that.  I know who you are, 
you’re a robberthief or sumpin!  Get out!
 
Narrator: A robberthief?  My good sir, I am the Narrator!  I live 
to narrate, not steal!
 
Norman Nisslo:  The Narrator, eh?  Okay, okay, fine.  You 
may do whatever you do at that table over there. 
 
(Norman Nisslo points to a table at the edge of the diner.  
The Narrator walks over to the table and sits down.)
 

Narrator: Ah, very comfy.  Now, where were we?  Ah, yes. 
 Nisslo’s Diner had a very bad tendency to not attract 
customers.  Usually, there was a maximum of two people in 
the diner at any given time. 
 
(Random Food Appreciator enters stage with his signature 
duck-waddle.  He stands and waits at the PLEASE WAIT TO 
BE SEATED sign.)
     
Narrator: There’s the first customer – the Random Food 
Appreciator.
 
Norman Nisslo: You may be seated. 
 
Random Food Appreciator: Thank you. 
 
(Random Food Appreciator casts a suspicious glance at the 
Narrator 
and chooses the table furthest away from him.
 
Narrator: The second customer today is a teenager and her 
trusty smartphone.
 
(Teenager with Smartphone enters stage.  She is so absorbed 
in his little device that she entirely skips the PLEASE WAIT TO 
BE SEATED sign – much to the annoyance of Norman Nisslo 
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– and just chooses a seat at an empty table.  Only one table is 
still completely empty.)
 
Norman Nisslo: (To Random Food Appreciator.)  And may I 
take your order today, sir?
 
Random Food Appreciator: (With a quick glance at the 
menu.)  Ah, yes, I believe that I’ll try the fried pickle corn 
sandwich. 
 
Norman Nisslo: With the corn syrup sauce?
 
Random Food Appreciator: (Chuckles greasily.)  With the 
corn syrup sauce.
 
(Norman Nisslo exits stage briefly, and then enters stage with 
the order, which is dripping with grease and sauce.)
 
Norman Nisslo: And, here you go, sir.  (Places meal on the 
table.)
 
Random Food Appreciator: Heavens, that looks tasty!  And 
healthful, too!  Thank you so much!  (Comically buries his face 
in the greasy slop.)
 

Narrator: If only there were more people like the Random 
Food Appreciator in the world!  Then Norman Nisslo would 
have much more business!
 
(Norman Nisslo hears this and starts to weep.  He stumbles 
over to the Narrator’s table and sits down.)
 
Norman Nisslo: So true!  So true!  (Sobs some more.)
 
Narrator: (Awkwardly, with a complete and utter lack of 
compassion.)  There, there!  It’ll be all right.
 
Norman Nisslo: I really don’t think so!  (Gasp, sob.)  This 
diner brings in barely enough money for me to pay my bills! 
 I’m a ruined man!  (Complete meltdown, like butter in the 
microwave.)
 
Narrator: I’m pretty sure you’re right, Mr. Nisslo.  You have my 
sympathy.  Say…  What exactly makes up your bills the most, 
Norman?  I’m sure I could help you prioritize and cut down on 
them a little.
 
Norman Nisslo: Candy bills.  (Sniffs, pulls a candy wrapper 
out of his pocket to show the Narrator and the audience.)  Oh, 
and dental bills.  (Points inside his mouth and then eats the 
candy wrapper.)
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Narrator: (Considers what Norman Nisslo just said.)  I don’t 
believe I can help you here, Mr. Nisslo.  Candy and dental bills 
are the most important bills of all!  They can’t be cut down!
 
(Norman Nisslo utters a despairing wail and crashes to the 
floor.)
 
Narrator: (Winces at Norman Nisslo, and then turns to the 
audience.)  Well, while he’s, er, occupying himself, I suppose 
I’d better get back to the story.  (Clears throat.)  While Norman 
Nisslo was crying, a family walked into the diner. 
 
(Family enters stage – Father, Mother, Child#1, and Child#2.)
 
Mother: (Talking to Father.)  Darling, smoochykins, are you 
sure this is a good place to eat?  It looks a little dingy to me. 
 Why don’t we try somewhere else?
 
Father: (In his British accent.)  Nonsense, this place looks 
fine!  Hm.  The sign says we should wait to be seated.  Okay, 
let’s wait!  (Stomps foot resolutely.)
 
(About 20 awkward seconds pass.  Norman Nisslo continues 
to weep.  He doesn’t notice them.  The Narrator waits and 

waits for Mr. Nisslo to notice, but eventually he decides to take 
matters into his own hands.)
 
Narrator: (Talking to family.)  Oh, hello!  You guys can come 
in.  Sorry, but the manager is not available right now.  He’s 
having a bit of an emotional breakdown.
 
Father: What excellent service they have here!  (Gives the 
Narrator a manly pat on the shoulder.)  Come on, everyone.
 
(The Family walks into the diner.  Mother makes a big show of 
stepping over Norman Nisslo as they all make their way to the 
last empty table and sit down.  The Random Food Appreciator 
licks his now-empty plate and lets out a massive burp, startling 
Mother and the two children, but delighting Father.)
 
Father: (To Random Food Appreciator.)  YEAH!  You’re a real 
man, random person!  (Fist bumps Random Food Appreciator, 
who chuckles.)  A real man!  Ain’t seen me one of those in a 
long time!
 
Mother: (As she takes off her purse and sets it down.)  Yes, 
smoochykins, I know – and it's all thanks to my hard work. 
 (Prepares to put her purse back on.)  Maybe we should leave 
about now.
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Narrator: (To Norman Nisslo)  Uh, Mr. Nisslo, you’ve got some 
new customers.  I think it’s about time you attended to them 
before they decide to go.
 
(Norman Nisslo looks up, startled.  He wipes tears from his 
face.)
 
Norman Nisslo: (To family) I… I, uh… I’ll be with ya’ll in a 
minute, okay?  Just wait one minute, and I’ll uh, be with you in 
a minute.  (Runs to secluded corner of his diner.)  Holy mother 
of grease and candy and greasy candy, this is exciting!  More 
than two customers at last!  This is a real opportunity!  How 
can I exploit it?  (His eyes widen as inspiration strikes like a 
crackling bolt of lightning.  A lightbulb explodes out of his head 
with a classic ding.)  I have just the plan!  There are kids here 
for the first time ever – and kids are easy to take advantage of! 
 All I have to do is convince them that this is a FUN place to 
be, and they’ll run off and tell their friends what a FUN place 
this is, and this place will be swamped!  And I’ll be swamped, 
too!  With MONEY!  (Cackles, leaves stage.)
 
Narrator: Norman Nisslo’s plan for FUN was to dress up as a 
clown that took the family’s order.  After all, kids love clowns, 
right?
 

(Norman Nisslo re-enters stage, dressed up as a wacky but 
ultimately terrifyingly scary clown.)
 
Norman Nisslo: That’s right, Narrator old boy!  Ha, ha!
 
(A tremendous fanfare blares, proclaiming Norman Nisslo’s 
grand and glorious entrance.  Startled, the family jumps, the 
Teenager with Smartphone glances up to watch, and the 
Random Food Appreciator flips backward in his chair.)
 
Norman Nisslo: WELCOME, PEOPLE, TO A NEW ERA OF 
NISSLO’S DINER!  An era more FUN than ever!  (Skips over 
to family’s table.)  Why howdy, kids!  (Puts on a cowboy-ish 
accent.)  Allow me to recommend some FUN foods for ya’ll to 
eat!
 
(Family shrinks down in terror, jaws dropping like rocks down a 
mountainside.  Child#1 faints.  Crawling, the Random Food 
Appreciator inches offstage, risking glances at the horrifying 
clown.  Teenager lifts her smartphone in the air.)
 
Teenager with Smartphone: I am so going to film this!
 
Norman Nisslo: (Screaming excitedly at family.)  This here 
diner is the most FUN in the entire WORLDPLANET!  But wait! 
 There’s proof!  Just check out our MENU!  (Grabs a menu.) 
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 We have here some SODA, ICE CREAM, and an extremely 
GREASY –
 
Mother: (Interrupts Norman Nisslo.)  But aren’t we supposed 
to eat dessert AFTER the main meal?
 
Norman Nisslo: But dessert before dinner is more FUN, so I 
must INSIST, ma’am!
 
Child #2: I want some salad.  Can I have some salad?  I like 
salad.
 
Norman Nisslo: (This new piece of information is so mind-
boggling, so incredible, so against-the-laws-of-the-universe 
that Norman Nisslo is stunned speechless for a few seconds.) 
 You are the strangest child I have ever met. 
 
Child#2: (Speaks slowly and calmly.)  Mommy.  Daddy.  This 
man called me weird.  He’s one to talk.  Can we go home 
now?
 
Mother: Yes, of course!  (Picks up her purse.)
 
Father: Yeah, no problem.  (Picks up Child#1, who is still 
motionless.)  Let’s go.
 

(The family exits stage as fast as they can.)
 
Norman Nisslo: Awww, how adorable!  They think this place 
is so much FUN that they’re leaving RIGHT AWAY to tell their 
FRIENDS!
 
Teenager with Smartphone: (Stops filming, and puts 
smartphone in her pocket.)  Heh!  That’s one heck of a nut job! 
 (Walks off stage shaking her head.)
 
Norman Nisslo: (Talking to Narrator)  I did a great job, didn’t 
I?  DIDN’T I?  Come on! 
 
Narrator: I’m afraid you didn’t.
 
Norman Nisslo: WHAT?  Don’t be ridonkolous!  (Starts to take 
off his clown costume.)  Wait – please explain.
 
Narrator: Well, first off, everyone’s gone.  Second off, 
someone filmed your entire, um, performance, and is about to 
post it online.  Third off, that video is going to go viral on the 
Internet.  People everywhere will know about you and your 
diner.
 
Norman Nisslo: So I DID do a good job, then!
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Narrator: About a million people will see that video.  (Norman 
Nisslo nods eagerly.)  About a million people will know about 
your diner.  (Norman Nisslo lets out a jubilant yell.)  About a 
million people will not want to go to your diner if they know 
they’re gonna be harassed like that. 
 
Norman Nisslo: (Without realizing what the Narrator just 
said.)  YAAAAAAAAAYYYYY!  (Stops, pauses.)  Wait, what? 
 (The Narrator shakes his head solemnly, and Norman Nisslo 
realizes that he horrifically messed up.)  I’m in a real pickled 
cucumber, aren’t I?
 
Narrator: Oh yeah.  Absolutely.  No kidding.  Whatsoever.
 
Norman Nisslo: (Opens his mouth, attempts to find words, 
and unearths none.  Splutters, coughs, sighs, gasps, and 
finally finds something to say.)  Oh.
 
(Norman Nisslo leaves stage in considerable shock.)
 
Narrator: (Speaking to audience.)  It’s all true.  No one came – 
not even the Random Food Appreciator.  It was all over for 
Norman Nisslo.
 
(From offstage comes a long, wailing scream of 
NOOOOOOOO from Norman Nisslo.)

 
Narrator: Well, that about wraps up our tragedy.  Good day, 
folks.  (Salutes audience and walks off stage.)
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Bugle Lessons
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Rocky River High School
Instructor: Jaqueline Czarnota
#

Bugle Lessons
My grandfathers were part of what has been called “the 
greatest generation.” As boys, they grew up in the Great 
Depression; as young men, they served in the Army during 
World War II. I remember them being old men when I was a 
very young boy. They are both gone now.
 
When I was thirteen, I listened to my mother and father 
reminisce about my grandfathers. At one point my mother said, 

“I wish we could have had a military honor guard at Dad’s 
funeral. It would have meant a lot to him.” Not knowing exactly 
what a military honor guard was, I did what everyone does – I 
googled it. That is how I discovered Bugles Across America, an 
organization of volunteer buglers dedicated to sounding live 
Taps at veterans’ funerals. I thought, “I’m learning to play the 
trumpet. I’ll join this group, make my parents proud, and wear 
that awesome-looking bugler’s uniform in the picture.” I typed 
in my contact information.
 
The Ohio director was polite when we talked, but she pointed 
out that Bugles Across America consisted of almost all adult 
musicians. To join, everyone had to interview and audition 
successfully. She also told me that it might be a good idea to 
fill my parents in on my plan. When told, Dad merely said, 
“Better practice.” I practiced Taps for weeks, interviewed, and 
nervously auditioned. My acceptance felt like the height of 
accomplishment.
 
Then, one morning, a bugler request popped up in my inbox. 
Enthusiastically, I replied, “I’ll do it!” That night, reality struck. At 
a funeral, two hours from home, I was to perform in front of 
total strangers. How could I possibly do it? How does anyone 
do it? Riding to the cemetery three days later, my dad tried his 
best to ease my angst. We played soft music on the car radio 
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to no effect. Then we tried loud music. The trip felt like it took 
an eternity.
 
At the cemetery, I hesitantly stepped from our car, wondering if 
I looked as nervous as I was. My hands quivered when four 
uniformed members of the local VFW post stepped over to 
greet me and introduce themselves. Two of them were 
veterans of Vietnam. Another had fought in the Korean War. 
The oldest member of the honor guard told me that he was 91 
and a veteran of World War II. As we waited, he explained 
what the many ribbons on his uniform represented. Suddenly 
stern, he said, “I hope you know how to play ‘Sweet Georgia 
Brown.’” He paused. The others burst into laughter at my look 
of dismay. “Just kidding. You’ll do fine,” he said. Our discussion 
turned to coordinating the honor guard detail. The World War II 
vet said to me, “Chris, we want you to stand right here in line 
with us. You are an important member of this unit.” Just before 
the funeral procession approached, he explained to me that 
our mission was to pay tribute to the deceased veteran, but 
also to honor the timeless values of self-sacrifice and sense of 
duty.
 
We snapped to attention as the funeral procession arrived. 
When the first cars unloaded, family members hugged and 
wiped away tears. A teenager helped an elderly woman from a 
car to the gravesite, adjusting the shawl on her shoulders as 

they walked. More arriving cars delivered friends who greeted 
each other with firm handshakes and reassuring smiles. Once 
all had assembled, a priest spoke of things that matter during 
life and after. A stranger to all, I stood and watched, profoundly 
moved by our common mission. We truly were a community 
united in the purpose of supporting one another. On cue came 
the report of four rifles. I raised my bugle and sounded Taps. 
The notes echoed through the cemetery in a resonant manner 
that I never expected nor encountered in my many practices 
alone at home. The five of us in the honor guard turned in 
unison, and marched off together. My father said, “I’m proud of 
you.” and shook my hand. We traveled home in silent 
reflection.
 
On a beautiful day last fall, I stood at attention in an honor 
guard at my great-uncle Bill’s graveside. He was our family’s 
last living World War II veteran. When I sounded Taps to honor 
him, I was not nervous; I was serene. Just weeks before, we 
had visited him at the hospice. When we arrived, we found him 
surrounded by his wife, children, and grandchildren. His 
granddaughter played the guitar while he sang his favorite 
songs from the past. When she sang, he harmonized. Then, 
he smiled.
 
Every week or so, a bugler request arrives in my inbox. As I 
stand and bugle, I think of lessons shared and lessons learned 
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because life is about that. Learning what matters in life makes 
it a precious and joyous journey. It’s a journey I wish to travel – 
sound the call.
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Night Shades
Poetry
Grade: 12
Valley Forge High School
Instructor: Kim Weber
#

Night Shades
I watched you bleed into the night as the night bled into me
Flowing color schemes and various shades of gray
Crimson letters escaped my limbs as these grays turned into 
reds
 
The night and I exchanged our vows but you still kept your 
ground
The ground you held so sacred,

the ground you held so sound
 
You were my hope here in the dark as these grays turned into 
reds
And as you muttered honeyed language I believed every word 
you said
I was brimming with your colors and I lost all sight of mine
 
Darling you seeped into the night and the night seeped into me
As colors trickled out my pours they never phased your hue
Instead they were absorbed into the night to be seen by only 
few.
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A Tale of Two Thanksgivings
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

A Tale of Two Thanksgivings
Russian delicacies were brimming out of my great 
grandmother’s blue and white fine China. So still, adorning the 
crisp white tablecloth. Years ago, every frail plate, teacup, and 
saucer had made its way to this table all the way from my 
family’s apartment in Odessa, Ukraine. “This is very valuable. I 
fit this whole set in my suitcase when I came to America! I 
couldn’t bare to leave a single piece,” my great grandmother 

exclaimed, as if this wasn’t the first thing she told me every 
time she reached for her beloved dinnerware.

Dinner started at 6, but my family being my family didn’t sit 
down until 7:30. Everyone assumed their usual seats. 
However, my sister and I had to shift down to make room for 
my stepdad and his two daughters. My stepdad tried to contain 
himself, but his daughters crinkled their noses. This wasn’t a 
typical thanksgiving meal. Caviar replaced cranberry sauce, 
and sauerkraut was the closest thing to sweet potatoes. Plates 
of golden piroshky, my grandmother’s fried dough, filled with 
meat, potatoes, and spinach, lined the table. I was feeling 
extra thankful to be sitting right next to the bowl of deep 
fuchsia vinegret, or beet salad, my favorite dish. The aroma of 
steaming stuffed cabbage leaves drifted to my nose. I looked 
down at the endless table. My eyes darted at the pickled 
herring and cow tongue; dishes I had successfully avoided my 
entire life. A picky eater myself when it came to Russian food, I 
couldn’t imagine what was going through the minds of the 
people next to me, practically raised on buttered potatoes and 
canned cranberry jelly. Even I got uneasy staring at some of 
the foods my family enjoyed so much, but my stepsisters 
looked bewildered. I was determined to find something they 
would eat at this table. I took a blintz off the steaming stack, 
generously spreading a spoonful of glistening caviar. My 
stepsister hesitantly proceeded to take one. “Try it”, I said, “it’s 
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basically a thin pancake”. I continued to fold it in half, and in 
half again, forming a triangle. She rolled hers up into a long 
tube. She took a bite. I waited… could this really be worth 
missing her mother’s anticipated Thanksgiving meal? Turkey, 
stuffing, pie, and all the trimmings? Her lips curled into a smile. 
Probably not. But we had a lot more Thanksgivings ahead of 
us. And just as she had to suffer through my family’s very 
unique dishes, I would also have to smile and nod while 
chewing through Dan’s family’s store bought turkey and over 
buttered microwaved potatoes.

Flash forward a few years, and I will be on my way to my 
stepdad’s sister’s house in Cincinnati in a few days for her 
Thanksgiving meal. No, there won’t be anything pickled, or an 
85-year old Russian grandpa making his annual, “I love 
America”, speech as an excuse to down another shot of 
Vodka, but my sisters and I will all be there. And all of our 
cousins and all of the dogs. I would probably be more 
comfortable eating off of my grandma’s prized china, but this 
will do. When I look around at all the shining faces at the table, 
laughing and smiling, I get the same warm feeling. I suppose it 
is not the food on the table that is important, but the people at 
the table. And I know, that whether I find myself in Cincinnati 
picking marshmallows off my sweet potatoes, or in Cleveland 
explaining to my stepdad why sour cream must go on 

everything, I will be surrounded by people I love. And that is 
something to be thankful for.
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A Restaurant of Books
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

A Restaurant of Books
The rickety bench in my backyard sways under the shade of 
lush green leaves,
Sweet smell of my mother’s planted morning glories reaches 
my nose
It is time to begin
 
As my back arches into the shape of the wooden bench, the 
familiar feeling of opening a new book comes over me
I can almost hear my grandmother calling me to breakfast
The main course of the meal is a book
Brother’s Grimm is on the menu this morning,
Chef’s special
 
Sticky strawberry jam fingers stain glossy pages as they turn 
faster and faster
They say you should savor food

But that is hard to do when your hunger is insatiable
 
Many meals later
Pages are turning faster and faster
I’m not ordering off of the kid’s menu anymore
Children’s tales are a thing of the past
The restaurants I go to now only offer the most refined
Great Expectations and Jane Eyre are the main courses here
 
Grown ups can’t have dessert
But I still can
Little Women comes off of the shelf
A delectable treat; a guilty pleasure
 
That’s the thing about going to a restaurant
There is a menu of options
A kitchen of renowned chefs
But what does this all matter if you cannot come home to your 
grandmother’s homemade plum jam?
 
I pick up Brother’s Grimm
 
And I savor every bite



321

Sestina for Alex
Poetry
Grade: 11
Laurel School
Instructor: Megan Weiskopf
#

Sestina for Alex
When asked what felt like home, I said “your arms”
Because you were never stable, always gentle
Home for me fluctuates don’t deny
(I don’t deny). My memory is like water
Drowning me; I see only your hands, your black converse
How easily I can conjure up your outline, but not you
 
You

only care for me when I am in your arms
As if you only know how to converse
with me when I am tangible to you. O Gentle,
Tell me how to count every drop of rainwater
Show me how to shout over thunderstorms, how to deny
 
them the privilege of ravaging the sky. What I cannot hear is 
always easier to deny.
I pretend that each step you take away from me your shoes 
are beating out I love you’s
My affections watered
down and won by the first person who arms
themselves with a mischievous grin that could never be 
mistaken as gentle,
smug chin, art socks, ratty converse
 
Why is it that when we converse
we deny
ourselves the chance at vulnerability? Yet last night, you told 
me gently
ashamedly, you just wanted to be happy. You
delight me with the secrets you reveal when you uncross your 
arms
You are so anxious and the ice in your eyes hardly ever 
becomes water.
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I thought you could teach me how to be a hurricane, but I only 
found tears in the saltwater.
It’s tiring trying to be a force of nature, you told me, scuffing up 
whirlwinds with your converse.
You warned me that to be lightning, I must first rip down the 
sky with a million flashing arms
Lash out at villagers and deny
them any form of electricity that doesn’t run through my 
fingertips. I should tell you
The problem with being a force of nature is that people only 
love you when you are gentle
 
When did you stop being gentle?
I cannot stop staring at the clouds for the choke of rainwater
I’d willingly swallow the tears of the sky for any reminder of the 
girl you
were to me before we stopped conversing
before I could no longer deny
that I was nothing but a tributary, that I had no way to carry the 
ocean of you in my arms
 
You converse
like gentle water
always slipping through my palms, denying my arms

March 15
Poetry
Grade: 11
Laurel School
Instructor: Megan Weiskopf
#

March 15
3
 
each of us will snuff out like candles
but honey, I’ll be a roman candle
so Macbeth can kiss my ass
 
tell them I was young, but not beautiful
that I fried ants with a magnifying glass and cried
about it
 
make sure they know I had a thing for playing
God
 

3x5
 



323

I collapse with forest fire hands 
now there are tics that won’t go away
 
even now three three three years later
-or was it four
 
you can’t be afraid anymore 
my mother tells me and I know she’s right
I’ve got charred branch lips and they don’t say
 
enough
 
or they say too much
my lips say three three three 
times five, fifteen

Moon Sonnets
Poetry
Grade: 11
Laurel School
Instructor: Megan Weiskopf
#

Moon Sonnets
Moon Sonnet
 
Unlovely Chiron, yearning for a dance
Combs the sky for sweet Pluto, wrapped in silk.
The moon and sun, both drunk on happenstance,
Sink into space time, adm’ring their ilk.
Chiron adorned in silver and in gray
Finds pluto ducked behind aloof Neptune.
Demeaned, she plans to quit the milky way,
So they’ll fly here, she and her doting moon.
The pulse of planets fade into a hum
Supernovae spiral into gold veins,
Beck’ning with frigid emptiness “become
Black holes for the company you will gain”.
Our entangled hands bloom stars within me.
Stargazers here, we welcome entropy.
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Luminescent
 
Her lips spin thread of stories yet untold,
Luminescent as molars of the moon.
Salivating stars in swatches of gold,
She weaves chewed up stars into her loom.
The sun was blinded by her shining art
and offered to display it in its rings.
Its smile showed the teeth inside its heart;
She swallowed stars to keep them ‘neath her wings.
No one can hold a galaxy inside
and hope to stay unmarred and unafraid.
She was wrenched apart, scattered like the tides.
She ate the sun, the first black hole was made.
All gaping, galaxies review debris,
each empty now, in dark, eternal she.
 
 
Ubiquitous
 
The earth envelops us in autumn’s light.
I know not how I stand atop her palms.
My lungs at any minute may take flight.
The days that snatch my breath still keep me calm.

Love, always I keep coming back to you,
Still pining like the moon for fleeting sun.
It, blushing, paints the sky with rosy hue,
Fragile reflections of a shining one.
Yet tawny autumn glows inside my heart,
A shallow shadow shall I not become.
So though I ache for you, I shall depart
And find a moon that sets my head a thrum.
So like the turn of seasons you will go
Return for me when I’m in want of snow
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Probability
Poetry
Grade: 11
Laurel School
Instructor: Megan Weiskopf
#

Probability
When you grow up, be an escape artist
Lock yourself in the smallest of prisons
Carve your cell out of slurs and insults
And slice through their disgust with defiant eyes
 
You are full so of light
Strangers with eyes like moth's wings
Painted to hide
Their true intents
Will flock to you
 
Heal them, if you can
Cast them away, if you cannot,
Remember, in order to choose, you must first illuminate a path 
for moths
 

The bats and the birds will barrel after
Birdwatchers and batcatchers at their heels
All following your flickering candlelight smile
 
Shred their birdcages and leave them homeless
Build nests with the wire
Rig a tin can telephone to reach across the forest
Of your memories and tell your future self
 
When you grow up, be an artist
Paint the birds a new sky when you cannot see your own
They will ask you to find them worms
It makes your tongue ache bitter with betrayal, and instead, 
you will bring them butterflies
 
They will gift you with a sword and pen and order you to give 
them a sacrifice
You are for yourself only
So break
 
The sword and the pen to pieces
Divine wisdom from wounds on your hands like a fortune teller
Then soak your hands in the bleeding ink
Til you cannot distinguish any freckle, any scar
Turn your fingernails into pen nibs
Then tear them off
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Fingerpaint a path straight to the black hole in the center of the 
milky way
If you arrive and find you are afraid
Know it is okay
Scramble yourself into the eternity of inertia
Cherish how you sound when you sing with a hole in your 
throat
 
Once you come back out jumbled
Find yourself
And tell yourself
 
When you grow up, escape
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How do I Tell Them?
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 10
Hawken School
Instructor: Rebecca Marks
#

How do I Tell Them?
When I was old enough to know what the word “hero” meant, I 
wasn’t old enough to know what I was talking about. After 
endless Saturdays in front of the television, I associated “hero” 
with mutated turtles doing backflips off the New York City 
skyline or a team of teenagers that spent just as much time 
eating pizza in their “T” shaped home as they did fighting 
aliens.

Eventually, I was told that a hero was someone who wore a 
uniform, not a cape. This taught me to take my hat off when an 
ambulance shrieked past me on the way to the ice cream 
shop, nod politely at police officers I saw in the park, and stand 
up for the National Anthem in respect for the soldier I’d never 
met. Even so, I believed a hero was someone who ran into 
burning buildings or intermittently engaged in gunfights. When 
my teachers wanted me to give a “deeper” definition to the 
word, I wrote a sappy paragraph about my parents.

One day, I left the school I’d been going to since second grade 
for high school. My class of thirteen students graduated; I said 
goodbye to the kids I grew up with and said hello to my twelve 
hour days at a foreign place. All at once I had to adapt to block 
scheduling, varying classmates, peer pressure, and loneliness. 
The experience confirmed some things I believed for a long 
time but drastically changed others. A “hero” was no longer a 
vague organization that protected my community from 
ominous danger. A hero was someone who smiled, someone 
who complimented my shirt, someone who showed me where 
my class was.

The question had changed from “what is a hero to me?” to 
“how do I tell them?”
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How do I tell them about the girl who proved that being popular 
doesn’t make you a witch? A girl who smiled for everyone else. 
At a time when I was bitter towards those who seemed to have 
it easy, I should’ve hated her, but I couldn’t. I could never hate 
her because she was the one who knew my name when 
everyone had already forgotten my face. She was the one who 
took time out of her day to let me know she thought I was 
pretty, and smart, and kind, and I didn’t need anyone who said 
otherwise. It didn’t matter that we didn’t talk that often or that I 
might never be the social butterfly she was. What mattered 
was that when we talked it was meaningful and that what I 
wore didn’t decide if I deserved a “good morning.”

How do I tell them about the teacher who wanted to get to 
know me? The advisor who would pull me aside not to tell me 
to take my hat off (though, it is against dress code) but to let 
me know she thought I was a good person. She didn’t ask 
“why did your teacher say this?” or “what do you think you 
could’ve done better on the test?” but wondered “are you 
okay?” When I felt stupid and useless she would appear with a 
story about something that reminded her of me or how she 
bragged about me to another teacher. It didn’t matter that I got 
a C in math. It didn’t matter that I seemed to always be late. 
What mattered was that she cared.

How do I tell them about the boy who did nothing but be 
himself? He was the one who lost a best friend and who was 
surrounded by whispers. He was also the one who never 
stopped grinning. Even though people warned each other that 
he was good for nothing, that kid was always there with a 
shrug and one-liner. The basket case, the loser, the comic 
relief, we both had a lot of names like that. It didn’t matter that 
we were very different people with similar aliases. It mattered 
that we were both lonely and we could depend on each other.

How do I tell them about the boy who fearlessly walked from 
class to class with me? The one who waited for me outside of 
classrooms and waved to me in the halls. He made 
conversation as we went to lunch. Our schedules were similar 
but that’s not why we talked. We talked because I needed a 
friend and he wanted to help. It didn’t matter that the “cool” 
kids thought we were perfect together, the nerd and the reject. 
It didn’t matter that his friends always teased him, made dirty 
jokes, or even took pictures of us when we walked together. 
What mattered was I was breaking but too stubborn to admit it. 
What mattered was I was breaking but he was the only one 
smart enough to see.

How do I tell them about the boy who reminded me how to 
smile? The one who wasn’t afraid to make a joke at his 
expense. He was never afraid of other’s teasing because he 
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often beat them to it. In a world where I was forgetting what my 
laugh sounded like or how my cheeks used to ache from 
smiling, he would waltz right over and say something that sent 
everyone into hysterics. Humor to me was a coping 
mechanism, but he made it seem like an art. It didn’t matter 
that we didn’t hang out in the “right” places. What mattered 
was that no one could make me laugh until my stomach hurt 
for a long time before we were properly introduced.

How do I tell them about her? The girl who dressed like punk 
rock emo trash but was sweet enough to rot your teeth. The 
girl who laughed at all my jokes, even the ones that weren’t 
funny. She was the one who shoved me into adventure when I 
was ready to crawl away from the world. Even my suspicious 
parents gave her the biggest stamp of approval. It didn’t matter 
that I was an outcast for a reason. It didn’t matter that I was 
cold, distant, and trouble. It didn’t matter that she could’ve 
been friends with anyone else. It mattered that she chose me 
to be her best friend.

I could spend a million years thanking these people. They 
were the ones who saw something in the girl who only 
bemoaned the friends she left behind, often scorned the happy 
out of jealousy, and was ready to wither away in the shadows. 
There is so much I owe to these people, and yet I can’t even 
fathom ways to show my gratitude. How do I tell them?

How do I say that every joke, every compliment, every smile, 
every misadventure, every late-night chats, every rush to 
class, every “good morning,” every “what’s up,” every, “Dude, 
I’ve gotta tell you…” breathed a little more life into me. In my 
rush to change, in my scrambling attempts to fit in, I had 
forgotten how beautiful the world was and how bright I was in 
it. These people reminded me of who I was and who I could 
be. How can you even begin to thank someone for something 
like that?

How do I tell them that they’re my heroes?
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Case
Short Story
Grade: 11
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Diana Snyder
#

Case 
Hazy. Everything's a blur. Colors of the world blending into one 
another. It's hard to focus on one thing when everything is 
shifting. Blood constantly dribbles from the corner of my 
mouth. My stomach is pulsating with pain. I have to remind 
myself he isn't here anymore, and won't cause me more harm.
 
My phone. I need to find my phone. I need to get to the 
hospital before I pass out and never wake again. I feel my way 

outside of the bathroom, into my bedroom. I might as well be 
blind, my sight is practically useless. Bile and blood rise to my 
throat, threatening to escape yet again. I swallow it back hard 
and feel around for my phone. When I find it, I try my best to 
focus on the small bright screen and swipe left twice to the 
emergency call screen. My vision fades again as I squint at the 
screen. I take a deep breath and try again, tuning out the pain 
that threatens to explode from my stomach. I punch in the 
numbers 911 as soon as my eyes focus, and take a deep 
breath.
 
Another wave of bile and blood rises, and this time escapes 
my lips before I can even move. My stomach clenches, and I 
start gagging, little clots of blood coming up.
 
“Hello? Hello! Is there anyone there?” My phone said. I look 
down and see a gunk covered phone. I pick it up, and hold it 
close, but not letting it touch my face.
 
“I- c-can you se-send help pl-please?” I stutter. My eyes start 
to get heavy as my phone falls gracelessly out of my hand. My 
legs begin to feel weak. A metallic and sour taste burns my 
tongue. I fall to the ground, and as my eyelids drop down, I 
fade out of consciousness.
 

***
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The sound of shuffling and panicked voices awakens me. The 
constant whine of a siren fills my ears, nearly drowning out all 
other sounds.
 
 “Current state?” A frantic voice asks.
 
“Intra-abdominal bleeding.” Another voice answers.
 
“Wait until the hospital to put him under?”
 
“Just do it now. He will need emergency surgery as soon as 
we get there. Any more tearing in the stomach tissue, and it 
may not be repairable.”
 
A small sharp pain hits my arm, and after a few minutes, I drift 
off into a deep and uneasy slumber.
 

***
 
“He has a giant scratch on his forehead! How am I supposed 
to explain this?” A loud gruff voice yells out. “What if they don't 
want him!” the voice continues, “What if they throw him out? I 
don't want to lose him. He was just supposed to be 
compensation and that’s it… Nothing is supposed to happen to 
him.”

 
“We’re so sorry Chris,” a gentler voice said “We didn’t mean for 
anything to happen to him. It’s just that when we hijacked the 
ambulance there was so much commotion and-”
 
“I don't want excuses! I want my boyfriend unharmed!” The 
gruff voice yells out again.
 
“We just-”
 
“Enough!”
 
A shot, crack, and scream rung in my ears. I suddenly sat up. 
A quick glance around told me I was in no ambulance of any 
kind. There was a dank and wet smell in the air, and the only 
set of working lights dangled dangerously loose from its cords. 
There was a constant rocking and bumping motion, leading me 
to assume I'm on a vehicle, and by the looks of it, I’m guessing 
a train. It was eerily quiet for the next few moments. I got up 
and looked around a bit. The cart I was on was mysteriously 
empty. The whole place itself seemed old, as if it was ready to 
fall apart.
 
A pair of voices started to grow out of the quietness. Though 
too soft to make out the words, they seemed to be in hushed 
argument. 
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“You won’t lay a finger on him!” The gruff voice yelled once 
more.
 
“Mister Morganella said no damaged goods! I wouldn’t like to 
be punished on your behalf. I will dispose of her myself if you 
won’t.” A high pitched voice said before, yet again, another 
bang, crack and scream. The sound of it made my toes curl.
 
A door creaked open. I whip my head around to see my 
boyfriend Christopher pointing a pistol at me, blood creating a 
freckled painting all over him. His expression softens from the 
unruly scowl he usually wears. Lowering, but not putting away 
the gun he draws closer to me, arms outstretched.
 
As he wraps his blood covered arms around me, he breathes 
into my ear “I’m sorry I have to do this Kaine. You’re the best 
boyfriend I could ask for, and I’m so sorry I have to do this to 
you.” He presses his forehead against mines, even as I try to 
pull away from him, blood smearing on my forehead. “Please 
Christopher let me go.” I say, vainly pulling away from him. His 
eyebrows knit together, as if in confusion “Why aren't you 
happy to see me babe?”
 
“You hurt me. Why would I be happy to see you?” I sneer.
 

“I'm sorry I didn't mean to hurt you Kaine.” He wrapped his gun 
wielding arm around my waist, and with his other hand, 
running his thumb across my chin, smearing blood. 
“Sometimes I don't know my own strength. I'm so sorry though 
baby.”
 
Chris thankfully pulls away and walks to the front of the cart 
and grabs something. He walks back to me carrying a 
mysterious black case of some sort. “What are you doing with 
that?” I asked, starting to slowly back away.
 
His face became somber, as he clamps a cuff on my wrist. He 
puts a briefcase in my hands.
 
“When we get off this train you have to deliver this case to 
wherever they tell you.” Chris says, taking a step back. “If you 
don't, there's a bomb on the wrist watch, and it will go off.”
 
“What the hell? What do you mean? Why am I here? What did 
you do Christopher?” I ask, my heart starting to race.
 
Christopher sighs “I'm so sorry. I'm dead broke and I didn't 
have any other way to pay my debts and-”
 
“Why would you do this? You can't use me as your scapegoat 
to get you out of your debts!”
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“I wouldn’t but this time I get ne-”
 
“Get this thing off me!” I say, tugging at the tight cuff. It seemed 
to squeeze tighter the more I tugged.
 
“That won't work. It's just gonna keep getting tighter until your 
wrist breaks. When you deliver the briefcase, the cuff will 
unlock itself.”
 
There was a sudden jerk, and I fell down, briefcase nearly 
smacking me. Double doors I hadn't noticed earlier opened, 
letting a brisk breeze enter. “Go.” Christopher said nudging 
me.
 
Standing directly outside the doors was a handsome young 
man with blond hair and blue eyes, and a man with slicked 
black hair. They all nodded in unison. I was walked up some 
stairs to a car, and was thrown in. The door shut, and I glanced 
out the window, staring at Chris. He watched me for a second 
before looking away.

As I look out, all I can feel is fear. Terrified for the future, too 
scared to wish for the past.
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Escaping Oblivion
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Escaping Oblivion 
“I am so excited to go to Iran!” I shout, as I lean over my seat 
and stretch my arms across the aisle to shake my mom 
awake. It is summer of 2007. The flight attendant announces 
that we have entered the borders of Iran, and I can’t help but 
smile with all of my teeth. Well actually, some of my teeth—I 
am only seven years old. Looking next to me, I see my sister 
grabbing her bag from under the seat.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m 13. That means I have to wear the veil now.”

I watch as she puts on her rooposh, which covers her entire 
body, and veils her beautiful brown hair.

“You’re so lucky,” she whispers.

Like a domino effect, all of the other women soon follow after 
my sister, nudging their husbands to grab their veil from the 
overhead bin. Having no particular effect on me (yet), I don’t 
really pay any attention or care about this silly rule. All I can 
think about is being able to see my family again, eat dinner on 
the mountains, explore the city of hidden wonders, and eat all 
the delectable foods that I developed a penchant for—the 
briny, lime-infused pistachios, the saffron-flavored ice cream, 
and the kebabs grilled to perfection, with large grains of rice 
glossed in butter. This is the Iran that I love, and my heart 
skips a beat every minute we get closer.

***

I am now eight years old, and I ask my uncles if I can see my 
best friend. She has lived in Iran ever since she was born, so I 
only get to see her once a year. When we arrive at a 
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playground, we talk about America and school, and that’s 
when she stares at me, shocked.

“Wait, you’re telling me you get to wear nail polish and makeup 
to school?! That’s crazy! We would get expelled.”

“Well duh,” I laugh, without the slightest bit of pity. 

***

It is the summer of 2009, and my uncle wakes me up in the 
morning with a big surprise. He decides to take me to the 
biggest arcade in the capital, Tehran, with LED lights, blasting 
music, and adults dressed up as your favorite cartoon 
characters. However, before we get in, I see some ladies with 
a spiteful look painted on their faces. 

“Why do those ladies look so creepy?” I ask, holding my 
uncle’s hand as we walk to the entrance. The women are 
dressed in jet-black chadors, which covers the entire body and 
only shows the eyes.

“Shh! Be careful! That’s very offensive. They are part of the 
security. They make sure women are dressed appropriately.” I 
completely ignore what my uncle is saying to me, and instead, 
I turn to my sister, trying to get her to come inside with me. 

But, she points at a sign plastered all over the walls that reads, 
“no women are permitted to enter.” 

I feel bad, but I shake it off and dash off to the first game I see. 
Moments later, my uncle grabs me by the arm, exclaiming that 
we must leave. I ask why, but I receive no answer. He picks 
me up, bolts out of the arcade, and meets my sister outside, 
who is being harassed by three men.

"Check out what this one's wearing," they say as they pull on 
my sister’s headscarf. My uncle pushes them back with all his 
force, and before they can get up to start a fight, we flee the 
area immediately.

My uncle later pulls my sister aside.

“I'm so sorry,” he begins, “but don’t wear that color veil 
anymore. It’s the Green Revolution right now because Iranians 
are protesting against the presidential elections. Wearing 
green means you support this. You’re lucky they didn’t call the 
cops.” 

I can’t believe what I hear. They would throw my sister in jail 
for wearing green? I am astonished, but more than that, I am 
furious. This marks the moment that I begin to look at Iran in a 
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different way. This is the moment that I no longer choose to 
remain oblivious to Iran’s flaws. 

***

I am 13 years old now, so I am obligated to wear a headscarf 
and rooposh. My four siblings and I beg our uncles to go out 
since we’ve been home for the past 3 days. When they finally 
agree, my sister and I have to change into our “uniforms.” 
Every time I look in the mirror, I want to cry. Lacking self-
confidence, I make my way down the stairs to meet my two 
brothers, who still laugh every time they see me. “You look 
ridiculous!” They snicker. They won’t stop teasing me, and I 
finally get fed up. I grind my teeth, stomp my feet, and scream, 
“fine!” My hands glide through the fabric that covers me, and 
every single rip gives me the utmost satisfaction. I keep going 
until my veil is in rags and my rooposh is more like a blanket 
then a piece of clothing. I feel relieved, and we leave the 
house; my uncle doesn’t even question why I am not wearing 
the scarf. We arrive at what seems like a dilapidated, deserted 
amusement park with about three rides, all of which look 
unsafe to ride. My uncle sends us four while he goes to park 
the car. My brothers rush ahead of us, and I am left alone with 
my sister. As we’re entering, two familiar ladies appear. They 
are covered in chadors, and I flashback to when I was 7. They 
immediately accost my sister.

“Why isn’t she wearing the appropriate clothing?” one begins.

“She is much too old to be wearing such revealing clothing!” 
the other follows.

Thinking that they are just religious fanatics, we look at each 
other, laugh, and walk away. They follow us, and my sister and 
I start to get anxious. We scream for my uncle, who is far 
behind us, and when he sees the ladies, his jaw drops. My 
uncle explains to them that we are foreigners and don’t even 
speak the language—both of which are lies that ultimately 
saves us. The car ride home is filled with lectures, and from 
that moment on, we seldom leave the house as our 
punishment. The very next day, I hear on the news that a man 
threw acid on a woman for showing the slightest bit of hair. 
She was 10 minutes north of where we were. I never hesitate 
to wear the veil again.

***

I am 14 years old now, and my uncle decides to take us out for 
donuts because it is my brother’s birthday. Before leaving, he 
pulls us aside, and almost whispering, says, “guys, make sure 
that you don’t eat the donuts until we get home. It is Ramadan 
now, so eating and drinking in public can get you arrested.” We 
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agree to wait. A couple years ago, I would have been shocked 
by this law. But now, I am no longer that naive 7 year old who 
was unmindful of all of Iran’s oppressive rules. Instead, I am 
used to them.

We order the chocolate-sprinkled donuts, and the very aroma 
makes all of our mouths water. My brother, being rebellious as 
always, discreetly takes the donut out of the bag, and before 
we can stop him, he sinks his teeth into the luscious, sweet 
dough. At this moment, a loud siren, almost like that of a police 
car, goes off. My heart drops—nothing can explain how I am 
feeling right now. I can’t help but cry because I don’t know how 
else to react. We see three young officers, all of which have to 
be in their mid-20s, approach us, and we know there’s no 
getting out of this. In a split second, my uncle’s eyes reach 
ours, in distress and anguish. He orders us to run, and we do. 
We sprint, not even stopping to catch our breath. I start to lag 
behind, so my brother picks me up and carries me on his back. 
Once we outrun the officers, we make our way back home. It is 
now close to midnight.

“Uncle,” we stutter, “are we fugitives now?”

“Don’t say a word to your mother…” And this has been a family 
secret ever since.

***

I am now 16, and I have no desire to go to Iran. I am sitting at 
the kitchen table with my mom, and she asks me why I feel the 
way that I do. I tell her that Iran isn’t the same as it was before, 
when I didn’t have to wear the veil. “I’m not 7 anymore, mom,” 
meaning that I don’t look look past Iran’s flaws, but instead, I, 
as a woman, must endure them. I continue, telling her that 
now, I have become aware of all the rights that Iranians lack. I 
can’t even do “normal” things, like being able to eat in public or 
having a Facebook or Instagram, all of which are banned in 
Iran. The repressive government controls everything that 
comes in and out of the country, so even websites like youtube 
and Netflix are banned. Being a teenager, I can’t imagine 
going a whole summer without these things. I tell her that I can 
go on and on about all of the rights that Iranians are deprived 
of, but doing so would just make me sick to my core.

“Mom,” I begin, “I realize more and more how grateful I am to 
be an American citizen and exercise the rights that we take for 
granted. I know that Iran had never been like this before the 
revolution, and I love hearing your stories about the good old 
days.” She looks at me, a tear forming in the corner of her eye. 
“Don’t cry, mom. I want Iran to become a land of opportunities, 
too. And who knows, maybe someday, Iran will get the 
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democracy that it deserves. Mom, maybe I can make a 
difference. Maybe there’s something I can do.” 

“Oh sweetheart, you have the biggest heart, you know that, 
right? But there’s nothing you can do. The Iran I once loved is 
gone forever.” And to this day, the word forever still echoes in 
my head.
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The Life of a Fool
Dramatic Script
Grade: 11
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

The Life of a Fool 
FADE IN:

EXT. DRIVEWAY - DAY

At the end of the driveway stands a tall basketball hoop,
beside a three-car garage and verdant backyard. SAM, our
mousy hero, looks hopefully towards the rim, a basketball in
hand. Title flashes:

THE LIFE OF A FOOL

He shoots. He misses. He groans. The ball rolls to his feet,
and he resentfully leans over to pick it up. He shoots again.
He misses again. He groans louder. The ball bounces toward
him, and he reaches down to pick it up, only to clumsily hit
it away. The ball lazily rolls away from him, and he stumbles
after it. 

He rises to face the hoop yet again. Third time's a charm. He
bends his elbows, bringing the ball to his chest. He
positions his legs apart, sets his jaw, and determinedly
stares at the hoop. 

He shoots. 

He misses. 

The ball avoids the hoop completely, instead flying to a
nearby tree in a somehow sluggish hurtle. 

It bounces off the bark and onto the grass. Sam hobbles over
to the ball's resting place. He reaches down to pick it up,
when:
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ABBY
Sam.

Sam looks up excitedly to the stimulating prospect of a
woman's voice, only for his eyes to disappointingly fall on
his younger sister, Abby.

ABBY (CONT'D)
I'm going out with some friends to
see a movie-

SAM
(presumptuously)
No, no, I'm fine. I actually have
plans today.

ABBY
(beat)
So could you please feed Socrates
while I'm gone?

SAM
(groans loudly)
Uggghhh...

Long pause. Abby looks at Sam expectantly. Sam looks to the

ground, then rolls his eyes.

SAM (CONT'D)
Ughhghhghhhh...

ABBY
Well?

SAM
(whining)
Why can't you do it.

ABBY
(irritated)
I have plans.

SAM
So you can't take five minutes to
feed the turtle?

ABBY
No, Josh is picking me up, like,
now.
(beat)
And in what world does it take five
minutes to feed a turtle?
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SAM
(chuckling)
Oh, oh, Abby, my sweet, summer
child. You have no idea the
privileges admitted, no, provided
for you.

ABBY
Sam-

SAM
To be so innocent, so carefree.
T'is but the dream of a far and
distant past.

ABBY
Sam! Shut up. Feed Socrates.

SAM
And he's a tortoise, Abby. Turtles
live in water, tortoises live on
land.

ABBY
You just said turtle.

SAM
What?

ABBY
You just said,
(mocking him)
"You can't take five minutes to
feed the turtle??"

SAM
It was a slip of the tongue! A
lapis lazuli!

ABBY
Lapsus linguae.

SAM
Do you take Greek?

ABBY
It's Latin.

SAM
You're Latin.
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ABBY
No, I'm Greek.

SAM
(mocking her)
Oh, I'm Abby, look at me, with my
bad economy.

ABBY
You're just as Greek as I am.

SAM
I was adopted.

ABBY
What? Just feed the damn tortoise!

SAM
Turtle.

ABBY
No!

SAM
Make me.

Abby slaps him just barely hard. Sam's face turns to shock,
and he winces in pain.

SAM (CONT'D)
Aaaaaoooowwwww.....

ABBY
Seriously?

He holds up a finger, indicating her to wait.

SAM
(continous)
ooowwwwwwww... Wuh.

Abby cocks her hand back threateningly. Sam raises his hand
in surrender.

SAM (CONT'D)
Fine. Yeah, sure.

ABBY
Okay then. I'll see you later.
Mom'll be back at seven.

She begins walking down the driveway.
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SAM
Okay.

ABBY
She said you can order a pizza.

SAM
Okay.

ABBY
Don't forget to feed Socrates.

SAM
Okay!
(under his breath)
Jesus.

ABBY
What was that?

SAM
I said Yeezus.

ABBY
What?

SAM
You know, the-

Ignoring him, Abby climbs in the passenger door of a nice-
looking sedan on the street.

SAM (CONT'D)
-rapper... Guy... 

He faces the hoop, dejected.

SAM (CONT'D)
(to himself)
Sam one, Abby zero. He brings the
ball to his chest.

SAM (CONT'D)
Zilch, zip, nix, jack-squat.

He shoots. The ball hits the backboard and slowly orbits the
rim, finally falling through the hoop with a swish. Sam pumps
his fist in celebration.

SAM (CONT'D)
First try.
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INT. LIVING ROOM - EVENING

Sam sits on a wide couch in an affluent-looking living room,
decorated with a group of bookshelves and a few paintings. 

With his barefeet on the coffee table and a paper plate of
pizza slices on his lap, he stares blankly at the mesmerizing
images of a Mr. Lid Plastic Containers infomercial. In a
trance, he raises a slice to his mouth and slowly bites into
it. 

The backdoor opens and the sound of shoes on hardwood 
make
their way to Sam's ears.

BETH (O.S.)
Hi, Sammy.

Sam shakes himself back conscious.

SAM
Hey, Mom.

BETH (O.S.)
Did you finish your homework?

Sam raises his eyebrows in panic.

SAM
(not fooling anyone)
Uh, yeah.

BETH
Because you can't hang out with
your friends tomorrow if you
haven't finished your homework.

SAM
I finished my homework, Mom.

BETH (O.S.)
Okay. Rich and I are going to watch
The Notebook. You want to watch
with us?

SAM
No, I'm fine.

BETH, Sam's mother, walks into the living room.
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BETH
You sure? I know how much you love
Gosling.

SAM
Well, he is an American treasure.

BETH
Pretty sure he's Canadian actually.

SAM
No, I don't think so.

BETH
Yeah, I think he is.

SAM
Nah.

BETH
(away)
Rich? Is Ryan Gosling Canadian?

RICH (O.S.)
Yes.

BETH
See?

SAM
(under his breath)
Objection, your Honor. Leading
question.

BETH
What was that?

SAM
I said I think I'm gonna go to bed.

BETH
Sammy, it's 7:30.

SAM
(fake yawning)
I've had a long day, or something.

BETH
Okay. Get some sleep.

SAM
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(under his breath)
Yeah, what do you think I'm going
to do?

INT. BEDROOM - NIGHT

The moon shines through Sam's open window, casting a faint
light upon his bed, where Sam sits against his headboard on
his iPhone, the glow illuminating his face, in gentle repose.
He scrolls through an endless slideshow of group photos,
mindlessly double-tapping the screen. The phone's clock reads
11:30.

The scrolling stops as his eyes land on the face of KATIE, a
highschool girl, and two of her friends, ALLISON and CHRIS.
After a moment, he moves on, scrolling further. He yawns
deeply, and puts his phone on the bedstand. 

His head hits the pillow, and he stares at his ceiling.

INT. BEDROOOM - THE FOLLOWING MORNING

The sun shines brightly through his window, and Sam pushes
himself up from slumber. He runs his hand through his hair
and blinks. He squints out the window.

SAM
(incoherently)
Sun... Nature's alarm clock...

He reaches for a notebook beside his bed and jots the above
message underneath lines of incomprehensible scribbles. He
chuckles to himself. After a moment, he gets to his feet, and
makes his way to a connected:

INT. BATHROOM - CONTINUOUS

His hand turns the hot water faucet, and he splashes some
water in his face.

SAM
Ow ow ow.

He recoils from the sink. He reaches for an Axe deodorant
stick.
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SAM (CONT'D)
Fun to play with, not to eat!

He laughs, as if his attempt at a joke was funny.

INT. BEDROOM - CONTINUOUS

He walks back out the bathroom, through the bedroom, and 
into
the:

INT. UPSTAIRS HALLWAY - CONTINUOUS

He trots down the stairs and into the:

INT. LIVING ROOM - CONTINUOUS

... Where Beth and Abby sit, half-watching a sitcom and
chatting.

ABBY
Well, the tennis coach said-

BETH
(interrupting)
Good morning, Sammy.

SAM
Morning Mom, morning Abby.

ABBY
(apathetically)
Yeah.

BETH
Got any plans today?

SAM
Thought I might go canoeing with
Chris, George, and Isaiah.

BETH
Did you get your homework done?

SAM
(irritated)
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Yes, Mom.
(beat)
I'll go call 'em.

ABBY
You're going to call them? What is
this, the 2000's?

SAM
I mean, technically, if you're
going by century or millen-

ABBY
Why not just text them?

SAM
Isaiah doesn't have a phone.

ABBY
Then how are you going to call him?

SAM
George can't do group chat.

ABBY
Then just send him a regular text.

SAM
Whatever, Abby, Jesus!

Sam exits the living room, into the:

INT. HALLWAY - CONTINUOUS

With a sigh, Sam sits on the bottom step of the stair. He
taps on his phone, drawing up the contact page of Chris. He
dials and brings the phone to his ear. Riiinnngg...
Sam looks at the ceiling. Riiinnngg... He looks at his wrist,
miming a watch for an audience that isn't there. Riiinnngg...

SAM
Jesus, pick up the phone.

CHRIS (V.O.)
What?

SAM
Uh
(beat)
Hey, Chris. Let's go canoeing.
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CHRIS
What? Why?

SAM
What do you mean, why?

CHRIS
Okay...
(pause)
Do you have paddles?

SAM
(scoffs)
They're oars, Chris. Paddles are
for kayaks, you plebeian.
(beat)
And George has them.

CHRIS
Okay, no, they're paddles. Oars are
connected to the boat or ship or
whatever, while paddles are held by
the-

SAM

Okay, whatever. Jesus.

CHRIS
Have you asked George yet?

SAM
No-

CHRIS
Well why would you call me first if
you don't know we have paddles?

SAM
Oars.

CHRIS
No, paddles.

SAM
Whatever! God. You in or not?

CHRIS
How long are we gonna be?

SAM
Probably 'til like...
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Sam takes the phone away from his ear, looking at the clock,
and brings it back to his ear.

SAM (CONT'D)
Six or something? I dunno.

CHRIS
I gotta...
(beat, reluctantly)
Thing at six-thirty.

SAM
What, like, a social outing?

CHRIS
Yeah, I mean, sure. A party.

Sam pauses, looking upwards in a silent prayer of thanks.

SAM
I'm going.

CHRIS
Sam, you don't know the girl-

SAM
Girls? Dude, c'mon, you owe me
after Blossom.

CHRIS
(long pause, sighs)
Okay. Sure, you can come-

SAM
Yeeeesssss!

CHRIS
-But you gotta be less, I dunno,
'you' than usual.

SAM
What's that supposed to mean?

CHRIS
You know, most girls don't want to
hear your Predator impression.

SAM
Ughhhh.... Fine, sure. But no
George. And definitely no Isaiah.
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Silence on the other end.

SAM (CONT'D)
Chris?

CHRIS
I kinda already invited George as
my plus one or whatever-

SAM
(heartbroken, betrayed,
other synonyms)
Are you kidding me?

CHRIS
And Isaiah was invited before I
was.

SAM
You joshin' me, bro?

CHRIS
Sam-

SAM
You frickin' joshin' me?

CHRIS
Sam, shut up-

SAM
After all I dun for you, you just
gonna josh me, bro?

CHRIS
I already said you can come, just
stop... riffing or whatever.

SAM
Can't stop the 'prov train.

CHRIS
Sam-

SAM
Cuz it's already left the station.

CHRIS
Sam-

SAM
That ship has left the...
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(losing material)
harbor... port... thing.

CHRIS
We've been over this, just stick to
one metaphor-

SAM
Those sails have been... set?

CHRIS
So are we canoeing?

SAM
Yep yep yep. That is an
affirmative. I'll call George you
call Isaiah.

CHRIS
No you call Isaiah, I'll call
George.

SAM
(scoffs)
You think I'm gonna just give into
your orders? Who do you think you

are, some kinda... some kinda
social magistrate or something?

CHRIS
You call Isaiah, I'll call George.

SAM
Yeah okay sounds good.

INT. HALLWAY - MOMENTS LATER

Sam sits on the stairs. His fingers flick along the phone
screen. He brings the phone to his ear. Riiiinnngg...

ISAIAH
Yo.

SAM
Hey, Isaiah, it's Sam.

ISAIAH
(verbal steamroller)
Sam, my man, with the plan, and the
can of spam!
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SAM
What?

ISAIAH
Canned precooked meat, bitch, keep
up! What's happening, my- my-mymy
Find Brory.

SAM
Wh-

ISAIAH
My Abroham Lincoln.

SAM
Is-

ISAIAH
My- my Broseph Broebells.

SAM
Too far.

ISAIAH
Yo, that reminds me, I was like at

work, right? And this tall gangly
looking fella, like, Abraham
Lincoln or some shit, he like,
walks in and he's like "S'up dog, a
house divided against itself can't
do a keg flip, my dude" and I was
like, what? And he was like "Am I
right, bro?" and I was like, "So
what you want, chair or John Wilkes
Booth"
(breaks laughing)
And then- and then-

SAM
Isaiah-

ISAIAH
And then- and then- and then he
shot me. Like, c'mon.

SAM
Do you want-

ISAIAH
So anyway, what's up?
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SAM
I was wondering if you want to go
canoeing.

Absurdly long pause.

ISAIAH
Like, today?

SAM
(beat)
Yeah.

ISAIAH
Like, now?

SAM
I mean, I'm flexible.

ISAIAH
Yeah, kinda like that PF chick from
Akron, am I right?

SAM
What?

ISAIAH
That girl knew how to cover a
spread, am I right?

SAM
(pause)
I... I don't do debate-

ISAIAH
She really knew her way around my
briefs.

SAM
I'm sure that's funny, but again, I
don't, like, understand the-

ISAIAH
(simultaneously)
Really knew how to get me to make
an extension.

SAM
-the nuance, like, the vocabulary
of it.

ISAIAH
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Yeah.

SAM
Yeah.

Almost excessively long pause.

SAM (CONT'D)
So, can you go, or-

ISAIAH
Nah.

SAM
Why not?

ISAIAH
I got... Stuff, or something.

SAM
C'mon, man, please?

ISAIAH
(whiny)
I've got homework!

SAM
It's Sunday.

ISAIAH
And?

SAM
You can do your homework tomorrow
morning.

ISAIAH
(sarcastic)
No, Sam, I'm sorry I'm not some
genius like you who can do work the
morning it's due.

SAM
Isaiah, I can't do this today, I
just got a shitty grade on a French
test-

ISAIAH
I've got to write my case.

SAM
What?
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ISAIAH
I've got a tournament tomorrow.

SAM
Isaiah, I already told Chris and
George you're going to be there-

ISAIAH
Oh, Chris and George are going?

SAM
(beat)
Yeah.

ISAIAH
Okay, I'll go.

SAM
So, that's like the deciding
factor?

ISAIAH
Yeah.

SAM

Am I like, not enough?

ISAIAH
No.

SAM
(pause)
Okay, I'll pick you up in twenty
minutes. Be ready, okay? I'm not
gonna wait around for you. No
response.

SAM (CONT'D)
Okay?

No response. Sam looks at his phone. Homescreen.

SAM (CONT'D)
(under his breath)
Chinese people, am I right?

I/E. MID-SIZED SUBARU, DRIVEWAY - DAY

The sun shines through the moderately dirty windshield,
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illuminating Sam's hands on the wheel. He starts the car. It
hums in response.

SAM
Morning, Gracie.

His hand goes for a stack of CD's beneath the passenger seat,
but they're out of his reach. He stretches across the center
but his seatbelt locks up. 

He groans, and moves back to undo it. He picks a CD from the
pile: Paul Simon's Concert in the Park. He slides it into the
disc reader and skips a few songs, eventually landing on The
Boxer. 

As the first verse rolls through the speakers, Sam brings a
toothpick to his mouth, miming a cigarette. He takes a deep
breath, then moves it away and stares solemnly out the
window.

SAM (CONT'D)
(with the music, out of
tune)
All lies in jest, still a man hears
what he wants to hear and
disregards the rest.

I/E. MID-SIZED SUBARU, ON THE ROAD - MOMENTS 
LATER

Sam drives the car down Shaker Boulevard, drumming with his
hands on the wheel off-beat.

SAM
(with the music, out of
tune)
I was no more than a boy, in the
company of strangers in the quiet
of the railway station, running
scared.

He nods his head almost to the beat, but not quite.

I/E. MID-SIZED SUBARU, ON THE ROAD - MOMENTS 
LATER

The scene in the car has remained the same, but a new
addition sits in the passenger seat: a young (clearly Korean)
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teen with jet-black hair, nerdy-looking but cute in a panda
like way, with a permanent shit-eating grin on his face. This
is ISAIAH.

SAM/ISAIAH
(Sam out of tune, Isaiah
confidently)
Laying low, seeking out the poorer
quarters where the ragged people
go, looking for the places only
they would know. Lie-la

I/E. MID-SIZED SUBARU, ON THE ROAD - MOMENTS 
LATER

A third addition has made claim to the seat behind Isaiah: a
fit blonde fellow with icy-blue eyes, with a resting face of
faux-astuteness. This is Chris.

SAM/ISAIAH/CHRIS
-Lie!

They all nod their heads with the crash of the ride cymbal.

SAM/ISAIAH/CHRIS (CONT'D)
Lie-la-lie-lie-lie-la-lie.

Isaiah hands a stick of gum back to Chris, and one to Sam.

SAM/ISAIAH/CHRIS (CONT'D)
Li-la

I/E. MID-SIZED SUBARU, ON THE ROAD - MOMENTS 
LATER

A fourth addition sits in the seat behind Sam: a smiling
maybe-Jewish, maybe-Middle Eastern teen with an unruly mop 
of
curly black-brown hair. This is George.

SAM/ISAIAH/CHRIS/GEORGE
Lie! Lie-la-lie

Chris raises his phone to take a selfie of him and George.

SAM/ISAIAH/CHRIS/GEORGE (CONT'D)
Lie-lie-lah-lie-lah-lah-lah
lahlieee.
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EXT. SIDEWALK - MOMENTS LATER

From the sidewalk, we see the interior of the car through the
right windows.

EXT. SIDE ENTRANCE OF SCHOOL - DAY

The Subaru pulls into the parking lot of a heavily-forested
campus. The music stops as the four open their doors. Chris
takes two metal canoe paddles with him from the backseat.
They begin walking around the rear of the brick athletic
wing.

ISAIAH
How did the standup go?

SAM
Let's not talk about it.

Isaiah looks at George expectantly. After a pause:

GEORGE
I mean, he did fine, for a first
time.

SAM
(annoyed, insulted)
I didn't do fine, George, I did
amazing.

GEORGE
Well...

SAM
What?

GEORGE
You did okay. The crowd laughed at
the funny parts.

SAM
Yeah. Exactly.

GEORGE
They didn't laugh much.

CHRIS
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(after a pause)
Did I tell you guys about that girl
I met at flight school?

SAM
Flight school?

CHRIS
Oh, did I not mention that?

SAM
No, you absolutely did not.

CHRIS
Oh.
(beat)
You know what, don't worry about
it, you had to be there, but let's
just say, 
(dramatic pause)
Wingspan...

GEORGE
What?

CHRIS

Wingspan!

GEORGE
Chris, we've talked about this.

EXT. COURTYARD - CONTINUOUS

The four continue walking along a stone path.

SAM
You can't just say the punchline.
You need to provide an ample amount
of setup.

ISAIAH
Well, ample isn't the word I would
use. Just, like, the necessary
amount of setup.

SAM
That's what I meant.

ISAIAH
Well you didn't say it.
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GEORGE
Yeah, Sam, you can't just use
whatever word you want and expect
to get your point across.

SAM
Well excuuuuuse me!
(under his breath)
You cow-worshipper.

GEORGE
What?

SAM
I said, "you golden-skinned
goddess."

ISAIAH
No, you said "cow-worshipper."

SAM
Cow-worshipper, golden-skinned
goddess... At the end of the day,
everyone's getting their due, you
know?

GEORGE
You gotta stop this whole "say
things under your breath and then
act like you said something else"
thing. We can clearly hear
everything you say. It's tropey and
it's annoying.

SAM
Did you just say "tropey"?

GEORGE
Yeah, like, a cliche or recurring
theme.

SAM
There's no way in Hell that
"tropey" is a word.

GEORGE
Google it.

SAM
Fine.
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Sam takes out his phone and types the word into Google.
Isaiah looks over his shoulder.

SAM (CONT'D)
Not a real word.

ISAIAH
Yeah, it says right there, "tropey,
Wiktionary".

SAM
Yeah, that's Wiktionary.

ISAIAH
And?

SAM
It's like the Urban Dictionary for
pretentious douchebags, like
yourself.

ISAIAH
(faux-taken aback)
Ex-cuh-use me, sir?

SAM

I'm sorry? Did I st- stutter?

CHRIS
Just then? Yeah.

SAM
It was a goof!

ISAIAH
You're the pretentious douchebag,
you pretentious...
(pauses for emphasis)
douchebag!

GEORGE
Guys, let's be real, if anyone's a
pretentious douchebag, I'm the
pretentious douchebag.

ISAIAH/SAM
Agreed.

GEORGE
So let's drop the shit.

ISAIAH/SAM
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Okay.

GEORGE
Yeah.

CHRIS
(pause)
Have you guys played Pokemon Sun?

Puppy Love
Short Story
Grade: 11
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

Puppy Love
Boy, do I love my Master. He left late today. He forgot his tie, 
even though I reminded Him the night before and when He 
took me for a walk. He is kind of a goofball. He has been gone 
for a few hours now, and I have been waiting dutifully by the 
door. Well, I did nap for the first hour or two. But other than 
that, yeah, right by the door.

Sometimes later in the day, when I get hungry, I will go into His 
room for some leftover pizza crusts or Hot Pockets. I know He 
would be upset, but I sure love pizza. Almost as much as I love 
my Master, but not quite. Chipmunks are nice too. If I were to 
list my favorite things, my Master would be number one, 
followed by chipmunks, and then pizza. No, swap chipmunks 
and pizza. And add my neighbor, Tabby, beneath pizza. She’s 
nice, even though sometimes she will sit outside our window 
and meow.
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The small bird that tells time chirps five times. I think it is very 
annoying, but it reminds Master of Miss Suzie, so I don’t say 
anything. Master is taking longer than usual. I wonder if He will 
let me go to the park today. I am eager to catch up on the 
neighborhood gossip. Candace across the street is due for a 
litter of puppies soon, and Yogi just had cataract surgery. I do 
not think Master likes the park too much. Sometimes He will sit 
and talk with the other owners, but mostly He just sits by 
himself and watches the clouds.

I think Master’s car just pulled into the driveway. Boy oh boy oh 
boy am I excited. I wonder if He brought me home a treat. I am 
getting a little sore from sitting on the welcome mat, and 
watching the cars pass our house from the window gets boring 
after a few hours. I hear His keys jingling.

“Hey there, Hoover. Miss me, buddy?” Master kneels down to 
scratch behind my ears. I love when He scratches me behind 
the ears. A little more than chipmunks, but no more than Tabby. 
I tell Him that I did indeed miss him. I tell Him how long and 
exhausting my day has been. I tell Him about how Tabby tried 
to get in through the dog-door, but I managed to keep her out 
because I am a good and dutiful and loyal dog.

“You sound tired, Hoover.”

Yes, indeed, Master, I am tired.

“So am I, pal. How about we order a pizza and watch some 
TV?”

Yes please, Master, I love pizza.

“Why don’t you go settle in, and I’ll call Domino’s.”

I love this Domino who delivers us pizza so often. He is a 
younger human than my Master, and always parks off-center 
in our driveway. Last week there was a skunk that sprayed 
Domino. Sometimes when humans smell like skunks they act 
like dogs. Dogs cannot drive very well. Skunks also cannot 
drive very well.

I hop up on the sofa and lie down. Master sits beside me, with 
a weird smelling drink He calls “beer.” I nudge the remote to 
His hand, and He presses the green button.

“D’you want to watch the debates, or QVC?”

I nudge His elbow with my nose. I love QVC. Master never 
buys anything, but He likes to comment on the silly things 
humans buy.
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“Debates?”

I whimper.

“Okay, we’ll watch QVC,” He chuckles, petting the back of my 
head. I nestle into His side, listening to His heartbeat and the 
old human woman promote goofy-looking jewelry.
 
Master left early this morning, but he left me with a heaping 
bowl of kibble. I sure love Him. He even left a strip of bacon. I 
am surprised he didn’t wake me up. This is odd because we 
normally go for walks in the morning. I sleep in the laundry 
room most nights, though, and Tuesday’s are not laundry 
days.

Perhaps today I will explore the south side of our apartment 
block. There is an older man named Winston who on occasion 
will give me his leftover spaghetti. Spaghetti is a pasta dish 
made in long strings. Sometimes Winston makes it with a 
tomato sauce. Other times he makes it with a meat sauce.

Sometimes Master does not come home until late at night. He 
looks more tired than normal, and his eyes are wet. We do not 
go for walks on those days.

The front door opens into a hallway, which connects the 
kitchen and living room, and leads to Master’s bedroom. 
Master often forgets to wipe off his boots when he gets home. I 
can track the mud from the porch, to the kitchen, to the living 
room, to the bathroom, and finally to his bedroom. Luckily 
Master does not sleep with his boots on, or else the bed would 
be muddy as well.

I walk into the kitchen to find a snack. Sometimes Master 
leaves the pantry open. Unfortunately, today is not one of 
those days. I think I will check His bedside. He leaves dishes 
beside his bed and when they are not chocolate, they are tasty 
snacks.

I hop up onto His bed. I am not sure why Master calls it a 
“queen.” As far as I can tell, this bed is not royalty. The 
blankets are on the floor and the pillows are strewn across the 
bed. Master was eating a Hot Pocket last night. While very 
salty, Hot Pockets do indeed taste very good, and sometimes 
even have meat in them. I have sampled ham and cheese, 
pizza, hamburger, and Philadelphia cheesesteak Hot Pockets. 
All are very tasty.

Master left some laundry on the floor as well. He is very 
messy. I guess I could help Him clean up a little bit. I will put 
the clothes in a nice pile.
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Master is home. He is in the bathroom. He gave me a 
substantial helping of kibble. I am very thankful.

When He got home, He pat my head and offered to take me 
for a walk. He clipped the leash to my collar and took me out 
the back door. He was walking very slowly. I barked at my 
good friend, Doug.

Across the street is a large field with many stones. These 
stones, that Master calls “graves,” have people’s names on 
them. Master says they are meant to remember those who 
have “passed away.” I like this idea. I do not like the name 
grave. It sounds too sad. However, I do find this yard 
unsettling. Normally I voice my discomfort when we walk by, 
but today Master seemed to desire a walk through this “grave” 
yard.

The birds chirp in the trees above, swooping through the 
breeze with the autumn leaves. The breeze is nice. Not too 
cold. Just brisk enough to cool my fur. Master takes a deep 
breath, then lets it out. His scarf falls from His neck. He smiles 
at me.

We stop in front of a smaller stone. It has markings on it that I 
cannot read. Some look familiar. A corner-shaped one called L. 

A squiggly one called S. A loopy one called 9. Master smiles, 
but it is not a happy smile. You cannot judge a human’s 
feelings by their whole face. You must focus on their eyes. 
Master’s eyes are downturned and cold.

He draws a deep-purple flower from His coat pocket and lays it 
by the stone.
 
I rub the mud from my paws on the welcome mat. Master does 
the same with His boots. Wondering whether we will watch 
QVC today, I rub my head against Master’s leg, and point to 
the living room.

“I’m kinda tired, Hoover,” He says, with the same empty smile 
He has had since our walk. I whimper.

“Sorry, pal.” He walks into the kitchen. I follow limply behind 
Him. He opens the refrigerator. After a few seconds, He takes 
a bottle of water from the bottom shelf.

“Thirsty?”

I pant. My tongue is dry.

“Hungry too? I can make you a Hot Pocket.”



367

I roll over happily. I sure do enjoy Hot Pockets. Master 
unwraps a pack and sticks it into the microwave. He pokes the 
buttons and lets it cook.

“How was your day, pal?” Master says as He lowers himself 
onto the wood floor. He pets me behind the ear. I tell Him 
about how bored I was earlier. As usual, He doesn’t hear me.

“I bet your day was heaven, pal. Must be easy being a dog.”

It most definitely is not easy, Master.

He leans back against a cupboard. The microwave beeps. 
Using the counter for support, He lifts himself up and removes 
the Hot Pocket from the microwave. He drops it in my food 
bowl.

“I think I’m gonna hit the hay, Hoover.”

This is Master’s way of saying He is going to sleep. I whimper, 
but I know it is for the best. Master is usually very tired, and He 
needs his sleep.

He leans down and rubs His hand across my head. For a 
moment He leaves it there, as if trying to remember 
something. He walks out of the kitchen. But instead of going to 

the bedroom, He instead goes to the broom closet. I cannot tell 
what He gets. Perhaps the dustbin? Maybe He will finally clean 
up His bedroom. No, it looks like a leash. Maybe we are going 
for another walk? I love walks.

“Goodnight, Hoover. I love you, buddy.”

Guess no walk.

He closes the door to the bedroom. Today I feel like sleeping 
there, at the foot of the door. I like being close to him.

I hear something fall, and a creaking noise. Master must have 
knocked something over. He is kind of a goofball. Goodnight, 
Master. I love you, too.
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Train of Thoughts
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Train of Thoughts 
I have never been on a train before but I can imagine the 
feeling. I can imagine the smooth rolling of the train wheels 
carrying me farther and farther from point A and closer and 
closer to point B. I can hear the slow chugging of the train and 
the high pitched noise of the train whistle. I can hear the 
rumbling of its moving soul in my ears comforting me and 
reminding me of its continuously journey. The ever present 
movements of the train would be punctuated by a gaze out of 

the window, an interaction with another passenger, the silence 
of my thoughts, and the boarding of other people, some I have 
never met and never will meet, others I will come to know and 
call on fondly as friends, and others still who will pass as 
quickly out of my life as they had come in. 

A glance out of the window of the train where I would see a 
child playing in the tall grass as a mother stands calling her in, 
hands resting on her swollen belly, would rush back memories 
of a time when I was young.
I was six years old when I finally received the message I had 
been waiting for: my mother was going to have a baby. I had 
been praying for some time that I would have a baby brother 
(not sister as I was used to being the princess of the family) 
and my wish had finally come true. At the time of my mother’s 
announcement, we didn’t know the baby’s gender, which 
consequently made me pray even harder. My fervent prayers 
were answered and on June 28, 2006 a hazel-eyed baby boy 
was born into my family.

A flash of white from out of the corner of my eye would draw 
me from my ruminations. The starched white uniform of the 
ticket inspector standing on the worn wood of the aisle would 
grab my attention and I would follow the black buttons of his 
uniform to his face. His graying hair would be thinning out at 
the top with the strain of having been combed to the side for 
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years but his warm smile would reveal the youth of his heart. 
He would gently ask for my ticket and smiling I would hand it to 
him from where I had tucked it away into my pocket. After he 
would leave, I would settle back into the soft, stable support of 
the cushioned seat. I would sink into its worn springs, take a 
deep breath, and close my eyes.

My eyes would only be closed for a second because of small 
yips of the little puff-ball pomeranian who had come onto the 
train with her owner at the last stop. Smiling, I would open my 
eyes taking in the eagerness of the little puppy to be heard by 
everyone and everything, and lean over to ask about her from 
her owner. 

One summer day in June when I was eleven I had visited the 
APL with my family. The puppies we saw there were a short-
hair, German Shepherd-Beagle mix and around the height and 
length of the microwave we had at home. They were six-month 
old brothers, one tan with black markings and one black with 
tan markings. They were beautiful, but in the end we could 
only adopt one—the little black one. As I cuddled the 
warm,wriggly puppy to my body, I realized he had an extra toe 
on each of his back legs but to me, my little Hercules was 
perfect. 

The soft thumping of an elderly woman as she slowly but 
surely made her way down the aisle with her simply made 
wooden cane would take my attention away from the woman 
and her dog and reminder of that day at the APL. The older 
woman would be in her mid-eighties with soft white hair held 
back in a headband and warm green eyes that would remind 
me of my grandmother and her story.

In seventh grade, I decided to enter a history competition with 
an individual performance on the Holocaust and tie that period 
in history to the themes of the competition, Rights and 
Responsibilities. My maternal grandparents had lived in 
Poland during the Holocaust drawing my interest into that 
period of time. During the reign of Hitler’s Third Reich, both my 
grandmother and grandfather were torn apart from their 
families to work in places where German families sent their 
own children away to keep them safe from the air raids and 
bombings. Though they were not sent to any of Hitler’s 
concentration camps the labors they both endured will forever 
connect me to that moment in history.

I was recognized for my performance and invited to perform at 
the Maltz Museum of Jewish Heritage in Beachwood. I still 
remember being able to see my grandmother from the stage 
and tell a part of her story. She has since passed away and to 
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have been able to share and bring voice to people that she 
knew and lived with is a moment I will never forget. 

The laughter drifting from the back of the train would then 
reach my ears and dry the tears from my eyes. I would turn to 
see the smiling faces of the young little boys in matching blue 
shoes sitting with their parents, eyes trained on the magician 
they happened to sit next to. I would watch as the entertainer 
would weave a magical experience for the boys and would 
remember my own interest in the entertaining of others no 
matter who they may be.

When I was fourteen I was cast as deaf Snow White in my 
school’s production of the fairy tale. As Snow White, I had no 
spoken lines in the play and had to communicate with all of the 
other characters through sign language. This opportunity 
challenged me, broadening my repertoire and enhancing my 
belief of accepting others who may be different from you, just 
as the dwarfs in the play accepted Snow White, learned sign 
language, and tried to protect her from her wicked stepmother. 
This role made me more aware of the different, 
underrepresented types of people in our community and how 
we should all be given a voice to express ourselves be it 
through the use of our tongue or our hands.

Time would then pass and the magician and little boys with 
their parents would leave the train and I would again be left 
with my own thoughts. Sitting there in peace, as the train 
continued to move smoothly forward I would gaze out the 
window and with the light shining through the window and the 
adjustment of shadows over the course of the day I would see 
my reflection in its surface.
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Waiting for Auschwitz
I can feel the cold wooden boards of the train station, pierce 
the soles of my leather shoes. My body is, however, quite 
warm since the platform is crowded, and we are all squished in 
together. We are waiting.

The small suitcase I am holding in my hand, contains my 
clothing and nothing else. The only possessions of mine, that I 
was allowed to take, that have meaning to me are my favorite 
doll, Suzanna, and my Star of David necklace. I clutch the 
pendant now, it gives me hope.

My eyes now wander as I try to distract myself from my 
uncertain fate. They settle on a boy not much older than me. 
His long face is one of despair. His raven hair hangs limply and 
his green eyes seem dull, glazed over, and his mouth is set in 

a grim line. I must look like that, for that is how I feel. I look 
away.

Some are not as quiet as the boy and me. Babies cry in 
mother’s arms and women scream at soldiers for answers 
asking “What are you going to do with us?”, “Where will we go 
after this?”, “Why are you doing this?”. These questions never 
receive anything but laughter in return, if that, and are mostly 
ignored. From time to time a question asked results in the 
soldiers kicking into the crowd or shooting bullets up into the 
air. This quiets the crowd for some time until fears once again 
reach their breaking point and more questions are thought of 
to be asked by those who desperately need answers. 

My attention is brought back to where I am standing as the 
clasp on my small hand becomes stronger. I glance up at 
mother and gasp as a single tear trails down the porcelain 
white skin of her face. Mother never cries. Her grip becomes 
tighter and I wriggle my hand as the pressure increases. She 
notices me and loosens her grip. She now leans down next to 
me, her lips brushing my ear as she whispers “No matter what 
happens from now my darling Rebecca know always that I 
love you. You must be a very strong and brave girl for 
Momma.” I almost do not have enough time to to whisper back 
my love and promise when a roaring blast erupts from the 
other end of the track. Startled, my head violently swings in 
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that direction. A train made of cattle cars barrels down the 
rickety track. The crowd is immediately quiet in its shock, all 
heads are turned toward the guards wearing the red band on 
their arms with a black spider encased in white circle.

Then without notice, the soldiers begin pushing people into 
cars. Terrified, I stand still, knowing at any moment, I too will 
be pushed into one of the dark wooden cattle cars. A single cry 
escapes the rest and I feel as if icy water has been poured 
down my back. I recognize that cry, it is my neighbor, Rose. I 
look on as her arms are pinned behind her back and she is 
dragged toward one of the open cars. Her face is one of horror 
as she desperately tries to free herself. Her coal black hair 
usually swept up into a neat ponytail now hangs around her 
shoulders, her blue eyes are livid, and her mouth is stretched 
open so wide in a scream I am sure it will snap. 

Mother sees her too. We both run toward her and almost reach 
her when a hand comes down hard on my shoulder. I scream 
louder than I thought I could but even with my volume my 
voice is lost in the stream of chaos. I am being pulled away 
from mother towards one of the cattle cars. Mother races to 
me and tries to tear me away from the soldier who looks not 
more than 18 years of age. It is useless. He is much stronger 
than her I can tell. She resorts to screaming at him in a foreign 
but slightly familiar language, German maybe. The soldier with 

the spider marking on his red arm band does not argue with 
mother but simply grabs her and drags us both toward the car. 

At this time, my doll slips from my fingers. I can shed no tears 
as at this moment I am viciously thrown into the car as if I were 
a package of meat. The door slams shut as we enter. I am sick 
as the smells of waste, vomit, and death fill my nose. I look 
around trying to find some where I can breathe. I soon spot a 
significant hole in the the wooden boards that make up the 
small cramped car. 

I look out through the hole. There are no more of my people on 
the platform. There is no trace of the lives that once stood 
there but a minute ago. Had others stood there? I am sure of 
it. I now think I am in a car filled with the ghosts of all those 
lost. How did they die? Peacefully? Surely not in these 
conditions. My face now turns as white as snow. Will I die this 
way? 

I am brought back into the present as I see the soldier who 
“escorted” me to my car bending over something on the 
platform. He rises, having picked up whatever caught his 
attention, and tosses it back and forth with his hands deciding 
what to do with it. I gasp as I realize it is my Suzanna. A cruel 
smile plasters itself on his ugly face as he retrieves the pistol 
from his belt and tosses her into the air before burying a bullet 
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into her plastic skull. I look away horrified and find myself 
instead gazing down at my neck where my Star of David rests. 
I look up into the sky and see a star shining more brightly than 
the rest. Somehow, with the help of God, I will survive the 
place called Auschwitz. I am nine years old.
 

***
 
In 1921, Adolf Hitler became the leader of the Nazi party in 
Germany. He immediately implemented a hate campaign 
against the Jews. By uniting the Germans against the Jews he 
gave them a scapegoat to blame for losing World War I. Hitler 
was appointed as chancellor of Germany on January 30th, 
1933. Under his rule, the Nazis took control of the economy, 
culture, education and law of Germany. With power solidified, 
Hitler began the systematic extermination of those he deemed 
undesirable for the Aryan race. The Nazi architects of 
genocide who violated the rights of millions in concentration, 
refused to accept responsibility for their actions in international 
courts of law. 

Those persecuted for their political and religious beliefs were 
rounded up and taken to concentration camps where their 
basic rights were violated. After receiving a notice to leave 
“undesirables” had to pack only what they could carry and 
report to train stations. They were then shipped to 

concentration camps like Auschwitz located in Oswiecim, 
Poland. Many that arrived at Auschwitz were sent naked into 
the gas chambers. In the gas chambers, a Zyklon B gas pellet 
dropped from the ceiling and the gas suffocated its victims. It 
took 3-15 minutes for them to die. These killing centers were 
capable of killing 2,000 people an hour. Those that were not 
sent to the gas chambers were forced to partake in grueling 
labor from which many of them died of exhaustion, 
dehydration, beatings, or starvation. The most basic of human 
rights were violated at Auschwitz, such as the right to life, 
liberty, and security. The fundamental rights that no one be 
held in slavery and no one be subjected to torture, or 
degrading treatment were also violated. 

The Nazi architects of genocide refused to take responsibility 
for their horrendous violations of human rights. Rudolf Hess, 
who equipped Auschwitz with gas chambers and a crematoria, 
Heinrich Himmler, who ran the concentration camp system and 
Hermann Goering, Hitler’s acknowledged successor all 
committed suicide. Dr. Josef Mengele, who decided who would 
live and die at concentration camps and Martin Bormann, who 
expanded forced labor programs both tried to escape 
conviction. These men all refused to take responsibility for 
their actions at the Nuremberg Trials of 1945.
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 The Holocaust was one of the driving factors that led to the 
drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the 
United Nations in 1948. Groups such as Amnesty International 
were created to help protect human rights. Another result of 
the Holocaust was the creation of the State of Israel as a safe 
haven for the Jewish people. Government officials may now be 
held accountable for crimes against humanity by international 
tribunals such as the Nuremberg Trials of 1945. The world 
vowed to prevent and punish the crime of genocide. Sadly, 
genocide still continues today in Rwanda and Darfur and 
previously continued in Cambodia and Darfur.

Before the Holocaust, history had never seen such an extreme 
systematic violation of human rights. The Nazi regime caused 
the death of more than eleven million people creating a new 
definition of evil. They took the most vulnerable of society the 
young, the weak, and the old who needed protection and 
murdered them in the gas chambers. During the Holocaust, 
Germany violated every standard of human decency. However, 
both in 1953 and 1988 as a small measure of repayment West 
Germany agreed to make reparations to both individuals and 
to the Nation of Israel. Also, in 1999 the German government 
agreed to compensate both Jews and non-Jews for slave and 
forced labor performed for German industries during the war. 
The emotional scars, however, from Nazi brutality can never 
be healed.
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Endgame Tactics 
I grabbed my father
  from a city of fathers,
snatched
His cow-leather hands and
  Ran legs-a-pumping,
 
There's a skeleton face sticker,
  winking at me from the ceiling.

Between the curtains the
  air is smudged.
 
His head is
  hazard and light,
looking up at the
  turquoise moon through the windshield shade.
 
Tiptoeing into a haze
  of limping eyelids,
  have I condemned him?  Prisoned him in layers of 
kaleidoscope chessboards?
  Pawns are flying, the rooks have vanished,
  and it seems the queen has
lost her crown.
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Her Funeral
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Her Funeral
Marker carving into grave, a line cut straight through marble. A 
tuft of my hair spread over the chrysanthemums, moored by a 
spotted pebble. This thick smell of blue sharpie will not persist 
for generations. Sticky handprints (cough drops) emblazon a 
trail from the wringed willow to the voided door. A forlorn 
apartment, once brimmed with plastic jewels and sequined 
dresses. Filled with lipstick stains on dawn-rose cheeks, sun 
rising under eyelids. Her only artifact, cast aloft by a Noah's 
Ark of dust; ruby swan, eyes glinting.
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I Could Die for You
Poetry
Grade: 11
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I Could Die for You 
I burn through friends and lovers like honeyrose cigarettes.
Burn slowly;
don’t make me nurse my damaged pride on my own
don’t make me dread sundays,
not yet.
I can’t drive, so I need you
I can’t bear the weight of the lonely world alone.
 

Will she love you twenty years and twenty pounds from now?
When you’re doubled over the bathroom sink
scrubbing away brain matter from beneath your fingernails with 
a toothbrush
your scrubs in a heap beside you
you double over
 
Would you love me if i bleached my eyebrows and cut my 
bangs?
Do you want a life that’s static and dull:
White noise and working for weekends?
Does it hurt to look at me?
 
There are dozens of countries in europe
hundreds of futures separated by thin black lines and bullet 
points
primary colors
but you stay, stubbornly, fixed and frightened like Polaris
burning bright and obediently slow.
 
You threw a raincoat across our laps and kissed my cheek
I saw
toothy smiles and rolling valleys
I saw
the finish line
I felt
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the swell of pride and optimism
like ulcers, like blisters.
You smiled like you could’ve died for me
and told me I shouldn’t bother waiting
 
I didn’t
 
We were a botched sprint medley.
We should have been a marathon.
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North Korea’s Media Misrepresentation: A Vicious 
Cycle
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Grade: 11
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#

North Korea’s Media 
Misrepresentation: A Vicious Cycle 
Shin Dong-Hyuk was born in a camp. Surrounded by fences 
and guards, he fought with his family over scraps of food like a 
dog. Jeon Geum ju went to school singing songs praising the 
supreme leader. And Lee Hyun Ji used to practice throwing a 
wooden grenade at a pale cutout American.

Meanwhile, a continent over and a world away, The Interview, 
a satirical comedy about North Korea’s democratically elected 
President, made fifty-one million dollars.

Almost everyone knows this fake story about North Korea, but 
almost nobody knows the real stories, stories of a totalitarian 
state, of mandatory government radios that can only be turned 
down, not turned off, of imprisonment of a whole family for 
three generations for the slightest offense. Nobody knows the 
stark truths of a cult dedicated to the Kims, and of work camps 
akin to Auschwitz.

The way the Democratic People’s Republic of (North) Korea is 
represented in the western media is both incorrect and 
harmful.

The situation in North Korea is dystopian, both within the 
prison camps and without. Look at the story of Shin Dong-
Hyuk, subject of his bestselling story of survival, Escape from 
Camp 14. He was born in Camp 14, the worst of the North 
Korean prison camps, the son of two prisoners allowed to 
marry (and forced to marry each other) because of “good 
behavior”. He grew up with his mother and brother, but only 
saw them as competition for the scarce food. As the author 
Blaine Harden said in an interview with CNN: “He saw anyone 
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who stood between him and his next meal as a potential 
enemy” (DuChateau). Finally, when Shin was 23 years old, he 
escaped through a high voltage electric fence, and made his 
way to China, but his body still bears the scars of hard labor 
and torture.

Even more alarming than these camps is the North Korean 
regime’s effort to cover them up, and still oppress even its law-
abiding citizens. In a piece on CNN written by Dong-Hyuk 
himself, he shows that North Korea has repeatedly denied the 
existence of these death camps, despite clear satellite proof, 
denouncing defectors such as him as “human scum” and their 
testimony as lies (Dong-hyuk). They mask the truth, and the 
government instead feeds the citizens tales of leaders and 
glory.

At the core of the society is a cult dedicated to the Kims—
starting with the eternal ruler, Kim Il Sung, who is portrayed as 
an anti-Japanese war hero who liberated and created North 
Korea. His son, Kim Jong Il, who was said to have been born 
“on a sacred mountain, under a bright star” (Fifield) ruled and 
died recently, and the current leader is his son, Kim Jong Un. 
This dynastic family is worshiped as gods and rule absolutely, 
and the outside world is completely shut off- all media is state 
sponsored under pain of imprisonment, and for the vast 
majority, except for the elite, there is no Internet. All learning 

and culture is focused on the Supreme Leader, as evidenced 
by the education: “High school students in North Korea must 
complete a three-year, 81-hour course on the history of Kim 
Jong Un, according to a recent report from South Korea’s KBS 
World Radio, which cited a copy of the North Korean 
Education Committee’s “compulsory education outline.” The 
course is in addition to a 160-hour course on Kim Il Sung and 
148 hours of study about Kim Jong Il” (Fifield). The harms of 
this are clear- Jeon Geum Ju, who was raised believing in this 
cult, describes its effects: “I believed in this system for more 
than 20 years, but I was so thirsty to find out about the outside 
world. [At 23, she escaped to China] Then, when I realized it 
was all lies, it was like I was just born at 23 years old. Twenty-
three years had been stolen from my life” (Fifield). But even 
more than this trained worship of the Kims is the other effect of 
this indoctrination, intense hatred towards other peoples, such 
as the Japanese or Americans. From children’s books like The 
Butterfly and the Cockerel, about how a plucky small butterfly 
(North Korea) defeated a evil, bullying rooster (the USA), to 
teaching revolutionary history, to math problems about the 
murder of Japanese soldiers, this belief is deeply ingrained in 
the hearts and minds of young children. And it gets even 
worse- Lee Hyun Ji would practice throwing not a ball, but a 
wooden grenade at a pale cutout of the “cunning American 
wolf”. This “All-encompassing personality cult” has sustained 
this totalitarian state beyond where the USSR and Cuba have 
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failed by fully indoctrinating its citizens, and punishing harshly 
any dissenters.

However, these crimes against humanity itself are almost 
always overlooked in the western news. North Korea is rarely 
reported on at all—the world is full of news stories, to be sure, 
but tales of terrorism or domestic politics usually win over the 
front pages and news anchors. North Korea, while it is 
reported on somewhat, is never seen in the same light as 
these seemingly larger issues, and is usually confined to the 
inside of the New York Times or only accessible through a 
search on CNN’s website. North Korea just doesn’t seem to be 
newsworthy anymore.

And even when North Korea is reported on, the reports tend to 
overlook the vast travesties in favor of more seemingly trivial 
things, such as missile tests or K-pop bands. In a CNN article 
from about a month ago, Jethro Mullen outlines the latest 
threat from North Korea to use its nuclear arsenal if the US or 
other nations “pursue their ‘reckless hostile policy’ toward Kim 
Jong Un’s regime” (Mullen). This is a serious issue, but the 
article takes an almost belittling tone towards the 
“DPRK” (Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the nation’s 
official name), calling this threat the “Latest bout of saber-
rattling” and using words like “alleged” or “claims” when 
describing their missile capacities. Other recent stories of 

missile tests or firings into the ocean show a similar disdain for 
North Korea’s ability to do any real damage to anything 
important. Furthermore, much of North Korea’s coverage 
doesn’t focus on the real issues at all, preferring to poke fun at 
their awkward attempts to borrow from western culture, like 
another CNN article by Kyung Lah about the new band, 
Moranbong, that croons Kim Jong Un’s praises. The article just 
derides North Korea’s attempt to bring itself into a more 
modern age, laughing at the efforts to create a more western 
culture.

This perception of North Korea as a joke and a non-threat is 
even further seen in the film and entertainment industry- most 
notably with the recent 2014 movie The Interview. Sony, the 
production company, was hacked by North Korea, who then 
threatened war to stop its release. There was a huge celebrity 
outcry, claiming “The North Koreans have won”, but in reality, 
the North Koreans were very justified in their anger, if not their 
action. The interview, as outlined by a critical Washington Post 
article, is a satirical comedy about “assassination of a sitting 
head of state. Drawing on cultural stereotypes about a country 
considered backward by much of the world, the film launches 
its heroes on a mission to kill a buffoonish tyrant. Hilarity 
ensues” (Moyer). It makes fun of Kim Jong Un (fig. 2), even 
picturing his death (which the article goes on to explain is very 
rare- you almost never see a death of a real evil world leader, 
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even a tyrant, before it actually happens-- Zero Dark Thirty 
wasn’t made in 2002), but more importantly, it makes fun of the 
suffering of the North Korean people. While it depicts the 
travesties to some degree, the citizens of North Korea serve 
as more of a shoehorned backdrop to a comedy than as an 
actual issue, and while some degree of this depiction is 
reasonable in satire, the movie just continues to trivialize the 
people’s suffering, and North Korea as a whole.

These portrayals in western news and entertainment both 
stem from and reinforce the nationalist idea that North Korea is 
not a threat to any big developed western nation. We see them 
as a non-threat, a joke, because while they can “rattle their 
sabers” as much as they want, they can’t touch us. One of the 
things that CNN article on the missiles made sure to stress is 
the fact that “strong doubts remain over whether it has the 
missile technology to target the U.S. mainland” (Mullen). As 
though this threat to us is the biggest problem with North 
Korea. Now, these ideas of our safety are, for the most part, 
true, which is why we feel so justified in our non-action. 
However, North Korea does represent a significant threat to its 
citizens, but also to the Asian community at large, specifically 
South Korea. I myself can attest to the fact that in South 
Korea, having visited about 5 years ago, there is a heightened 
sense of tension-- National Guard troops are not very 
uncommon on street corners these days. After all, South Korea 

and North Korea are still very much at war, and have been for 
the past half-century. This idea that because we are safe from 
North Korea, they don’t represent any danger, is nationalist, 
isolationist, ethnocentric, and false, but most importantly, it is 
directly harmful.

The proliferation of these ideas creates a cycle of non-action. 
When we don’t see something as a real threat or problem, 
when there is no incentive to act or change, we refuse to do 
anything. And when we repeatedly do nothing in response to a 
problem, it no longer seems to be a problem. This is clearly 
evidenced by an article in the Journal of World Affairs. It 
speaks to North Korea’s atrocities, but more importantly to the 
way we overlook them. “Among several important reports 
analyzing North Korea’s human rights crimes issued over the 
past 20 years, the law firm DLA Piper published Failure to 
Protect: A Call for the UN Security Council to Act in North 
Korea in 2006, which found that North Korea’s discriminatory 
and exploitative food policy, resulting in famine, and its 
inhuman treatment of political prisoners constituted crimes 
against humanity as defined by the Rome Statute of the 
International Criminal Court” (Park). This report recommended 
that the United Nation Security Council create a resolution to 
open access to North Korea for “Humanitarian relief and the 
release of political prisoners” (Park). But the UN didn’t act. 
Again, in 2009 and 2010 the UN special report on human 



383

rights in North Korea “urged for the ‘totality of the United 
Nations system, especially the Security Council,’ to be 
mobilized ‘to take measures to prevent egregious violations 
and protect people from victimization,’ and for an ‘end to 
impunity’.” And yet, despite these pleas, and presentation of a 
real threat to human life and liberty, the UN has still not 
heeded these recommendations.

Finally and most gravely, by not acting, we continue to let 
innocent people suffer. We could intercede. We definitely have 
the resources, men, and influence to enact massive change. 
We’ve done it before, both militarily and through aid and 
support, all over the world. But no—by sitting idly, we tacitly 
consent to the atrocities committed daily. We consent to the 
atrocities that, even when we do comprehend them, still fail to 
motivate us to action, atrocities that are ever diminished by a 
vicious cycle of misrepresentation and trivialization in the 
Western media.

For the hundreds of thousands of imprisoned Koreans, it is too 
late. For the millions growing up, being brainwashed by an 
oppressive regime, it is too late. And for Shin Dong-Hyuk’s 
Mother and Brother, who were executed before his thirteen-
year-old eyes, it is far, far too late.

But we can still do something, only if we know the harms and 
horrors that devastate Korea every day. When citizens, when 
people are informed, we will act. We need to know and see 
and do and change and end this vicious cycle and we need to 
now, before it is too late for anybody else.
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Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

November 9 
When I was four years old, I came to this country a running 
bubbling caramel colored fast talking thing. I held my mom's 
hand when our plane took off and from what I remember that 
was the scariest part. We rented the top floor of a house in 
Shaker Heights so weren't allowed to jump up and down. 
Every week my mom let my brother and I pick out a toy from 
the dollar store. English was a new taste in my mouth, as was 
pizza and PB&J.

 
For the first time in my life, I saw snow.
 
I believed in the American Dream because I believed in my 
father. I believed in working hard and hand me downs. I 
believed in the dream because that’s what it was. A dream. A 
miracle of a thing: four Colombian immigrants inside a warm 
house, a yellow stripped school bus, a box of 64 crayons, a 
Wendy's, a blue truck, a pink tutu, a green card.
 
On November 9th, I woke up to a world that did not feel mine. I 
woke up to the darkest despair I have ever felt in my life. I saw 
the people that I love looking hollow and defeated. I saw the 
heaviest sorrow settling onto their brilliant minds. I searched 
for something to hold on to, but it was too dark, too grey, too 
cold, and too dead to want to try. I wondered if there was 
anything left to salvage.
 
I am still wondering it now.
 
I read somewhere in the storm of tweets and posts that grief is 
work. My English teacher, red hot with rage, handed me an 
essay by poet named Hanif. It ended in, "I think we'll make a 
way. Despite." I don't know if we are supposed to hope now, or 
fight now, but I think we ought to try. Or at least keep moving, 
keep writing, keep marching and roaring. I am not going to 
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pretend that I have any of the answers although I have 
searched for them in so many eyes.
 
At least, I cannot deny this: even through our tears, even in our 
mourning, I felt a fiercely courageous resilience in my friends. 
My friends who are my teachers. My teachers who are my 
friends. All the people that have become my family. They held 
me up that day, and yesterday, and today.
 
When I went home after swim practice, the sun still colored the 
sky violet, and the trees still stood raining gold. I may be afraid, 
but I am still American and I define that as "Making a way, 
despite". I may be lost but I am not alone. I am here.
 
We mourn, but we move. We mourn and we march on.

Sign, Sealed, Delivered: The Value of Letters
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Sign, Sealed, Delivered: The Value of 
Letters
Letters often play a key role throughout Jane Austen’s Pride 
and Prejudice. They drive the plot through exchange of 
information while allowing characters to craft their own 
narratives and give unique perspectives. In a letter, intimate 
details that would otherwise be difficult to share in person can 
be presented while tone can be completely determined by the 
writer. In the case of Mr. Darcy, true feelings not outwardly 
displayed could be revealed calmly through the epistolary 
form. Contrastingly, in the case of Caroline Bingley, attitudes of 
disdain shown outwardly in her character could easily be 
concealed with false affection through her letters. Additionally, 
letters are indispensable due to their practicality. The quick 
exchange of information through letters allows for conflict 
resolution. In the case of Lydia’s marriage, letters with key 
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information kept the family updated on Lydia’s whereabouts so 
that they could save her from ruin. Mr. Darcy’s letter is 
arguably the most powerful letter in the novel. The letter’s tone 
allows for Darcy to communicate his message without 
interruption while the permanent nature of the epistolary form 
gives Lizzie the ability to repeatedly reflect on the information 
she receives. Through the power of tone and permanence, the 
letter is the catalyst that prompts Lizzie’s change of heart 
leading to her eventual marriage to Darcy. 

Darcy’s letter holds value as a physical presentation of 
information Lizzie could re read and reflect on. Although 
Elizabeth’s first reaction to the letter’s contents regarding 
Wickam is one of violent disbelief, she reads the letter again, 
“in half a minute the letter was unfolded again, and collecting 
herself as well as she could, she again began the mortifying 
perusal of all that related to Wickham, and commanded herself 
so far as to examine the meaning of every sentence”(139). 
The letter is a permant physical object Lizzie can continually 
refer back to so she is able to read sentence by sentence, and 
reflect her interactions with Wickam. The acts of repetition and 
self-reflection allow Lizzie to compare her memories of 
Wickam to the problematic behavior outlined by the letter and 
make the necessary connection that reveal his devious 
character. The physical, permanent nature of letter writing 
allows her to make the connection, “She perfectly remembered 

everything that had passed in conversation between Wickham 
and herself in their first evening at Mr. Philips's. Many of his 
expressions were still fresh in her memory. She was now 
struck with the impropriety of such communications to a 
stranger, and wondered it had escaped her before. She saw 
the indelicacy of putting himself forward as he had done, and 
the inconsistency of his professions with his conduct (140)”. 
Had the information been presented to her in conversation, it 
can be presumed that Elizabeth would have accepted her first 
reaction of disbelief. However because she is able to process 
the information and reanalyze it, Elizabeth realizes the 
foolishness of her past judgments. Despite initial outrage, she 
is able to rethink her perspective. Without the permanence of 
the letter, Elizabeth could not have given up her infatuation 
with Wickam and realized her affection for Mr. Darcy.

In addition to wielding power in its permanence, Mr. Darcy’s 
letter holds value in its tone. In Pride and Prejudice, Mr. Darcy 
and Elizabeth’s exchanges are often emotionally charged. 
Darcy has a reclusive personality while Lizzie is much more 
outspoken making open communication difficult. Therefore 
letters become a crucial tool of correspondence. Through his 
composed tone, Darcy is able to communicate his experience 
with Wickam and give his perspective legitimacy Darcy tells 
Elizabeth, “My sister, who is more than ten years my junior, 
was left to the guardianship of my mother's nephew, Colonel 
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Fitzwilliam, and myself. About a year ago, she was taken from 
school, and an establishment formed for her in London; and 
last summer she went with the lady who presided over it, to 
Ramsgate; and thither also went Mr. Wickham, undoubtedly by 
design; for there proved to have been a prior acquaintance 
between him and Mrs. Younge, in whose character we were 
most unhappily deceived; and by her connivance and aid he 
so far recommended himself to Georgiana, whose affectionate 
heart retained a strong impression of his kindness to her as a 
child, that she was persuaded to believe herself in love, and to 
consent to an elopement” (137). Revealing Wickam’s initial 
plan to seduce Georgina for her inheritance, Darcy shows 
Wickam as an opportunist who takes advantage of young girls. 
His clear explanation and calm tone allows Lizzie to take in the 
information as unbiased. The epistolary form gives Darcy full 
control of the attitude he presents in his language. Although he 
is describing an offense against his family, he uses no 
combative, insulting or emotional language that could 
otherwise discredit his claims. The most charged phrase he 
uses is “unhappily deceived”, a surprisingly tepid way to 
describe his emotions towards his sister’s near ruin. Instead he 
outlines Wickam’s malicious intent by shifting the focus on the 
innocence of his sister. He describes her as “affectionate” and 
“ten years” younger to politely paint Wickam as the 
manipulative predator. Through the power of tone Darcy 
presents his perspective as the only reliable one. Initially Lizzie 

believes Darcy to be cold and uncaring in part because 
Wickam accused him of being so. However, after the letter, 
she can no longer trust Wickam’s gossip and sees Darcy for 
who he truly is, an honest and lovable man.

Throughout Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, letters play key 
roles in conflict resolution, specifically in the eventual marriage 
of Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy. Although letters hold power in the 
information they disclose, the value of a letter lies in the basic 
advantages of letter writing; the power to control tone and a 
letter’s existence as a physical object that can be reexamined. 
Mr. Darcy’s iconic letter to Elizabeth Bennet illustrates the 
power of tone and physicality for said key characteristics 
cause a shift in perspective that lead to Lizzie falling in love 
with Mr. Darcy. Although there are many dramatic scenes that 
contribute to Lizzie’s marriage, it is essential to recognize the 
capability of written communication. Mr. Darcy’s letter rose 
above the stuffy decorum and social rules of the era. His one 
letter was able to do what countless of formal interactions did 
not. It provoked raw insight. Through this insight, Elizabeth is 
able to achieve the loving marriage she deserves, a beautiful 
and rare happy ending.



388

They're Not Chocolate
Poetry
Grade: 12
Shaker Heights High School
Instructor: Keaf Holliday
#

They're Not Chocolate 
They gripped their fingers around my neck
Hoping that I was gonna churn out some respect
I looked in the eyes of the KKK
As they said that my and my family can't stay
Tellin' us we need to go back to the country we came from
Haven't realized that we never belonged to 'em 
After the centuries of hate 
Too much money at stake

Too many blackies in state
So many lives drop at an excessive rate 
They turn around cover their eyes
So they can buy out and flip about
To tell the rest of the world 
All these broken endless lies,

They rape the land of every piece of love that it had
Hoping to turn it around 
And make into a new Chanel bag
Hate so thick in the air I want to 
Choke, scream, and gag
I yell we can't breathe
With the little bit of air I had
We can't leave
Cause our country don't want us back
We can't see
Because we were never free at last

I'm supposed to hate you, but I can't 
Because my mother said
"You can't hate someone 
If they had no hand
In taking yo freedom away 
No money for bills to pay
College looking so far away
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Families havin no where to stay
It's not all their fault
You can't hold your feeling in this little vault
Never expressing them
Never learning the lessons that they taught
Suppressing them
Until you throat is in a tight knot
Letting them explode"
So I let them go
And I wasn't the only to get shot 

I cleaned up the blood because 
I knew I was the only one that would 
Years filled with tears from struggles
Taught me to be what I should
A little black girl
In the streets of American 
Living as if I could
Live a life of lavish
Knowing my skin was no good
Knowing that my skin 
Would get me no where 
And if I wanted something,
I was gonna have to break my back
Cover my sisters
As he jumped on my hood 

Took 137 shots
Because he was wearing blue, I'm black
And he could
My hair can get nappy
They won't be happy
But I know look good
Unless the school decides that it's not presentable
I must put it into a bun, a pony tail
Something that won't make my look
Like I'm fresh out of jail 

I'm sitting here praying 
To stay in your good graces 
Sitting here praying not 
Get caught up by some racist
Because in the summer I'm dark enough
To be different 3 races
Because when I'm yellin or messin up
They say I'm 3 paces 
Behind all the other kids
Who do shut up their lids
Who always gets to live 
Who can find a good job
Not runnin from these pigs
Who don't have to live a life in fear
Because they're not chocolate 
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If they runnin 
It's not cause they're innocent
At my head they're gunning
My head they hunting
So I gotta take a trip
Curl my hair
And twirl my hips
To survive
Because America doesn't want 
A dark skin girl with dark eyes
They want a girl who will sit down and compromise
Give them what they want
No hesitation, all starry skies
Why must my world must be filed with lies
Brushing up against my heart
Crushing my ribs 
And trynna rub up on my thighs

Because too long we've been at the bottom
And we knew that
When we made it to the top
We'd be there
All hands joined, solid as a rock
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Bruises
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Bruises 
I’m four years old and I stand on a rickety wooden platform. 
The shiny silver bars barely block the sunlight glinting off of the 
playground equipment. The sun’s rays kiss my skin, 
enveloping me in a blanket of warmth. Above me, the sky, a 
brilliant blue, is streaked with cotton clouds like white marble 
on blue satin.

The monkey bars before me provide an impossible path to the 
opposite platform, and I stand there, looking up, poised to 
jump with my arms outstretched toward the sky, without a care 
in the world.

I jump.

My hands skim the scalding metal and for one moment – one 
glorious, death-defying moment – I fly through the air. I blink 
my eyes, and when I open them, a gasp escapes my lungs 
and I’m flat on my back with the sharp woodchips pricking my 
back like porcupine needles. I’m staring in shock at the azure 
sky.

While I had received many bruises before that day, that was 
the first one that meant something to me. The dull pain in my 
back and the sharp gasp of air was a constant reminder of my 
failure, and for every day that month I jumped off of that rickety 
platform until I finally succeeded.

I’m ten years old as I step onto the mat for the first time, one of 
only two girls in the class. My mouth hangs open in shock as I 
stare at the boys tackling each other on the mat.

I’m beckoned to line up by my teacher, who has papery white 
skin that crinkles around his mouth when he smiles. His laugh 
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bubbles up from somewhere deep inside and is so loud and 
contagious that when he’s in the room, you can’t help but 
laugh too. His twinkling blue eyes that carry so much wisdom 
gleaned from years of teaching experience, also hold with 
deep pools of despair that can only come from losing your best 
friend on the battlefield. He taught me countless lessons from 
his years in the war that I still carry with me to this day.

I’ve barely stepped onto the mat when I am told to fight.

Fight? I think to myself incredulously. This isn’t sparring – or 
wrestling – this is pure fighting. The only rules are not to injure 
the other person.

My teacher pairs me with a far more experienced blue belt – a 
young twelve-year old boy with bleached hair and sea green 
eyes named John. He eyes me hungrily, eager for a win.

My heart beats wildly as I sit back to-back with John, hands 
clenched into tense fists. I can’t help but tap my anxious toes 
on the grey mat, squeezing my eyes shut in a desperate 
attempt to calm down as adrenaline wildly courses through my 
veins. The room buzzes with a quiet anticipation – a nervous 
energy hanging in the air. My teacher yells for us to begin in a 
deep, commanding voice.

“Hajime!” The Japanese word for “to start” rings in my ear to 
this very day.

Within less than a second, the young blonde haired boy has 
me pinned to the ground in a tight choke. I writhe desperately, 
struggling for breath. My instructor almost ends the fight, but 
I’m not finished. I’m determined. I wriggle my head through the 
gap between my chin and his elbow and flip him over so that 
I’m on top of him, my elbow poised at this throat, ready to 
strike. Somehow, I manage to overextend both my elbow and 
my wrist. I persist through the pain. I win.

The entire class stares at me in shock. The eighty-year old 
man sitting in the metallic foldout chair in front of the class 
looks at me with discerning sapphire eyes and smiles.

“You see?” he asks us. “She fell down but she did not give up. 
There is an ancient Japanese proverb: fall down seven times, 
stand up eight. You must never give up, no matter what.”

I nod silently, still nursing my arm. Grinning triumphantly, I limp 
toward my seat at the end of the mat.
 
Bruises, I soon learn, aren’t necessarily physical. They come 
from your best friend moving away and I’m sorry and that old, 
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black and white picture of your dead grandfather on top of the 
brick fireplace on your living room.
 
I’m thirteen and on the gym floor of an old elementary school. 
The wooden floor boards are slippery with sweat, and I’m 
breathing heavily. A young boy of about thirteen advances. 
Before I can even take a step or block with my hands, a fist 
slams into my stomach. I fall back onto the floor, shocked as 
the instructor calls time.
 
I’m fourteen and standing ready before my opponent, both 
hands on a foam sword, poised with my arms out in front of 
me, ready to attack. I step forward to deliver a quick hit to my 
opponent’s ribs, but as I do, he swings and the sword hits my 
head. I’ve lost.
 
I’m almost fifteen and stand in a defensive position before my 
opponent. It’s the fighting portion of my black belt test, and 
everything until this very moment has come to this. I put up a 
good fight – punching and evading and kicking – until my 
opponent throws me onto the mat. I fall down onto the ground 
with a thud. My heart sinks inside my chest. I’ve failed.

I’m sitting on the living room couch when my father walks into 
the room, a somber look on his face.

“Your tha-thaa jaan has died.” His voice shakes.

To my father, my grandfather was an idol. His face is broken, 
dark brown eyes staring back at me with sorrow.

Living across the world from my own family, I never really 
knew my own grandfather. Later that month, my entire family 
comes together and tells stories about my tha-tha jaan. I learn 
about his triumphs and losses, hopes and despairs, victories 
and sorrows. I learn how he worked in Saudi-Arabia just to 
make enough money to sport his family. I learn just how hard 
he tried help his children escape the war safely. I learn how he 
published his first book of poems. My grandfather left his copy 
of the Qu’ran, with all his notations. As I read this old book, 
passed down from father to son, I learn more about who he 
was, and who he came to be. I’m overcome with grief because 
I never got to know him.
 
After years of training, years of falling down and getting scars 
and bruises and getting back up, I stand on the old grey mat, 
waiting in front of a row of instructors. Their grim faces stare 
back at me, and my hands are clenched in fists at my side, 
trembling. There’s an overwhelming sense of relief – the 
exhaustion, the joy, the child-like excitement.
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“I bid you welcome to the ranks of age old, respected and 
honored traditions as found in karate.” My teacher says. His 
voice cracks with pride.

His face, weathered by age and war, is filled with joy, and the 
papery white skin surrounding his eyes crinkle even more as 
he ties the new black belt around my waist.
 
Sweat beads on my brow as I gasp for air. I’ve been punched 
and kicked so much that I’m dizzy, and every inch of my body 
is sore and bruised and hurting. Yet – call it crazy or call it 
brave – I try again: I jump up and thrust all my energy into a 
jump spin hook kick aimed toward my opponent’s head. I 
intend to follow up with a few punches, but before I even land, 
his lanky, nearly six-foot frame advances and his long legs kick 
me in the side. I fall to the ground.

I’m the mat for what seems like an eternity, and my lungs are 
screaming for air. All I want to do is give up. And then I 
remember a certain platform, the shiny sliver bars in front of 
me, and hands outstretched toward a brilliant blue sky and 
clouds like white satin on blue marble.

Fall down seven times, stand up eight.

Instead, within less than a second I stand and deliver two 
sharp, quick kicks to his side. His green eyes widen in 
surprise, then narrow in determination. I can do nothing but 
prepare to defend as his muscles tense for an attack.

A flash of red hair. A whoosh of wind in my ear. A flurry of 
punches – and bam – I’m slammed into the pillar, defeated.

Another bruise.

He steps back and takes off his helmet. His short red hair is 
drenched with sweat and he gives me a wide grin. “Nice try,” 
he says, panting.

I lost.

Next fight.
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The Controversy of Huck Finn
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

The Controversy of Huck Finn 
I did not think much of it when my English teacher assigned us 
to read a curious book by the name of The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn. I was completely ignorant of the controversy 
that surrounded this book. I assumed that because this was 
assigned reading by the school, the book would not be 
anything that touched upon the unspeakable topics of an 
English classroom like race, religion or culture. Imagine my 
surprise when I read the forbidden word (nigger) over 200 

times in a classroom book. I was so excited. We finally did it; 
we finally had a platform to have a productive discussion about 
race in a classroom. For the first time, I felt like the discussion 
of race was encouraged in a classroom setting. I could discuss 
the portrayal of African-Americans with kids who were white 
and Asian and finally have a platform to let my voice be heard 
when it came to controversial topics such as the use of the n-
word in society. I firmly believe that my education as a student 
and as a young man has been immensely improved because 
we read Mark Twain’s masterpiece: The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn.

One of the things that frustrate me as a student is when 
schools intentionally avoid discussions about race or religion. I 
understand that schools want to be sensitive to minority 
groups and want to create an environment free of racial, 
religious and cultural discrimination. I know how hurtful it can 
be to be excluded from something because of race or religion. 
My grandparents on my mother’s side disowned my mom from 
the family when she decided to marry a black man. My own 
family has forbidden me to become a part of my Jewish culture 
because my skin color is too dark and I go to church on 
Sundays, but avoiding these issues about race and religion 
has never solved anything for me. I could pretend that it’s just 
okay that my grandparents hate my mother and father, I could 
pretend that it’s just okay that I have been exiled from half of 
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my culture because of my father’s skin color. What actually 
helped me solve these problems was not avoiding these 
issues, but confronting them directly. The conversations I have 
with my mother about my grandparents not only better our 
relationship, but they also give me another layer of 
understanding about my family so that I can understand what 
is really behind my grandparents racism, intolerance and 
bigotry. Facing these issues also helps me improve my 
relationships with people from different races and cultures. 
Had I never talked about my family with my mom, I probably 
would have viewed all Jewish people as intolerant bigots and 
probably would have become an anti-Semitic racist in the 
process. Thankfully, I did not.

Rather than avoid the problem of racism and pretend like it 
doesn’t exist, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn forces 
students of all races to confront the ugly truth of America. Mark 
Twain created a novel that reflects America in its past, present 
and future. What frustrates a lot of people about Huckleberry 
Finn is the ending. It seems as if Mark Twain destroyed the 
novel with the ending. It looks like Huck has taken all the steps 
he needs to take in order to reach the pinnacle of his moral 
development and finally acknowledge the slavery and racism 
of his culture as evil. Instead, Huck’s experience on the river 
appears to mean nothing. Tom Sawyer reveals that Jim was 
free the whole time and that Huck Finn’s entire journey to get 

Jim to freedom was absolutely meaningless. The ending of 
Huck Finn is one of the biggest disappointments in American 
literature. It is also the truth about America’s past.

During the era of Reconstruction, at about the time Mark Twain 
wrote Huckleberry Finn, Americans appeared to be taking all 
the right steps to create equality for African-Americans. 
Congress passed the 13th, 14th and 15th amendments, which 
guaranteed African-Americans their freedom, citizenship and 
right to vote. It looked like America was taking all the right 
steps to reach the pinnacle of its moral development and 
finally acknowledge the slavery and racism of its past as evil. 
Instead, America’s experience with slavery appears to mean 
nothing. Through The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Mark 
Twain reveals that the freedom of African-Americans in meant 
nothing but a new type of slavery. All the steps that America 
has taken to create equality for all people, and here we are in 
2016. My father has to let me know that if I get pulled over for 
speeding, there is a high likelihood that the police officer will 
go for his gun before I can show him my driver’s license. I 
have students of all races in my school tell me that I must not 
be “that black” because I am taking AP and honors courses. I 
go to one of the most academically enriched schools in 
Northeast Ohio and I am still the only African American in my 
honors math class, my honors Spanish class, my AP English 
class, or my AP United States History class. There are eleven 
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African Americans in my graduating class and I am the only 
high-honors student. This is not just unique to my high school. 
An article published at Forbes.com and written by Matt Schifrin 
reveals that although diversity is increasing in the top 
American colleges, African Americans are still lagging behind. 
“Pittsburgh's mecca for engineers, Carnegie Mellon, is the 
most diverse top college, if you measure diversity as "non-
white American", with 38% foreign students and 16.5% Asian 
American students. Its African American or Black population 
only amounts to about 3%”(Schifrin). The result of America’s 
failed attempt at Reconstruction after the Civil War is one of 
the biggest disappointments of American society. It explains 
the truth of our society today.

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn does not have a good 
ending. The history of America does not have a good ending. 
Mark Twain did not write Huckleberry Finn to be politically 
correct. He did not write it to imagine an ideal America or 
create an image of what America should be. He wrote 
Huckleberry Finn to create a picture of what America is. 
Huckleberry Finn is an offensive and racist novel, and that is 
what makes it the foundation of all American literature. When 
Mark Twain wrote Huckleberry Finn, America was an offensive 
and racist society. For much of America’s history, African-
Americans were not treated like human beings, and that is why 
Jim is not treated like a human being. The word nigger was 

used to refer to black people throughout much of America’s 
history, and that is why it is used over 200 times in reference to 
black people throughout the novel. Huckleberry Finn is the 
history lesson a textbook cannot teach. It is a lesson all 
students have a right to learn. All American students deserve 
the opportunity to discuss racial issues with other kids, and no 
other book facilitates this discussion like Huckleberry Finn.

As an African American, I can understand how Huckleberry 
Finn can easily offend people. The n-word appears in every 
chapter, and the portrayal of Jim is filled with horrendous 
stereotypes. I do not need to prove to anyone that Huckleberry 
Finn contains racist and offensive content, just read first two 
chapters of the book. Many kids and even some adults are not 
ready to read this book that contains such an explicit portrayal 
of American history, and this is why high school is the perfect 
time to introduce this classic of American literature to students. 
No age exists where people will be magically ready to learn 
about America’s past in such a provocative way, which is why it 
is better that all students get exposed to this piece of literature 
at the same time. This allows students to learn from each other 
and unlock the deeper meaning of Huckleberry Finn. 
Personally, I was glad that I read Huck Finn with my friends 
and teacher because I would have missed a lot of crucial 
points raised by Huck Finn and never would have realized the 
controversy of the book.



398

A lot of people would say that Huck Finn cannot be taught in 
schools because it makes students act more racist to 
minorities and creates an environment of intolerance. If that is 
the case, then Huck Finn is not the problem. The problem is 
not the book, the problem lies within the environment. Reading 
Huck Finn reveals what people truly think about minorities and 
their views towards others. Huck Finn is a masterpiece that 
can be used as a weapon to help students learn how to 
identify racism when it occurs and fight against it.
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Adrenaline
Flash Fiction
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors
#

Adrenaline 
I run out on the field after our last timeout was used. Each time 
my shiny, white cleats hit the hard ground I feel my heartbeat. 
The referee blows his whistle and gives the clock runner the 
motion to run the clock. Six seconds are left in the game. We 
are down by a touchdown. The whole crowd thinks it's 
impossible to win at this point, since we are at the far ten yard-
line. Ninety yards away from a touchdown to win the game. 
The big linemen bend down in the huddle and we all pause in 

silence waiting for the last play. Our last hope. The quarterback 
gives the play and they all look at me. I had no idea why they 
were. I must’ve not heard the play. The center leaves the 
huddle and the quarterback says it again. It's going to me… 
My head goes blank not knowing what to doe even though I 
gotten the ball many times. Then, all of these questions start 
popping in my head. What if I don't score? What if I fumble? 
What if I trip? What if I run into my own teammate and fall? 
Enough with these what ifs I'm getting this over with now. I'm 
going to run that ball straight down the defenses throat. We 
break the huddle and get set for the play. Im biting my 
mouthpiece as hard as I can. 

“Blue forty-two” the quarterback says.

“Set” says as he lifts his leg up in motion.

The wide receiver comes running in front of me and a blast of 
wind cools the hot sweat in my eyes. I blink and it feels like I 
shut my eyes forever. 

“GO!” the quarterback snaps.

I wake up from my daze instantly. There's something in me 
that it feels like it's taking over my body. I feel like I'm not even 
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running, like I'm stuck in quicksand. I grab the ball and blow 
through a defensive lineman.

I hear the crowd go “Ohhhhhh!”.

I smiled and then the adrenaline kicked in. I'm gliding through 
the air now. I juke a cornerback and I break a tackle. I am one-
on-one with the safety. I want to juke him, but I don't have 
enough time. I shut my eyes at the last second. CRACK! My 
shoulder pad goes into his helmet. I just knocked that kid into 
next week. I realize I'm still up and going! I am in the open field 
now running at top speed. I look over to the referee and he is 
holding up his hands for a touchdown.
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Education for Girls
Critical Essay
Grade: 10
Laurel School
Instructor: Liza Schalch + Megan Weiskopf
#

Education for Girls 
A woman stands on the side of a thronged street corner. The 
strained muscles of her back pound in pain from the heavy 
barrel of water for her family in her arms. Despite the clamor of 
the crowded street, the woman feels invisible, as invisible as 
one can be in a faded azure burqa that belonged to her sister 
who died giving birth at age 14. Her vision is obstructed by the 
small holes sewn into her compulsatory headdress that covers 
her head, face, and body. A thunderous din from a boy's only 

school pounds into her eardrums, the howling hubbub 
reminiscent of gunshots and car bombs. The woman peers 
hesitantly up at the school, seeing students ranging from her 
own age to her son's age in the windows, learning. Learning, 
an unattainable dream for this woman, born and raised into a 
lifestyle of submission and a lack of human rights for her 
gender.
 
Despite all the world’s greatest accomplishments in the last 
200 years like harnessing electricity, the internet, and exploring 
beyond the atmosphere and into space, simply getting girls to 
school regularly, has yet to be accomplished on an 
international level. Of the 123 million people between the ages 
of 15 and 24 that are illiterate, approximately 75 million are 
women. Even more concerning, 54 million of these illiterate 
women live in only nine countries.The worldwide epidemic of 
the lack of girls education has been an obstacle since the 
inception of learning itself. In the last 200 years, both women 
and men started to question this demeaning norm and have 
begun to wonder, who deserves to be granted with an 
education; time and time again women are being denied 
education for the sole fact that they are women regardless of 
their intellect. As stated by UN secretary-general Ban Ki-Moon 
"The world will never realize 100 per cent of its goals if 50 per 
cent of its people cannot realise their full potential. When we 
unleash the power of women, we can secure the future for all.”
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This deep divide in education exists. We all know that and 
millions of people are passionately trying to fix this; however, it 
is almost impossible to see. We hear about women who are 
vetoed from education like the women that I described at the 
beginning of this piece, but this woman is in fact theoretical. 
Millions of girls experience what my made up woman deals 
with on a daily basis, but people in the western world barely 
hear about it. We only are informed about the most severe 
cases, the murders of schoolgirls, the bombing of a girls 
academy, not the everyday struggles that these girls face 
every day that do not get screen time on the news highlights.
 
Being a student in an all girl school has awoken my awareness 
of this lack of literacy and schooling. My life seemed to pivot 
the moment that I was started high school, my first encounter 
with all girls schooling. Until then, I had a very set outlook on 
how my life would turn out and what I would do with my time. 
All of this changed when I started my first day of freshman 
year at a new school, glimmering like a torch of knowledge and 
a place where girls education was put first. Since my beginning 
of my high school career, I have wanted to change the game 
when it come to educating girls, using my own education and 
my own privilege as an impetus to create new opportunities for 
all the women who have been denied an education and the 
human rights that have bestowed upon them at birth.

 
Another girl stands on a different busy street corner thousands 
of miles from the first. She stretches her back, sore from her 
backpack, heavy with chemistry books and history binders. 
She climbs onto a bus which will take her to the girls private 
school which she attends 26 miles away from this street 
corner. The sun had barely risen as the yellow bus zooms over 
potholes, throwing the backpack out of her vinyl seat, spilling 
pencils and a school laptop onto the floor of the bus. As she 
collects her school supplies and lays them on her plaid clad 
lap, she almost dreads the upcoming week, filled with tests 
and essays, blissfully unaware of the daily struggles of our first 
girl. She knows her life is the dream of millions but she knows 
the value of her banes.
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The Art Room
Critical Essay
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
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The Art Room 
Glass tables collaged in sticky ink,
Grimy palette knives piled up near the sink,
Unopened boxes stacked in everyone’s way,
Silt and paint clogging up the drain,
A bag of grout spilling into a bucket,
Cubbies stuffed with unidentified art,
Bags of clay hardened before being used,
A line of cups waiting to be fired,

Dying succulents deprived of water,
Soil blended with ink and pencil shavings,
Tables dusted in charcoal from Intro Art,
Crumpled paper towels ambushing the counters,
Antibacterial hand soap drained in supply,
Miscellaneous paper cluttering the press,
A once yellow sponge dirtied to black,
Yet,
Brights swatches of paint decorating palettes,
Series of prints pinned on a cork board,
The sun reaching brilliantly through the skylights,
A smiley face spray-painted in the vent,
Drawers protecting work-in-progress,
A whimsical hot air balloon carved in linoleum,
Sparkly mica flakes stored in a jar,
Overflowing bins of textured materials,
Tiles hardening in the scorching kiln,
Detailed drawings etched invisibly in plexiglass,
Cabinets packed with endless materials,
Fresh containers of ink ready to be opened,
Impressive pastel fruit drawings hung,
Masterpieces drying under a fan,
Infinite creativity exploding.
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A Taste of Taiwan
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 10
Shaker Heights High School
Instructor: Elaine Mason
#

A Taste of Taiwan 
I stagger down a dark alleyway, gasping for breath, one hand 
clutched to my stomach, the other groping in the dimness for 
something with which to steady myself. My legs are leaden, 
my side cramping up, so I sink, faint headed, to the ground. 
Knowing that I can go no further, I cast a terrified glance 
behind me.

It’s still there, quivering, exhaling its fetid breath. The dim light 
of the alleyway shines on its moist folds of wrinkled skin. 
Grease oozes out of its every pore, forming a pool of 
putrefaction. I’m face to face with my nemesis, choudoufu, the 
aptly named “stinky tofu,” the national dish of Taiwan.

What dark and twisted minds would think of doing this to an 
innocent cube of tofu? Tofu: so bland, so pristine, so 
unobjectionable. Who but an evil mastermind would think of 
injecting it with trillions of the most virulent bacteria gleaned 
from the foulest of places, and then leave it to fester helplessly 
for a few decades, before plunging it into vats of sizzling oil, 
dousing it in chili sauce and garnishing it with sprigs of 
cilantro? Who but the Taiwanese, who soak duck eggs in 
horse piss, bury them underground until their insides become 
a gelatinous black mass, and call it a delicacy?

It’s my first day in Taiwan. I’ve just arrived here from Ohio. 
Taiwan is an island off the southeast coast of China, so small 
and insignificant that most kids don’t even notice it when they 
color maps in grade school -- including me. That drives my 
grandfather crazy, because he was actually born there. The 
other thing that drives him crazy is that most people think that 
Taiwan is part of China. In fact, Taiwan is distinct from China, 
the unique product of a collision of historical and cultural 
forces. While first inhabited by aborigines, it was settled by 

Silver Key

LEO 
SCHIROKAUER



405

Hakka and Fukianese refugees from China. It was then 
conquered by the Dutch, the French, and the Chinese, before 
being ceded to Japan after the first Sino-Japanese War. 
People like my grandfather grew up in a Taiwan occupied by 
the Japanese, being forced to speak Japanese and to assume 
Japanese names. He always dreamed of living in a free and 
independent Taiwan. Unfortunately, after World War II, Taiwan 
was again handed back to China as the spoils of war. My 
grandfather still hopes that Taiwan will be free before he dies.

My mother is here on an artists’ residency, researching 
Taiwanese history as background for a novel. To keep us busy 
while she works, she jumped at the opportunity to give my ten-
year-old sister and me a taste of prison camp, oops, I mean 
intensive Chinese school. On our first day in Taiwan we toured 
a “historical site,” a relic from the war, a village for refugee 
soldiers who were squatting on the site illegally, complete with 
rudimentary plumbing, jerry-rigged electrical wires, and 
crooked walls cobbled together from mud and rocks under the 
cover of night. The catch was, we were supposed to live there. 
So the three of us moved into a decrepit two-room shack. It 
was bad enough that I had to sleep within ten feet of my mom 
and sister, but that night I discovered I had other roommates 
as well: cockroaches, mosquitos, termites, millipedes, stinging 
ants, and lizards. In fact, there was a two inch wide gap in the 
bathroom wall welcoming them in.

We were introduced to stinky tofu on the day of our arrival. 
Because it is ubiquitous, sold in stalls on practically every 
street corner, our relatives pressed it on us at once. “You’ve 
got to try it. I guarantee that you’ve never tasted anything like 
it.”

“No doubt,” I said, backing away.

“You know how the French like to eat cheese covered with 
mold? This is the Taiwanese equivalent. You can’t get this in 
the United States.”

“Thank God!” I thought, plastering a polite smile on my face.

Unfortunately, the Taiwanese are famed for their hospitality. 
For the following weeks, my relatives took every opportunity to 
show us around Taiwan and introduce us to its native cuisine. 
With unfailing enthusiasm in the face of temperatures in the 
high nineties, they took us to ancient temples, bustling 
markets, and famed restaurants. They treated us to freshly 
caught fish with their heads intact, staring at us reproachfully 
with glassy eyes, pig’s blood soup, shrimp so big I thought 
they were small lobsters. Once my mother made the mistake 
of trying to pay for the meal when my aged aunt Wenqi took us 
out. Suddenly Aunt Wenqi rocketed from her chair, body 
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slammed my mother, and proceeded to calmly count out the 
bills while my mother lay dazed in the corner. 

But I had problems of my own. As we were invited out to eat 
over and over, stinky tofu was always on the menu, and it 
became harder and harder to avoid. Finally my time ran out 
and we came face to face. On that fateful day, we received an 
invitation from Aunt Yufei, a math-teaching biker chick, to go to 
the zoo and hopefully get a glimpse of Taiwan’s famous 
pandas. Resistance was futile.

In a vain attempt to avoid the heat, we set out at six a.m. Aunt 
Yufei was waiting for us at the entrance of the zoo. Her water 
bottles and parasol highlighted her intention of giving us all a 
good case of heatstroke.

“Lai,” “Come,” she beckoned, and we sallied forth across the 
burning pavement.

My mom and Yufei beamed from under their sun hats, 
apparently thrilled to be trekking through the land of mirages, 
sunstroke, and dehydration. We walked on and on through the 
oppressive heat. I smiled if my aunt looked at me, but was 
mostly occupied with trying to spend as much time as possible 
in the slight comforts of shade.

At one point Aunt Yufei offered my sister and me ice cream. 
Every time we went somewhere in Taiwan, whoever was 
hosting us would offer us all sorts of extravagant treats out of 
hospitality. I think Yufei would have bought me a water buffalo 
if I had asked for one. Going to the other extreme, my mother 
tried to stifle even the most reasonable requests I made. At the 
offer of ice cream, my mother, horrified, glared daggers at me 
from under her hat. I politely declined the ice cream. We 
walked on, to see the pandas. I looked enviously at the pandas 
luxuriating in their air-conditioned cage, before moving sadly 
on.

At long last lunchtime arrived. Yufei led us to a large, 
comfortable restaurant and immediately commenced to order. 
As usual, we had no choice in the matter. I breathed in slowly, 
and nearly gagged. I looked over to the neighboring table, on 
which sat several plates, each piled high with wrinkled, brown 
cubes. The stinky tofu had followed us! At least, I thought, we 
didn’t order any. How naive of me. 

“Women haiyao yiwan choudoufu!” “One plate of stinky tofu, 
please!” declared Yufei to the waiter.

Yufei and my mom chattered politely. I waited in dreadful 
anticipation, sweating profusely. Before long a waiter swept up 
with a tray, on which were a variety of dishes. Yufei introduced 
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them as they were placed on the table. “Liyu,” “carp”, 
“Shizitou,” “lion’s head meatballs”, “Guotie,” “pot stickers”…

When she got to the stinky tofu, she smiled proudly. “Women 
de te se: choudoufu!” “Our specialty: stinky tofu!”“Da jia yao 
chang!” “Everyone will try it!”

Yufei plopped a large spoonful on my plate. I steeled myself 
and took a bite. First, the aroma filled my nose and mouth. 
Imagine if you will a cross between rotten eggs, the Staten 
Island dump, and sneakers left in a locker too long. I gagged 
and my eyes began to water. But as I chewed and the smell 
dissipated, I realized that the tofu itself was pleasantly pungent 
with a springy texture. It actually wasn’t too bad. I took another 
bite.

For weeks I had hated Taiwan. It was too hot, too crowded, too 
loud, too unlike the spacious and peaceful suburbs of Ohio. 
The streets were a cacophonous frenzy: buzzing motorcycles 
pumping smog, street vendors shouting, hordes of people 
squeezed into tiny spaces. Forced to converse exclusively in a 
language in which I had limited fluency, I felt isolated and 
lonely. Seeing the uniformed school children and fastidiously 
groomed young professionals hurrying by on the streets and 
riding the subway, I felt I had nothing in common with any of 
them, and couldn’t wait to leave.

As my Chinese improved, and I forced myself to speak out 
more, I found that people were not as curt and impersonal as 
they had at first seemed. Underneath the briskness, I found a 
sense of community and respect for tradition that unified 
business people and street sweepers, something I had never 
experienced in the United States. You can’t ask a Taiwanese 
person for directions without his or her turning around and 
escorting you to your destination. Taiwan was the only place I 
have been to where people routinely give up their seats to the 
elderly on subways, in accordance with the respect for elders 
dictated by the Confucian tradition.

Just as I had dismissed Taipei as a soulless metropolis, I found 
pockets of an older and timeless world. I would walk down an 
alleyway and find a temple filled with people praying and 
making offerings of fruit, flowers, and incense to Guanyin, the 
Buddhist goddess of mercy. In the shadow of towering 
skyscrapers, I would find little shops filled with aborigine 
handicrafts and Hakka snacks.

It took me a long time to understand why the Taiwanese cling 
so dearly to their heritage and customs: they are 
demonstrating that they are distinct from China. What could be 
more important to a tiny island with an enormous and hungry 
neighbor, than the uniqueness, the irreplaceability, of its 
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culture? While the plight of Taiwan itself may seem 
insignificant, its struggle to make itself known to the world 
under the shadow of a monolith is shared by a multitude of 
other countries, including smaller Baltic republics like Estonia 
and Latvia under Russia, and Sri Lanka under India.

Growing up in a world superpower, I found such struggles hard 
to understand. As an American, I carried a universally 
recognized passport that would allow me to enter nearly any 
country on the globe. It had never occurred to me what it 
would be like to come from a tiny nation which most people 
didn’t even consider a country: the insecurity, anxiety, and 
helplessness. We Americans like to talk about diversity and 
inclusiveness, but it wasn’t until I got to Taiwan and heard 
subway announcements made in five different languages--
Mandarin, Japanese, English, Taiwanese, and Hakka—that I 
understood what multiculturalism really meant. Seen in this 
light, even Taiwan’s national dish takes on a new meaning. 
Those quivering brown cubes seem to say, “Yeah, I’m bad. I’m 
stinky. I can down an ox at twenty feet. I am what happens 
when half a dozen disparate cultures collide. And there is only 
one place where you can go to eat me.” Whenever anyone 
thinks of stinky tofu they think of Taiwan. Six months later, I 
can still smell it from here.
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"An Observation of Autumn" "Injury" "Morning"
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

"An Observation of Autumn" "Injury" 
"Morning" 
An Observation of Autumn 

I always love when
the maples become nervous
faltering under the sky
Where he braches stick out

like fish bones on an aquamarine plate
ribs and spines; sharp silhouettes braving the blue
I always shiver when
the emotional wind crescendos through the woods
composing the trees
directing the pebbles to quiver
into a steady drumroll
I always nod respectfully to
the heaps of pale leaves
huddling together against the cold
They resemble small burial mounds
adding an undulation
to the season’s horizon
I always wish to see where
the trees retire on the ground,
where it is soft and damp
and their tired branches relax
into geometric patterns
and the blue sky seems less daunting

Injury

A river of red on my wrist,
explores my hand. Fingers like peninsulas,
encircled in the gathering sea of blood.

Silver Key

VALA SCHRIEFER



410

 
My wheezing catches the ear of the winds,
whispers they recognize,
songs of pain. We harmonize.
 
Destruction paints
deep black and blue bruises upon my skin,
like galaxies;
a microcosm patching my knee and both elbows.
 
Flesh sculpted into mountain ranges
A body in perfect ruins,
the world invites me to join it,
I know only to say yes. 

Morning 

The sun cracks a smile,
winds tumble and roll
and tumultuous clouds
stand still in my soul
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Nova
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
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Nova 
“The cosmos is within us...We are a way for the universe to 

know itself.”
—Carl Sagan

 
At the beginning of time, humans roamed the endless cosmos, 
walking between binary systems and galaxies upon bridges of 
dark matter. We are all made of stardust now - we have always 
been made of the edges of supernovas - but back then, we 

shone; we held hands pressed through with diamonds, let our 
silver hair float around us, filled up the emptiness of the 
universe with the songs we sang back to the stars as we 
roamed the reaches of the galaxies.
Playing with light is a guessing game. When you view a star 
from light years away, it shines, but the image might be 
centuries old; upon reaching it, you might find a supernova, a 
nebula, a giant collapsed in on itself from the pressure of 
endless nothing.

When the humans were lucky in their roaming, they found a 
living star. For days and days they rejoiced, whirled around its 
flares in dance and song. In return, the star shone brighter 
than ever, singing out to all the galaxies that the children of 
light and music had found it worthy of love.

When the humans were unlucky, they found a star pulsating 
with death. For days and days they mourned, listening to the 
soft stories it told with its final breaths. As they left the star, 
they sang in sadness, reverberating despair across the 
endless reaches of space and light.

Humans walked among and upon planets, but only as stepping 
stones of their journey. The more eccentric would press stones 
from a world’s upper crust in between the diamonds of their 
skin as the people around them looked on and whispered. 
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“How odd a thing”, they would say, “to want to hold on to parts 
of your journey; how odd a thing to wish to be changed.”

Ira hated the staring. They never picked up pieces of a planet’s 
surface when others were around to see. Instead, they fell 
behind the group, let their silver hair drift before their face as 
they pressed their hands to the ground, letting lava and fossils 
and porous pumice seep into their skin amidst the diamonds 
and the darkness. Whenever their group stopped to rest 
between light years, they would trace the pieces buried inside 
them, whispering stories to themself of sideways rain and 
pearlescent clouds, worlds of fire and planets of fathomless 
ocean.

There are countless planets in our universe; the probability of 
finding two of the same form within any being’s lifetime is 
unlikely to the point of impossibility. When Ira’s group began to 
sing to the star we now call Sol, it was something of purest 
chance. As the dancers stepped into orbit, Ira hid behind their 
silver hair and fell back to the third planet from the star, misted 
with clouds that they knew held soft rain.

Ira’s feet touched the surface of the new planet. As they stood, 
ocean stretching for miles and miles around them, waves 
crashed over and over their feet. “Welcome,” they murmured, 
and Ira began to walk.

They reached the edge of the water as gulls soared overhead, 
calls cascading over them as they stepped onto a shore made 
of sand and stone. In front of them, trees of soft brown and 
green rose higher and higher into the sky, masking the dusky 
darkness of the forest beyond. Ira had meant to come only to 
touch the rain, and for a beachstone - but now, they were 
entranced. They had never seen a forest like this before, green 
and endless and growing even as they watched. Something 
rustled in an inner tree, and Ira began to walk towards the 
sound.
Planets and stars are not evil beings. They’re simply lonely 
ones, at orbit in the universe with little beside them. As Ira 
walked, the trees and the flowers bent toward them in greeting, 
twining around their arms and legs, petals and leaves 
pressing, pressing. The further Ira went, the darker it became, 
and the more they pressed, and Ira was travelling downward, 
downward, into the heart of something vast and endless and 
altogether more warm than the songs of the people who never 
once touched the stars they danced for.

At the center of the planet pulsed the heart of the forest. The 
only light in so deep a valley, its tendrils reached out to the 
neighboring trees, imbuing them with a phosphorescent glow. 
Flowers rich in hue nestled gently in its edges as it beat and 
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beat and beat, calling out into endless night for someone to 
look upon it.

The trees lifted Ira up and over their last roots to set them in 
the hearts clearing. They whispered to the heart and all around 
Ira, the glow became brighter. Flowers turned their faces 
towards them as if to say, “welcome home, welcome home, 
welcome home.”

Ira, enraptured, began to dance.

From far above, the soft rain began to fall, soaking into the 
heart for the first time in centuries. The flowers grew, first in 
leaps then in bounds, reaching and reaching until they were 
intertwined with the endless clouds. The heart beat faster and 
faster, and Ira’s feet kept pace as they began to sing as they 
did to the endless stars. This time, however, their hands 
weren’t intertwined with another human’s - they brushed 
against leaves and stone, bark and veins of light, faster and 
faster in endless circles of orbit amidst leaves and rain.

The piece of the planets pressed into Ira’s skin began to crack 
and melt as they became drenched with water. As Ira felt the 
whispering memories begin to crumble and fade, they slowed, 
heart growing heavy with the same emptiness that their people 
roamed the galaxy to avoid. The heart of the forest continued 

its beating but Ira sank to the earth beneath their feet. As 
plants, still growing, threaded their way into Ira’s skin, they 
pushed out the diamonds, leaving only memories of the forest, 
its heart, and flowers turning gently toward a dancer drenched 
in rain.

The heart slowed its pulsing, and the trees dimmed their glow. 
Slowly, gently, Ira’s skin turned from pure blackness to the 
dusky brown of the branches that had carried them to the 
forest’s center. Flowers tied their way around their waist as 
they slowly stood and, without a backwards glance at the 
forest’s heart, began to walk back the way they came, trees 
and flowers whispering and pressing against their skin.

At the beginning of time, a human named Ira walked out onto a 
shore made of sand and stone. They gazed out at the endless 
ocean as the gulls called overhead of southbound winds and a 
darkened moon. Their toes brushed over a stone, round and 
smooth and for a moment, they felt as though there was 
something important they must remember - but then, nothing. 
Above them, songs filtered down from the sky, notes of 
twinkling light showering down onto clouds and mountaintops, 
but Ira could hear only the forest and the sea as they sighed to 
them, “home, home, home.”
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As Ira’s group left Sol behind, they sang in mourning, and it 
rained long and hard for ten full days and ten full nights. Even 
now, they wander the galaxy, walking between binary systems 
and galaxies upon bridges of dark matter, searching the child 
that they lost to soft rain and a lonely heart.

We are all descendants of Ira, seekers of lonely and beautiful 
things, stones and fossils to press into ourselves and whisper 
stories about into endless darkness. And if you look up at the 
sky and feel an ache in your chest, it is because you have 
found something lonely and beautiful: something vast and 
aching, longing for song and dance. You have found the song 
of the stars; they are calling for the universe inside of you to 
come home.
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Black, White
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
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#

Black, White 
When I was younger, race wasn’t a thing. It wasn't weird that I 
was the only black girl in my grade, and I never recognized 
that I wasn’t a reflection of my peers. The words black and 
white meant nothing more to me than panda bears and 101 
Dalmatians. Sure I noticed that my dad’s skin was darker than 
my mom’s, but it didn't mean anything to me; all I knew was 
that he was the color of chocolate and she vanilla and 
together, they made caramel colored children. I didn’t know 

that to be brown, to have some extra pigment in this country, 
meant harboring the weight and repercussions of a tragic 
history. My world was a bubble of ignorant bliss.

Fresh out of fourth grade, I was excited to make the leap to 
middle school. In August, I checked my mailbox every day, 
waiting for my schedule. One day I got something unexpected: 
an invitation to the welcome barbecue for new black students. I 
was very confused. I wasn’t new; I was entering my eighth 
year at my school. I wasn’t black, or fully black, so I really 
didn’t think I fulfilled any of this gathering’s requirements. My 
mom had similar thoughts, though they seemed to be angrier 
than mine. “You’ve been at that school your entire life! You 
don’t need to be welcomed! And who am I? You’re not just 
black, they clearly forgot you’re half white too. Stupid waste of 
time.” And since ten is a pretty impressionable age, a stupid 
waste of time is what acknowledging my differences became.

But when school started, blissful ignorance no longer 
cushioned my reality. I got jealous of all the girls’ perfectly long 
and stick straight ponytails. Since I was a fifth grader, I was 
allowed to straighten my hair, so I fried it into oblivion, trying to 
tame the wild curls with 400 degrees of direct heat. My friends 
realized that I was different than them before I did. This 
realization was unfortunately exhibited in misguided and 
ignorant ways: asking me to rap a song or teach them how to 
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talk black or show them the latest dance trend. My skin color 
was all they saw and never failed to make me stand out so 
how could I not be ashamed of myself? Whenever someone 
said “You’re black” I was quick on the defense with “Well only 
half!” It made things easier, ignoring the unbearable.

Then someday far away from fifth grade, I saw a picture of 
Michael Brown’s dead body lying in a pool of his own blood on 
the street. My pieces clicked, the puzzle was finally complete. I 
understood that police officers could murder black people and 
use their polluted definition of a criminal as justification. I 
understood that boys I think are cute will reject me because 
they “can’t date a black girl.” I understood that, in America, 
there is a massive historical likelihood of facing mistreatment 
for simply being black.

My mom thinks I identify more with my black side, that I don’t 
like being white. But that’s not true. I know who I am. I am 
black and white and Cherokee. I am determined and grateful 
because of it. Since I don’t fit into an obvious category and it’s 
too frustrating not to slap a label on my box, the world says I’m 
black. Dark curly hair, tan skin and a wide nose fuel that 
assumption. Like all people of color, the word black comes with 
heavy judgements, cultural inferences and preconceived 
notions, but also a beautiful bond of perseverance, deep love 
and exceptional strength. Regardless of what my family and I 

know to be true, my experience in this world is as a black 
woman. So I embrace who I am through all lenses. To myself I 
am Sam, vibrant and complex, surpassing all scales and 
spectrums. To the world that I am black to: I hope someday 
you see the rainbow kaleidoscope I truly am.
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Huck Finn Critical Essay  
Jane Smiley’s essay entitled “Say It Ain’t So Huck, Second 
thoughts on Mark Twain’s ‘masterpiece’” comments on the 
overall failure of Huck Finn as a novel beyond its time. Smiley 
writes that the original intent of the book, commenting on racial 
tensions of the time, fails due to Marks Twain reversion to the 
typical mindset of the time. I would disagree with that 
statement, because Twain demonstrated numerous times 
throughout his novel that he has not fallen into the belief set of 

the time, but rather understood and advocated to change 
people’s views. Each claim made in Smiley’s essay has some 
relevance to the book, but refuses to see the bigger picture 
that accompanies each idea. In the end Twain’s novel is a well 
thought out work of literature that does not falter in the last 12 
chapters, but becomes more convincing as he experiments 
with the thoughts of the time.

In her essay, Smiley claims, “Twain really saw Jim as no more 
than Huck’s sidekick” which, while this argument can be made, 
the majority of the book supports the opposite. The basis of 
this claim comes from the fact that upon Toms return, the two 
boys had played a cruel trick on Jim, trying to get him to 
escape when he was already free. However, in reality Huck 
was not aware of the fact that Tom was using Jim as a pawn in 
his game. As written in chapter 42 when Huck says, “No, I ain’t 
out of my HEAD; I know all what I’m talking about. We did set 
him free–me and Tom.” This shows that while Huck was 
certainly clueless, his intent was to help Jim, and was not 
aware of the fact that Tom was just trying to have fun. There 
are other instances throughout the novel where Jim is clearly 
portrayed as a father figure in a mentoring role who is more 
knowledgeable than Huck and not subordinate as Smiley 
suggests. One example of this is in the beginning of the book 
Twain mentions a house floating down the river with a dead 
body in it, and Jim refuses to let Huck see it. In the end the 
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reader learns that the man in the house was Huck’s father as 
explained by Jim when he said, “Doan’ you ‘member de house 
dat was float’n down de river, en dey wuz a man in dah, 
kivered up, en I went in en unkivered him and didn’ let you 
come in? Well, den, you k’n git yo’ money when you wants it; 
kase dat wuz him.” Jim has always been a mentor to Huck, 
and although in some cases he acted reverted to societies 
standards for treating slaves, in the end Huck respects Jim as 
much more than a sidekick.

Smiley bring up another point in her essay, saying, “Neither 
Huck nor Twain takes Jim’s desire for freedom at all seriously.” 
But in fact Huck takes Jim’s desire for freedom very seriously 
as seen in Chapter 31 when Huck begins to write his letter to 
Miss Watson. In this chapter Huck has what he considers a 
‘lapse of conscience’ because he has befriended Jim. He 
decided that the way to remedy that was by writing to Miss 
Watson that her slave had escaped and by doing that his 
conscience would be clear and would go to heaven. After he 
thought is through, Huck resolved, “I was the best friend old 
Jim ever had in the world, and the only one he’s got now…I’d 
got to decide, forever, betwixt two things, and I knowed it. I 
studied a minute, sort of holding my breath, and then says to 
myself: ‘All right, then, I’ll go to hell’—and tore it up.” In this 
moment when Huck decides to tear up the letter it proves that 
not only does Huck value Jim’s desire for freedom, but he 

values it more than his own salvation. The fact that Huck 
chooses his friend’s happiness over what he believes to be his 
future shows how seriously Huck actually does take Jim’s 
freedom.

The third argument made by Smiley about the ultimate failure 
of Huckleberry Finn is the failure of the main theme of the 
book, “The signs of this failure are everywhere, as Jim is 
pushed to the side of this narrative, hiding on the raft and 
confined to it, while Huck follows the Duke and Dauphin 
onshore to the scenes of much simpler and much less 
philosophically taxing moral dilemmas, such as fraud.” 
Although Jim becomes a less prevalent character in the 
chapters following the arrival of the Duke and the Dauphin, the 
idea of race and the issues associated with it are still the main 
focus of the book. This can be seen in Chapter 24 when Jim is 
left on the raft with a sign reading “Sick Arab–but harmless 
when not out of his head.” This brings up the fact that the 
society they lived in made it such that if they had brought on 
shore with them they would have been scrutinized for having 
an African American man with them. This again left Huck 
thinking about civilizations racial standards bringing to 
prevalence yet again the main issue of the book. The other 
time this was seen in the book was when Huck was involved in 
the Duke and Dauphins scam of the Wilks sisters. Although, in 
this case Huck realizes that the right thing to do is to prevent 
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the Duke and the Dauphin from getting the money, so he hides 
the money from them and sneaks away with it. It is true that 
Jim isn’t in this scene, Huck is faced with distinguishing right 
from wrong and forming his own opinions aside from what he 
is being told from other people. Just because Jim isn’t directly 
in many of the scenes with the Duke and Dauphin, doesn’t 
mean that the lessons learned while on shore have any less of 
an impact on the way that his opinions about Jim are formed.

Mark Twain’s novel, Huckleberry Finn, is well-known for being 
racially progressive and I believe that statement remains true 
even when studied alongside the claims made in Jane 
Smiley’s essay, “Say It Ain’t So Huck.” She claims that the 
essay portrays Jim as nothing more that a subordinate 
sidekick of Huck, which isn’t true when looking at the entirety 
of the book because for the majority of the story Jim is a 
mentor figure to Huck. Smiley then claims that both Twain and 
Huck do not take Jim’s desire for freedom seriously, but when 
Huck is faced with the decision between his supposed 
salvation and Jim’s freedom, he choses to help Jim win his 
freedom. The final point brought up in the essay is that Jim’s 
absence in the scenes following the arrival of the con men 
indicate a shift from the original problems of the novel 
addressing the reality of the treatment of African Americans to 
more trivial matters, however, even through these more trivial 
matters the reader can see the deeper meaning imbedded in 

those parts of the book. Overall, the claims made in Smiley’s 
essay do not agree with what the majority of the novel stands 
for, and as a result cannot be taken as a review of the entirety 
of the book.
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White Walls and Ocean Green Scrubs  
As I walk into the building my ears immediately recognize the 
hustling and bustling of patients and doctors, my eyes adjust to 
the bright white walls, and my nose inhales the smell of 
antiseptic and saline that lingers in the air. All of these senses 
remind me that I have entered the Cleveland Clinic for the third 
time this week, the 12th time this month, and the 150th time 
this year. Appointments, procedures, and surgeries have 

become part of my daily routine. The hospital has become my 
second home.

I consider myself a medical freak of nature, a medical mystery 
if you will. Doctors dare to discover the reason behind my 
debilitating orthopedic issues, and most of the doctors fail 
gloriously. I have groggily awoken from a deep anesthetic 
sleep eleven times, felt the searing pain of a needle the size of 
Mount Everest enter my joints eight times, and have laid 
painfully still in an MRI seventeen times. After enduring all this 
testing, however, doctors at one of the most highly acclaimed 
hospitals in the country are still dumbfounded by my situation.

Due to my complex situation, I have had to miss spending time 
with my friends, special family occasions, and many days of 
school. At first, not being able to feel the breeze rush through 
my hair while jumping on the trampoline, or laugh until my 
stomach hurt at lunch with my friends was upsetting and 
disappointing. However, having this frustration be a part of my 
daily life has had a profound impact on me. Having to sit on 
the sidelines, watching my friends and family laugh and have 
fun while support them on the sidelines, has made me humbler 
and more appreciative of the things I am able to do. By coping 
with the disappointment, I value the experiences I am able to 
participate in.

Silver Key
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Before my injuries occurred, I was able to competitively dance 
for 25 hours a week without feeling any pain. Needless to say, 
coming to terms with my new lifestyle was, and still is, difficult. 
However, this ongoing experience has altered my perspective 
of life. For me, being able to walk my dog around the block and 
feel the warmth on my face without pain is an achievement. 
This has made me greatly value the smallest accomplishments 
and opportunities in my life; now when I make it around the 
neighborhood, I focus on this large feat, even though it may 
seem like a small triumph for others.

The white walls blind my eyes as I sit in the waiting room of the 
Cleveland Clinic. A nurse wearing her ocean green scrubs 
calls my name. I stand and walk towards her. She takes me 
back into another room. White walls, two grey chairs, and a 
computer make up the tiny room. A few minutes later, I hear a 
sharp rap at the door. The door swings open and the doctor 
walks in. He sits in the grey swivel chair by the computer and 
looks at me. He sighs, his shoulders fall and he looks me in 
the eye. “I don’t know,” he says. I take these words in. I look up 
at him and smile. The doctor looks confused. “Me either,” I 
reply. This is my reality and I have come to terms with it. I may 
never know why my body functions the way it does, but I do 
know that struggling with pain, attending doctors’ 
appointments, missing school, and enduring surgeries and 
procedures for the last five years has changed my values and 

outlook on life. It has made me value small experiences with 
friends and families. Finally, it has made me appreciate and 
respect the smallest tasks, and experiences in life, even if it is 
just going to the doctor.
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WikiLeaks: When Journalism is 
Terrorism  
A faithful US soldier is sleeping peacefully after a long day. He 
awakes to the sound of loud alarms blaring and lights shining 
in his eyes. He jumps out of his bunk, grabs his gun, and goes 
outside to see what is going on. He is immediately met with the 
sound of bullets flying by his face. Only seconds later he sees 
a large explosion in the distance. People are yelling around 

him and no one has any idea what is going on. However, what 
really has this soldier and all of his comrades perplexed is that 
they thought the location of their small base was a tightly 
guarded secret. Nonetheless, ISIS militants managed to know 
more about these soldiers strategy than even the soldiers 
themselves knew. This is just one of the many problems that 
WikiLeaks has created in the past five years. Some say that 
WikiLeaks is in fact just like any other news source and that 
shutting it down would be an infringement of our First 
Amendment rights (“National Debate Topic 2015–16: Domestic 
Surveillance”). However the harm that it does more than 
outweighs the transparency it provides. WikiLeaks has 
sparked a new war of not just government hackers, but also 
individual “hacktivists.” As well, WikiLeaks has only enabled 
countries like Russia to continue with their state hacking 
program with relative ease and anonymity (Sciutto et al). The 
solution is for the United States to use its offensive power in 
cyberspace to attack WikiLeaks’ servers as well as its unique 
ability under international law to take down WikiLeaks’ founder 
and head, Julian Assange, and charge him with treason, 
despite the fact that he is in a foreign embassy. During this 
process the US can use its NATO alliances in order to further 
pressure other countries into helping to stop WikiLeaks and 
any other sites that may try to replace WikiLeaks as well as to 
force their businesses to stop supporting WikiLeaks in any 
way.

Silver Key
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WikiLeaks is far different from the similarly sounding website 
Wikipedia. WikiLeaks doesn’t provide articles on a variety of 
educational topics, constant information about people’s 
personal lives, or daily news as Americans know it. Instead, 
like information wars of spies that have taken place since the 
Renaissance, WikiLeaks obtains, disseminates, and publicizes 
secret and private information. WikiLeaks, however, is 
currently not illegal. Although denounced by many politicians 
and corporations around the world, WikiLeaks’ existence is 
technically legal. Assange is currently breaking multiple federal 
laws, including laws that govern the transmission of defense 
information (Gathering, Transmitting or Losing Defense 
Information). WikiLeaks is also nothing new. It was first 
founded in the 70s, but gained international attention when it 
leaked nearly 400,000 documents, both classified and 
unclassified, about the war in Iraq. Included in these leaked 
documents is information about nearly every country and many 
politicians and world leaders. Most importantly, this leak 
contained not only many of the United State’s war tactics in 
Iraq (“WikiLeaks:Strategy”), but also documents that showed 
that many US troops had turned their back to unjustified torture 
and abuse (“Iraq War Logs: When Torture Becomes Routine”). 
Since this leak, WikiLeaks has been a hub for so called 
“hacktivists”, who hack into systems in order to obtain sensitive 
information, which they proceed to post on WikiLeaks 

(Elmore). Since this popularization of WikiLeaks in 2010, the 
site has further fueled the First Amendment debate, raised new 
questions about national security in this new digital age, and 
achieved its mission in exposing the faults of many individuals 
and governments.

Many have criticized WikiLeaks not just on moral grounds, but 
on legal and constitutional grounds, too. First passed in 1917, 
the Espionage Act makes it illegal to convey any information 
that could impede United States military information (“United 
States, Congress, House”). The government has shown that it 
is able to curtail citizens’ First Amendment Rights in order to 
advance national security efforts. Despite this curtailment, 
WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange instead “claims to be a 
journalist and would no doubt rely on the First Amendment to 
defend his actions” (Feinstein). Even though Assange is in the 
Ecuadorian embassy in Sweden, the US is still able to charge 
Assange with some crimes. Still many, including the current 
vice chair of the Select Committee on Intelligence, Senator 
Dianne Feinstein, don’t share Assange’s view and claim that 
“he is no journalist: He is an agitator intent on damaging our 
government, whose policies he happens to disagree with, 
regardless of who gets hurt” (Feinstein). With society shifting 
more and more towards the world of the Internet and the data 
that it can store, so too is the First Amendment debate. After 
these leaks many people are beginning to wonder whether it is 
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legal for this information to be published. Now the country is 
divided between those who think this information hinders the 
US government’s ability to protect its citizens and those who 
believe that these war records should be public not only for the 
satisfaction of transparency but also because they believe that 
it will expose misdeeds of the US government and other world 
governments. Since the release of the Iraq War Logs, the latter 
camp is currently more popular, with 64% of Americans saying 
they thought the WikiLeaks release of the Iraq War Logs was 
justified (“WikiLeaks”, Issues & Controversies).

WikiLeaks has not just fueled the age-old freedom of press 
debate, but it has also caused many to fear for the security of 
the digital information. Since the release of the Iraq War Logs, 
WikiLeaks has become a constant reminder of the power of 
hacking and so called “hacktivists,” who via hacking obtain 
information that they think is important for the world to see. 
Despite having the word “activist” in their name, many argue 
the hacktivist is a myth. Furthermore, they argue that the 
heroic images of the hacktivists “is fiction, if for no other 
reason than it is not now, nor has it ever been, a noble act of 
freedom of expression to harass, silence or harm commercially 
an entity whose lawful activity you dislike” (Elmore). 
Supporters of hacktivism argue that this information should be 
public, and if it harms an entity so severely, then that is an 
even larger reason for the public to see this information. Many 

companies and government agencies are already the unwilling 
targets of hackers in what has become a global “Hacking War.” 
Hacktivism only has caused further headaches for these 
organizations by allowing not just other governments to see 
their information, but the whole world. Just recently the world 
was reminded of the power of these hacktivists when they 
published over 2,000 of the emails of Hillary Clinton’s 
campaign manager on WikiLeaks (Berman and Merica). 
Regardless of one’s stance on the issue, hacking has proven 
to be a powerful means of showing the public what 
governments and organizations are really doing.

The leak of the Iraq War logs has in many ways advanced 
Assange’s mission to make the government’s faults known to 
the public. With approximately 30% of the documents leaked in 
the Iraq War Logs being characterized as either classified or 
secret (both distinctions are considered to harm the US if they 
were to be released to the public), the documents informed the 
public in great depth about the activities of both the US 
government and other governments in the Iraq War. The 
documents that caught many journalists’ attentions are those 
that detail the faults of the US in the conflict. Firstly, a series of 
documents detail US soldiers’ “patchy” and “half-hearted” 
attempts to stop atrocities such as rape, torture, abuse, and 
murder (“Iraq War Logs: When Torture Becomes Routine”). 
Secondly, the logs reveal that a US helicopter had taken part 
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in the shooting of Iraqi insurgents who were clearly 
surrendering. Finally, the number of civilian deaths accounted 
for in the logs shows a disparity between the number of civilian 
deaths announced to the public and the number that are 
actually accounted for. Despite the US and the UK insisting 
that they have reported the numbers correctly, the logs have 
approximately 15,000 more civilian deaths than the official 
reports (Davies et al). These shocking numbers that have 
come out of the Iraq War Logs have caused uproar among 
citizens around the world.

However, the power of hacking and cyber attacks could well be 
one of the US’ primary strategies to combat WikiLeaks. 
Currently, no one has started to truly combat WikiLeaks, but 
because of the nature of WikiLeaks, the US can’t take a 
traditional approach. As a former speechwriter for George W. 
Bush, Marc Thiessen, wrote, “if WikiLeaks is treating this as a 
war in cyberspace, America should do the same” (Thiessen, 
“You’re Either with Us, or WikiLeaks”). WikiLeaks is on the 
Internet, which means that America must employ primarily 
digital methods to combat the website. Many may question 
America’s offensive power in the cyberspace, but the 
Pentagon has confirmed that the US does have the power to 
take down WikiLeaks, but the Obama administration has 
chosen not to use it (McFarland). This information may make it 
seem as though the Obama administration does not want to 

shut down WikiLeaks, but this inference is likely far from the 
truth. In 2010 a computer virus dubbed Stuxnet was found on 
a computer. Although harmless, this virus spread in computers 
that controlled Iranian centrifuges for enriched uranium 
production. The virus proceeded to break a number of the 
centrifuges. Since the US government has never officially 
connected itself with Stuxnet, and no one definitively knows 
who made this virus, many, including Thiessen, believe this 
same premise could bring down WikiLeaks. If WikiLeaks 
servers were infected with a virus that would be distributed to 
any user who went to the site, this strategy would be very 
effective in virtually getting rid of the site (Thiessen, “You’re 
Either with Us, or WikiLeaks”). Many may say this is an 
immoral approach to the problem, but this approach may be 
the only effective way to take down the site while preserving 
the hackers’ anonymity.

Despite the potential effectiveness of this offensive strategy in 
the cyberspace, the US also needs to start its legal offensive 
strategy. In this regard, the laws are clear – Assange is a 
criminal (Gathering, Transmitting or Losing Defense 
Information). However, many argue he is much more than a 
common criminal, but rather, a terrorist. Just as a small 
number of terrorists can cause a large effect, “information 
technology allows small actors such as Julian Assange to 
wreak previously unimagined destruction on U.S. national 
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security through cyberspace” (Thiessen, “You’re Either with 
Us, WikiLeaks”). Therefore, the US should proceed to charge 
Assange not with just laws related to the distribution of 
classified material, but also terrorism. If the US went forward 
with these charges, it could have the potential be more than an 
empty threat. Many countries around the world, including the 
US, Iceland, and Belgium, are part of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization, or NATO. Because of these alliances, the US 
could also use its influence in NATO to pressure other 
countries help to stop supporting WikiLeaks. Currently 
WikiLeaks and Assange are relatively protected under laws 
recently passed in Iceland (where most of WikiLeaks servers 
are located). However, “the United States should make clear 
that it will not tolerate any country -- and particularly NATO 
allies such as Belgium and Iceland -- providing safe haven for 
criminals who put the lives of NATO forces at risk” (Thiessen, 
“WikiLeaks Must Be Stopped”). Other countries, including 
France, have already helped in freezing WikiLeaks’ PayPal 
account and getting its information off Amazon servers 
(Humphries). The US needs to start pressuring Iceland and 
Belgium to help them. Because they are NATO allies, it is likely 
that this pressuring will cause the servers to be shut down and 
Assange to be handed over to the US. Although both Swedish 
and Ecuadorian extradition agreements have loopholes in 
them for people seeking political asylum, because if the rape 
and sexual assault allegations made against Assange in 2010, 

the US may be able to use its influence to force Sweden to 
extradite Assange (Crouch). If this pressuring doesn’t work, the 
US still has the full right to come and arrest Assange right now 
wherever he is (Thiessen, “WikiLeaks Must Be Stopped”). 
Nonetheless, an aggressive diplomatic approach to the 
problem is likely the most viable way to fight this aggressive 
force that holds countries’ information hostage. If this strategy 
fails, the US still has the right to arrest Assange wherever he 
is. Although deciding to enter a foreign country to arrest 
Assange may seem rash, considering he is a threat to not only 
the US but also many countries in the world, it is likely that 
other countries will thank the US for helping to stop WikiLeaks.

Regardless of what the US does to try to stem WikiLeaks, it 
seems that “hacktivism” is a problem that will not go away in 
the foreseeable future. There will still be many people who 
agree with Assange’s rhetoric but are part of no large 
association. It is these people who many worry about the most. 
They agree with Assange when he says that “he understands 
that innocent people may be hurt by his disclosures (‘collateral 
damage’ he called them) and that WikiLeaks might get ‘blood 
on our hands’” (Thiessen, “WikiLeaks Must be Stopped”). 
These people hold to the idea of transparency and the belief 
that something needs to be exposed will continue to live on. 
The fight against WikiLeaks may not be what many think of as 
a conventional fight, but, just like any other fight, this victory 
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will help to suppress the terrorists who have caused the killings 
of many soldiers and innocent people and have revealed 
national secrets that put everyone at risk.
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The Discovery  
The fog blankets the seaport where The Swan, a great 
wooden ship, looms over neighboring vessels. Crew members 
scurry to gather provisions for her maiden voyage. The captain 
is an old gentleman with a silvery white beard. With dusk fast 
approaching, he bids farewell to his wife and traverses the 
wooden gangplank, looking back again at his wife who rushes 
toward him; the two hug once more wondering if it will be the 
last time.

The weather-beaten sea captain is immediately greeted by an 
eager member of the crew, the king’s cartographer, Julius 
Quinn, who’s aboard to document the voyage. With excitement 
the young and blithe man reminds the captain of the king’s 
quest. His Highness, ever intent to grow his nation, searches 
for glory and fortune for the land by dreaming of new routes. A 
shorter seaway would save His Majesty’s trading ships days of 
sea travel. Many royal vessels have sought a route for several 
years to no avail. Compelled by his viziers, the king orders The 
Swan to blaze a new course.

Quinn excitedly leaves the old captain and joins the sailors, 
lined up on the gangplank. Upon considering the mass wealth 
attached to uncovering a new sea passage, the captain drafts 
plans for the journey. The sailors, buff men clad in faded 
clothes, carry provisions into the ship’s hull. Other sailors are 
scattered across the deck, standing ready and checking the 
rigging.

When he emerges again, the captain’s quarters open to reveal 
the old skipper dressed in a fine red robe and a tricorn with 
neat white trim. He is followed by two officials sent from the 
king and queen. They prance around on deck inspecting every 
detail of the crew.
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The ship, a beacon in the dark night, breaks free of the land. At 
once, the sailors join together in songs and cheer. Those 
brandishing stringed instruments play along. Excitement is 
palpable on the ship, and the night is full of singing and 
drinking. Lanterns, hanging from overhead rigging, illuminate 
the boat’s deck. Even the sailor stationed in the crow’s nest 
celebrates, though by himself. In time, the noise dies as each 
sailor retreats into his resting quarters.

The crew rises early the next morning with the boat isolated in 
the ocean. Bright sunlight greets Quinn. He tips himself out of 
his cloth hammock and joins the crew on deck for an update 
delivered by the captain. Earlier that morning, Quinn 
documents the crew’s party.

Upon the second day of sailing, the crew makes good 
progress. Sunlight reflects onto the crystal blue water of the 
ocean which extends for miles before the ship. Thrown off the 
sailors’ sextants, light dashes whimsically around the vessel. 
Down below in his quarters, Quinn’s quill pen traces the ship’s 
location. With this new route, the King’s trading ships will no 
longer waste days at sea!

Halfway through the voyage, the captain calls Quinn to the his 
quarters and asks to see his journal. The captain flips through 
pages of notations, but a crashing bolt of lighting interrupts 

their session. Rain drenches the sails and the rigging. All 
hands are called on deck. Sailors lay out the wet sails to dry 
and bail the water that spilled onto the deck. Quinn steps out 
of the cabin to help his crewmates.

When the squall subsides, the sailors make their way to the 
galley. With a splat, Quinn’s meal sits in his plate. All around 
him, the crew lustily downs their food. Before he scoops up the 
glopping soup with his spoon, the soup’s filmy veneer makes 
Quinn queasy. The boat’s constant sway has heightened his 
discomfort, forcing him to retreat to his quarters.

Later that night, light spills into Quinn’s room, and the king's 
representative walks into the cramped room below the deck. In 
a hush voice, the official tells Quinn that the captain was found 
lifeless before his desk where a bowl of stew sat half eaten. 
Quinn stares in disbelief at the man.

“Was it the soup that did him in?”

“It does not matter,” the man condescends.

“Quinn, you are now the captain.”
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From his window, the black silhouette of the crew waits on the 
deck. Quinn becomes the captain and addresses the crew of 
the change.

The men are lined up before Quinn, who stands by the boat’s 
wheel. After his announcement, Quinn retreats to his room to 
get the log, making his way down through the mass of 
crewmen to reach his quarters. He is received by the two 
officials who watch as the crewmen clear out the captain’s 
quarters for his belongings. While looking for the log, Quinn is 
directed to his new room by the two officials.

“How was your relationship with the captain?” one of the 
official asks.

“He was a good man and a nationalist,” starts Quinn, “always 
persistent in his goal to assist the crown.”

Days have passed and the boat, directed by Quinn, is 
approaching its final destination. In the time that Quinn has 
been captain, little has changed though he has ordered the 
kitchen to phase out its soup in exchange for a chowder. 
Excitement flows through the ship after having sailed through 
the legendary seaway. In the log, Quinn documented the cry of 
“the passage” that emanated from the crow’s nest when a 
narrow channel is spotted late during the night. With great 

force, the crew effectively steers the vessel into the strait. 
Guided by rushing water, the boat quickly navigates through 
the seaway leaving the crew hours from their destination.

Alone in his room, Quinn is fascinated and wrapped up in 
thoughts of the coming days. Will the people be barbaric? 
Perhaps, they will not speak our language! How will we 
communicate? Wondering, Quinn strides outside.

He commands the men to unload the boxes and baggage, 
which hold goods that the king hopes to trade. The men roll 
barrels and carry boxes up from the hull. A pile is created near 
the stern, towering over some of the smallest sailors. The ship 
gradually progresses toward the town. Soon the sea filters into 
smaller branches leading to the city. Up in the captain’s room, 
Quinn excitedly describes the village. He records the ship’s 
journey through the turbulent sea passage and the swift 
currents that followed.

Suddenly from the crow’s nest, land is spotted. Wooden huts, 
pagodas, quaint bridges spanning the river’s banks, and docks 
are connected by wooden footways that sit along the river. All 
around people at the seaport bargain and sell their wares. A 
departing vessel, loaded with clothing and jewels, passes The 
Swan who makes her way into the port deliberately. Finally 
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gaining attention, the boat docks and the items to be traded 
are displayed to attract customers.

Before the sailors have a chance to leave the ship, a large 
crowd of townspeople and eager merchants gather on the 
dock. One of the two officials of the crown holds back the 
crowd, while the other leads Quinn out, who greets the 
villagers with delight. He tells them of The Swan’s journey, 
careful not to divulge its discovery of the new route.

Quinn leaves the ship at midday and meanders through the 
picturesque village. Enchanted by the colorful thatched huts 
and tea houses that line the streets, Quinn finds himself in the 
town square where he purchases a map of the region 
determined to bring it back on the voyage as a souvenir.

Meanwhile, crewmembers purchase the needed provisions for 
their return journey, scampering across the village in the early 
afternoon sun. The strongest men carry multiple wooden 
crates of vegetables that are quickly loaded in the hull.

Quinn has also successfully acquired boxes of tea leaves and 
exotic spices.

The bustling town glows brightly in the night as some sailors 
move around the merchant stands. On the deck of the ship, 

Quinn toasts the crown in excitement after the discovery of the 
seaway passage. Sailors walk about the boat, drinking and 
laughing late into the night. Some sailors sit comfortably in the 
high rigging and gaze out at the town while others lay swinging 
on the hammocks, talking to their shipmates. The bright moon 
casts down on the merriest who, arm in arm, swing each other 
around on the deck.

Ordered to sell off all the goods before departing the following 
day, the crew awakes and immediately gathers the remaining 
items. Up in his cabin overlooking the deck, Quinn dresses 
and makes plans for the departing journey. He sits at his desk 
and plots out the kingdom’s location and their present location. 
A messenger, sent from the ruler of the land, delivers Quinn 
good news that fair skies and calm seas will accompany the 
ship on its departure. He thanks the messenger and tours the 
man around The Swan. Upon bringing the man to the hull, the 
messenger is excited by the quality of the items and offers 
Quinn bundles of fine silk in exchange for the remaining 
goods. Ordering his men to unload the last boxes sitting in the 
hull, Quinn agrees to the proposition. That evening the ship is 
loaded. The crew retreats into their cabins exhilarated about 
the glory they are sure to bring home.

The next morning, the sky bursts triumphantly in red. Busily 
preparing the boat, the crew fails to notice however. They 
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embark with ease the next morning, the sky still swelled in red. 
The Swan makes great progress even as the sky darkens, 
prompting a torrent of wind and rain. Drenching the ship in sea 
water, the storm churns up the sea and rocks the vessel. The 
storm persists relentlessly.

Quinn gazes out of the rain-battered port-holes. Most men are 
camped down below in their quarters, passing time by telling 
stories. They tell of far-off kingdoms and adventures in their 
past lives. One sailor captivates the men by sharing his tale of 
riding with knights. Basking in the attention, he claims that he 
led a victorious attack against a foreign enemy the party 
encountered. The men around him believe the sailor, so he 
continues portraying himself as a chivalrous figure and creates 
more tales.

Severely rocking the ship, the battering winds and rains 
impede The Swan’s progress as it lurches up and down on the 
growing waves. Water enters every crack and hole on the ship. 
A resounding bolt crashes in the sky accompanied by a 
crackling shimmer of light. The water pounds the boat, breaks 
the mast and outer frame, and sends the bravest sailors below 
deck. Knocked forcefully into the heart of another wave, the 
boat falls below the writhing ocean’s surface. When it climbs 
once more, its sails are in tatters and rent. Everything onboard, 

life and treasure, is lost. Toppled by another wave, the boat 
succumbs to a watery grave.

Alas, the discovery of a new passage and civilization would not 
bring fame and fortune to His Majesty.
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Baby Mama
Poetry
Grade: 10
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Diana Snyder
#

Baby Mama  
Baby Mama I Do 

I watch you turn pink like your matte lipstick
where your blush drips
spewing poems off of experninced lips
into virgins moan soaking 
overly saturated liquid 
gushing out of closed fist 

after aplluse on a cut palm 
You kiss soft foreheads as you lift thought 
over smoke clouds 
then you drift off under influence 
Rolling with modles in a rose dress
to match merry bodies below bliss heads
Ignorant Happiness
Trap Soul at a R&B plateau
catches a your attitude 
as too many years 

plays you on stage 
A student of music 
fluent lyrics expand Language
to where silience is unattainable
and Exchange of clothes goes beyond 
physical pleasure; it molds soul mates
met open goals only exposed by
liqour / shrooms leaving no room for lies
or words just melted face with perms 
and naked eyes blurred
when eyes cleared it stoped the flow
like water it burned out 
constant calls from work 
Work shifts Overtime
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Lunchtime Danables 
kids living off of 
Moms going to school 
"Bye son!" till her 
songs come on Bryson Tiller
she's a Mistaken Child 
who made a mistake 
and a community proud
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The Favorite
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 7
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
#

The Favorite  
“We are flying to Syria tomorrow to visit our relatives!” said 
Hadi, an eight-year-old Clevelander excitedly. “We will see 
Aunt Maeda and so many other family members. We’ll visit 
Banias where Dad grew up. I’ll have another opportunity to 
raise two baby chicks, Tom and Jerry, and play for hours at our 
cousins’ house. I have not been there since last summer.” 

“It’s late and our plane leaves at 6:00 A.M. How about shutting 
your mouth so I can sleep?” Ali, his older brother, yelled angrily 
from the top bunk. 

Before long the boys were startled from sleep by the sound of 
their father’s pounding on the door. Hadi and Ali leaped out of 
bed, and within a half hour the family of five was racing toward 
the airport.

Her husband, Seif, thought once again how lucky he was to 
marry her, passed along the highway, the streetlights shone on 
his black hair and brown glistening eyes.

The contented family soon passed through airport security and 
boarded the plane excitedly. After an exhausting flight, the 
plane descended in Aleppo International Airport the following 
day where their Uncle Maher waited to welcome them and 
drive the family to Banias, a half hour away. The scorching sun 
shined on Hadi’s thin brown hair, causing sweat to pool on his 
forehead even though it was only mid-morning. The diesel 
smell filled Hadi's nostrils and blue and sun rays waving 
through the atmosphere.

Arriving at their grandpa’s house, the door flew open and Seif’s 
father, mother, and sister rushed over to greet them. Aunt 
Maeda immediately swooped Hadi off his feet, spinning him 
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around happily. Her curly brown hair dangled to her shoulders 
and brown shimmering eyes danced with happiness. Being 
Seif's only sister, she took off the whole summer of work to see 
us.

For the rest of the blazing hot summer Hadi and his favorite 
aunt were inseparable. Each day when Hadi went out to care 
for his baby chicks, Aunt Maeda held his hand as they walked 
to the chicken coop. Together they fed, watered, and played 
with the chicks, always vigilant of the snakes camouflaged in 
the dirt path that tried to sneak into the coop. 

One morning Hadi noticed an egg that lay by itself on the 
ground after the chickens had been roaming outside. Picking it 
up cautiously, Hadi scurried into the house, wrapped the egg in 
a dish towel and set it on the couch. Any time someone 
approached the couch, Hadi warned them off with a quirky 
attitude. He turned his head and yelled,”Don’t even think about 
it.” It was as if a diamond were in his possession and Hadi 
guarded it with his life and soul.

When Maeda came home with Hadi’s father, Seif, he gazed at 
the egg and ordered Hadi to return that egg back in the coop. 
Hadi’s eyes filled with tears; for a reason he could not explain, 
he loved that egg dearly. Seeing her nephew’s distress, Maeda 

implored Seif to let Hadi keep the egg inside because it was 
special to him. 

That afternoon Hadi sat beside his egg for hours waiting for it 
to hatch before his eyes. When he fell asleep Maeda took the 
egg and placed it under a glowing lightbulb. In the morning, 
she surprised Hadi by bringing him a white cloth that covered a 
chirping animal. With a great flourish Maeda drew back the 
cloth to reveal a dainty chick. Of course, you have to have a 
heated spot for the chick to fluff out its feathers in the making. 

Hadi had other adventures with Maeda, too. In the afternoon 
they enjoyed simple card games such as Old Maid and 
Slapjack. Maeda won most of the time, but Hadi became more 
competitive as the summer days continued. 

The time for school gradually came closer, and Hadi treasured 
his last few days in Syria. Finally, Hadi’s family had to leave, 
and saying goodbye to all their relatives was heartbreaking. 
Hadi lagged behind, reluctant to give Maeda one final hug. 
Bending down to hug him, Maeda whispered happily in Hadi’s 
ear, “You were always my favorite.” These kind words 
strengthened Hadi to step into the waiting cab and wave 
bravely as the car drove off. All the way to the airport, Hadi 
pondered Maeda's important words, realizing they were a 
special gift of a friendship that could never be broken. 
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After the exhausting flights, Hadi’s family returned home. 
School with all its hectic pace began, and memories of the 
sweet days in Syria began to fade. A war had begun in Syria 
after they traveled back to America. 

When Seif picked up Hadi and his sister from school. One day, 
Hadi noticed immediately the tears in his father’s eyes and his 
unwillingness to say what was bothering him.

Later that evening, Hadi and his siblings overheard their 
mother’s muffled weeping. Sprinting to her room, they cried 
anxiously, “Mama, Mama, what’s wrong?” Sobbing now, Mom 
told the children the tragic news that Aunt Maeda had been 
killed by terrorists only the day before. Being a little older, Ali 
understood the sad matter at hand. Soon tears trickled down 
his face, too. Hadi and Masa both hugged her immediately. 
Hadi did not know the feeling of heartache. He thought of it as 
swallowing a pill without water clogging his throat. It was a new 
feeling for Hadi and changed his life forever. 

Hadi never really had a friend that cared about his daily 
activities he does everyday. He thought that he would find 
another friend to play with, but he would never find a better 
companion than Aunt Maeda. To this day, Hadi still remembers 
the death of Maeda, he will always cherish her last words.

“You are always my favorite.”
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A World of Virtual Reality
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

A World of Virtual Reality  
In the world of digital and computer technology, the practice of 
“overlaying digital images on the real world,” known as 
Augmented Reality, has recently skyrocketed in popularity due 
to well known games such as Pokémon Go and Ingress. 
Augmented reality is an undoubtedly controversial matter, 
considering it intertwines the fabricated environment of video 
games with that of the real world. At first glance, this seems 
like an exciting new development that will boost the enjoyment 

of video games through the advancement of technology. 
However, the ethical question then arises of “can we?” versus 
“should we?” With modern intelligence, there is no doubt that 
we will reach never before seen sophistication of technology in 
video games and computer softwares; yet with boundless 
potential, precautions need to be taken to ensure that this 
excitement doesn’t cause irreversible damage to our society. 
With each new development in phones and computers, people 
become more absorbed with beating their high score on Candy 
Crush than spending time bonding with family and friends. 
Technology is slowly replacing human interaction, and in the 
case of augmented reality, integrating the world of video 
games into our physical environment would prove to be 
detrimental in human relationships. 

Pokémon Go is a widely known app that allows users to run 
around their neighborhood searching for Pokémon creatures 
that appear on screen using the built in camera. The app 
creates an “augmented reality” by causing Pokémon to appear 
real in the camera view of someone’s smartphone, yet cease 
to exist when they look up from the screen. The game was 
designed to target the nostalgia of Pokémon games that 
peaked in the late ‘90s by modernizing them to flourish in 
today’s advanced technology. Combining this with the 
promotion of outdoor exercise creates the illusion of a game 
that would be truly beneficial in people's’ lives. However, in his 
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article “The Pokémon Fad Shows the Unnerving Future of 
Augmenting Reality,” Matt Vella digs deeper into the 
frighteningly narrow separation of video games from reality, 
and results that can emerge from the succession of 
augmented reality. While the video game appears to be 
harmless, it brings us closer and closer to a world composed 
solely of virtual reality. Vella addresses this point in his article, 
describing Pokémon Go as “more than a hit video game”; he 
believes it is “a glimpse into a future we don’t fully understand.”

Virtual and augmented reality are both very new and exciting, 
yet heavily debated in their effect on the wellbeing of society. 
As technology continues to advance, I believe the authenticity 
of human interaction decreases along with it. Even the mere 
creation of smartphones has drastically changed the world we 
live in today. Before you could immerse yourself in a world of 
games and social media, you were forced to engage in the 
world we actually live in. If you were to step onto a bus 20 
years ago, you would likely see strangers having short 
conversations; everyone learning a small piece of each other’s 
lives that linked us together as human beings. However today, 
buses are full of people with their heads down, earphones in, 
ultimately ignoring the world around them. These people are 
avoiding the vital human interaction that connects us as a 
whole. Yet in this case, these are merely smartphones, and if 
the screen goes dark you find yourself in the reality of the 

world, everything just as it was. Fast forward 10 years and 
smartphone screens will turn into holograms that further 
distract you from the world around you. Fast forward 20 years 
and everyone will be wearing virtual reality glasses that allow 
them to see a different version of the world than the people 
around them. This pattern will continue as technology 
advances until we reach the point where each person’s reality 
consists of solely what technology allows them to see.

This not-so-distant future is truly frightening considering the 
advancements that are already present in technology today. 
Vella describes people playing Pokémon Go as moving 
“haphazardly” with “zombie eyes fixed on their glowing phone 
screens.” As much as we refuse to admit it, this is quite an 
accurate description of our future if virtual and augmented 
reality is to take over our lives. And while this new technology 
can be labeled as simply fun and games, it is nothing less than 
a distraction from the world around us. As achieving a 
successful life becomes easier, people find themselves 
increasingly bored with their reality, and find the need to 
“augment” it until it becomes satisfactorily interesting. 
However, this pattern will continue until augmenting reality is 
no longer enough, and people will turn to altering it completely 
in order to sustain themselves. In this way I agree with Matt 
Vella in how Pokémon Go is much more than just a game. It 
provides insight into a very near future in which reality will no 
longer be authentic, but completely augmented by technology. 
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The sincerity of our natural reality will be stripped away to 
leave a barren world scattered with machinery.
 
With games and augmented reality such as Pokémon Go, it 
becomes easier to isolate yourself from the seemingly harsh 
reality of the world; however in doing so, you will consequently 
miss out on the genuineness of the human race. With a world 
of virtual reality quickly approaching, it become increasingly 
important to remember the parts of the world that cause you to 
lift your eyes off of your phone screen and take your earbuds 
out. Because there are parts of the world that are beautiful by 
themselves and don’t need an app to retouch them. And in this 
mindset, I agree with Vella that the future of augmented reality 
is something that needs to be taken seriously, and debated 
whether or not it’s worth it to wipe away the authenticity of the 
world that is impossible to recreate on a phone screen.
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Home is Where Our Stories Begin
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Home is Where Our Stories Begin  
My first visit to China, my parent’s and sister’s place of birth, 
was when I was 4 years-old. Our family visited again in 2012. 
Seven years had passed.
 
People crowd the streets and their bodies act as slow, moving 
barriers to my small figure. I spot an immediate opening and 
rush to get through the gap, but it quickly disappears again. It 
is hard to breathe and with every inhale, I smell the musty, 

choking cigarette smoke and my eyes water from the latent 
sting of the toxic air. Food vendors on the streets display 
colorful, vibrant fruits. They yell at the pedestrians and 
encourage them to come buy their incredibly enticing and 
cheap products. Soon, crowds of people surround the stands 
and the vendors shout out prices per pound. Some vendors 
have stands selling sausage, dumplings, pancakes, etc. Lines 
form to purchase their quick, on-the-go meals as they rush to 
work. The pungent aroma from the grills fill my nostrils and my 
stomach grumbles.
 
My father’s rough, rugged hand grabs a hold of mine and 
drags me along behind him. He manages to pry through the 
unbreakable crowd and we find our way to a cantaloupe-
colored apartment building. After climbing the never-ending 
cement stairs and past the numerous wooden doors decorated 
with red, paper cut-out characters, we reach a slightly ajar 
door with a character symbolizing “family” taped on the front. 
The smell of oil in a fryer and the sound of a sizzling pan reach 
my senses before I even step a foot through the door.
 
Standing around the small, living room/kitchen are my 
relatives. My aunts, uncle, cousins, grandma, and grandpa 
smile and welcome us into their home with a warm embrace. 
Talking and laughing fill the room with sounds of the forgotten 
language I used to speak. Everyone comments about how 
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much I have grown since the last time they have seen me, and 
I plaster a grin on my face and nod, pretending to understand 
every single word they say and only managing to catch a few I 
recognize. Then, my least favorite uncle shouts out “Xiao Pàng 
Zhu”, which I can clearly understand…Chubby Little Pig. In 
China, being described as “chubby” is a good thing; it 
represents wealth and prosperity. If you have money, you tend 
to buy more and eat more food. But, in America, that’s not the 
case. Being raised in the United States, I am very offended by 
his comment, considering he just called me fat. I stingily give 
my uncle a hug and he quickly returns to other conversations.
 
My grandmother calls that dinner is served and the thirteen of 
us gather around the small, wooden, and antique table. The 
table is set with white china plates laced with gold on its rims. 
The food is set in a matching set of bowls, and chopsticks are 
placed in each. The food ranges from raw vegetables to 
steamed rice to fried bread to grilled meat, and their different 
aromas fill the air with savory and sweet smells. We all take 
our places around the table and begin to eat.
 
I was a very picky eater. I was very reluctant to trying new 
foods. The only thing I liked to eat was meat, rice and bread. I 
did not dare touch vegetables or seafood. The distinct smell of 
salt water reminded me of the sting in my eyes every time I 
entered the ocean. The taste of seawater made me feel my 

lungs fill with gallons of salt and the uncomfortableness of the 
cracks and chap of lips. The texture of fish felt weird across my 
tongue and it’s just a downgraded version of chicken. 
Vegetables were just gross. Over time, I learned to try new 
foods and expand my diet, but this was still out of the question 
at the age of twelve.
 
As I wait for the bowl of rice to come around the table, my aunt 
grabs the bowl and begins to scoop some out onto my plate. 
Before I know it, she fills my plate with all the food set on the 
table. Fish, meat, bread, eggplant, onions, eggs, and others 
cover my plate as if they have magically appeared without any 
doing.
 
My older aunt, Dà Yí, has a tendency to “spoil me”. By spoil, I 
mean she likes to do everything for me. If we are at dinner, 
she’ll put every dish on my plate without even asking. When 
we are shopping, if I point out anything I think is pretty, she 
automatically says, “I’ll buy that for you”. You may question 
why I wouldn’t want an aunt who does those things for me, but 
I’m a very independent person who doesn’t need someone 
else doing every move for me; that was how I was raised, 
whereas, in China, my large family often took care and helped 
the young. It was very overwhelming to have my family gather 
around me and care for me as their own, where I, only 
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knowing them through pictures on a computer screen, found 
them as strangers.
 
I sit awkwardly staring at my half eaten plate. The meat, bread 
and eggs are gone, but the fish and vegetables remain. My 
cousin, Ying Ying, asks me if I want more food. I don’t open my 
mouth and instead, I shake my head no. My mother yells at me 
to speak in Chinese. I shake my head no again. My relatives 
laugh, begging me to say something in Chinese. I finally 
muster up the few words I know. “No, don’t want more food,” I 
grumble with a heavy American accent. My aunt yells for me to 
speak up and I repeat it once again but louder. The whole 
table laughs, calling me “so American”. “ABC,” my uncle 
shouts and the whole table erupts into laughter once again. I 
did not say another word.
 
ABC stands for American Born Chinese. From both sides of 
the family, the Wens and the Lis, I am the first to be born and 
raised in America. My parents taught me to be bilingual, 
starting with their native language, Mandarin, and then on to 
English. As I grew older and I started going to schools where 
only English was taught, I lost my second language. Now, I 
can barely muster up a few sentences in Mandarin. I feel 
ashamed and embarrassed for losing my ethnic language and 
because my family had kept making fun of my improper 

accent, I stopped trying to gain it back. Instead, I learned to 
understand and respond with a simple shake of the head.
 
Across from the table, I see my parents with big grins on their 
faces, happy to be back home. My dad’s cheeks are rosy from 
liquor and when his belly is full with food and alcohol, he 
sporadically and continuously laughs for no apparent reason. 
The smile I see on his face is something I never see back at 
home, with his big double chin and large teeth baring from his 
inseparable lips. My mother’s face is covered with more 
wrinkles that somehow make her look younger. They edge her 
eyes and the corners of her mouth, adding to her bright, big 
grin. Her eyes glisten and her booming laugh echoes through 
the room. It’s the happiest I’ve seen them, surrounded by their 
family and familiarities of home.
 
The home my father knew was with his family on a farm, living 
and sharing rooms with six brothers and sisters. Everyday, he 
woke up at 4 am to finish his chores and studied by the lit 
lantern on his window sill before leaving at 6 am to walk an 
hour to school. He walked to school in the scorching sun and 
in the freezing snow, making his toes turn blue in his thin, worn 
shoes. He threw snowballs with the rowdy boys at the cars 
driving down the street and laughed as some cars tried to 
chase them off. He woke up at sunrise to plant seeds with his 
continuous aching back. He captured birds in homemade traps 
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with the amber autumn sky. He fell in love with the beautiful girl 
working at the post office that he walked by each day. He 
vowed to be by her side in sickness and in health and to love 
her every single moment he is awake. He mourned the death 
of his sister, who died in a car accident, and took care of his 
mother when she couldn’t bare the pain of losing her child. He 
cared for his ill, depressed mother dying on the hay woven cot. 
He cried for the woman who celebrated his achievements, held 
him in her arms when his life filled with disappointments, 
nurtured him with love and care since the moment his eyes 
first saw the graceful face that called him back home, and 
watched them bury her in the ground. He held his newborn 
daughter with tears in his eyes and wrapped her fingers 
around his thumb. This is where home was, where memories 
were made, where his heart was broken, where his heart was 
whole, where he laughed, cried, smiled, and loved.
 
My parents moved from China to Canada in 1989 and to the 
United States in 1993. They wanted to have another child and 
couldn’t do so under the one-child policy. My dad was the first 
to leave, followed by my sister and mother. Once he arrived to 
Canada, many problems arose. He had little money in his 
pocket and was unable to speak English. His wife and 
daughter were still in China and he had to explore the 
unknown land on his own. In addition, after a few weeks of his 
departure, his father fell ill and passed away. My father had no 

money to go back to China and attend his funeral. He was all 
alone in a strange, unfamiliar country with no resources to help 
him get on his feet. Once he had received a job from a friendly, 
elderly man and started to make an ample amount of money, 
my mother and sister flew over. After spending a couple of 
months in Canada, they moved to Twinsburg, Ohio. My mother 
and father had to spend years learning how to speak English, 
learning to drive and finding stable jobs for money. They had to 
start from scratch despite being thousands of miles away from 
home.
 
Now, when I look at their bright, shining faces across the 
dining table, I can’t help but feel guilty that I was the cause that 
made them leave home. Around family and the familiarity of 
their childhood, they are untroubled. When I see them at the 
small, brick house in Twinsburg, Ohio, they never look as 
happy or content. Their home is China, and my home is the 
United States. I did not represent a single thing of their 
previous, pleasant life. Instead, I forced them to make a new 
one. I feel like a burden. I am the cause that made them move 
from their happiness and abandon their life. What if they had 
stayed at China? What if they didn’t sacrifice all they had just 
for me? What if I wasn’t born? What if they never found a new 
home?
 

***
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One night, on my drive home with my father, I tell him that I 
notice he is always happier in China. I tell him I did not want to 
be the cause that made him try to find a new home away from 
his. He is silent for a few minutes. Finally, he asks me to 
remember the times when my mother bathed me in the small, 
red tub next to the sink. When she held me and rinsed the 
warm water over my soft, smooth skin, she sang a classic 
Chinese song. He said it was called “Since You Were Born, 
Life Has Been Beautiful” and starts to sing. The low, familiar 
hum and soothing lyrics help me recollect my childhood 
memories. He continues to tell me his fondest memories of 
me. He tells me about the time I fell off my toy swing and the 
time I bit the nose off of my stuffed dog. We both laugh when 
he tells the story of when I snuck into my older sister’s room 
and took all of the books off her bookshelf, opened and 
glanced at one random page, then threw it on the ground until 
the shelf was empty. He said that it was hard to abandon the 
home he had, but instead, he discovered a new one filled with 
things he never imagined to come true. A home where he 
could see his daughters’ faces shining and happy. A home 
where he could have freedom of speech and a right to vote. A 
home where his second daughter could have a good 
education. A home where new memories are created and old 
memories are stored. China will always be home to him, but 
home is also with who he loves most: me. I notice he cries with 

the few tears I see him shed and smiles with the grin I rarely 
see in pictures, the happiest I have seen him be. We continue 
to share stories on the hour drive back and we laugh and cry 
at the memories we have formed and drive to the new ones we 
will create, back to our home.
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Pass It To Their Sons
Poetry
Grade: 10
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Diana Snyder
#

Pass It To Their Sons  
Vandalized trains
Programed brains 
Pants with no belt
Tattos gotten from pain 
Gangs with different symbols 
Colors and different meanings 
Growing up with no parents to defy the unknown reasons
So heart broken and upset that they don't even feel love

They do it to feed their families
And pass it down to their sons

The funeral
Then repass
And thinking of every day 
They lay roses on their grave while saying he was brave 
One mic 
One chance and nothing was ever spoken 
So in silence they protest till they finally turn to guns 
Bottled anger 
Steel bullets 
Then pass it to their sons

Silver Key

PATRICK 
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My Closet
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

My Closet  
I am wearing my favorite Chi-Pao with jasmine flowers 
entangled with gold detail along the red silk dress. The 
countless compliments I receive lead me to believe that 
modeling is in my near future. Sadly, this is my first and last 
time taking the trip to celebrate Chinese New Year in China 
with my grandparents. I am barely old enough to form English 
sentences like “mommy food” but somehow the ability to sing 
songs in near perfect Chinese comes to me like the yellow 

canary outside of my window, if it means putting a smile on my 
grandmother’s face. It was here at my grandparent’s small and 
cluttered apartment in Eastern Beijing where I took my first 
steps while mimicking my dad’s dancing. I remember the 
excitement and gasps as I stood up like a wobbly giraffe. As 
my mom helps my grandmother set up our annual New Year’s 
dinner, I hear the doorbell ring and loud greetings arise as my 
cousins, aunts and uncles arrive. I laugh and giggle as my 
cousins all greet me one by one, being the youngest didn’t 
seem that bad at all. It is here where I feel the most at home, 
where I spend the most time learning Chinese, not English. 
This is the place where I discovered the feeling of true family, 
in my red silk Chi-Pao with gold detailing.

I am wearing my favorite denim skirt and a t-shirt with so many 
daisies that I look like a tiny travelling garden. I woke up bright 
and early to make sure it was clean and not wrinkly. I even told 
my mom the night before, “The kids won’t like me if there is a 
stain on my shirt.” She laughed and washed it for the fifth time 
in the span of two days. It is the first day of kindergarten and of 
course I am scared but at the same time, excited. The night 
before I dreamt of a supply of endless snacks and my teacher 
giving me stacks of toys, double the size of my five year old 
body. By now, it has been a few years since I last saw my 
grandparents, a few years of lost New Year dinners. New 
dresses and animal sweaters push my favorite Chi-Pao to the 

Silver Key
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back of my closet; I ask for pizza almost every night but still my 
parents try to remind me of my grandparent’s cluttered 
apartment, the home where I learned to walk. I rapidly eat my 
Fruit Loops as the bright yellow school bus I would soon learn 
to love comes cruising down the street. I jump up and run out 
the door in excitement as my mom chases after me with my 
Disney princess backpack and matching jacket in her hands. 
As I run the fastest my little legs can take me, I turn around 
and look through the window to see my mom waving goodbye 
with my lunch of last night’s dumplings still gripped tightly in 
her hands.

I am wearing a One Direction t-shirt that I had saved all of my 
allowance money to buy and my fuzzy pajama pants that are a 
little too small. It’s my 13th birthday party and my parents just 
put out snacks for the 8 of us in the kitchen. “Turning thirteen is 
a big deal, Stephanie,” my friend Taylor explains, “You’re 
almost a teenager and you don’t look anything like one.” 
Usually in this situation, I would ignore Taylor because she just 
likes to repeat things she hears on her older sister’s TV, but 
this time I take it to heart. Turning 13 is a big deal. It means 
getting my ears pierced, going to the movies alone with 
friends, and finally looking like a teenager. But as I look down 
at my lanky body with the Chinese slippers that my mom told 
me to wear, I know I didn’t look like the other girls. At this point, 
my Chinese has almost disappeared from my vocabulary 

completely, only to being able to say Happy New Year when 
my grandparents call. Our family has become a mush of 
Chinese and American traditions. On Christmas, we open 
presents under our big evergreen tree, but have noodles and 
fried rice for dinner. I hadn’t realized until now how out of place 
I feel. My friends don’t treat me any differently but it is the 
subtle remarks that slowly chip away my memories of China.
“What did you get on the math test, oh wait, of course you got 
100%.”
“Don’t you ever get sick of only eating rice and noodles?”
“Ching chong, did I just say something in Chinese?”
“Huh, you have pretty big eyes for an Asian.”
On the outside, it may seem like I’m an American girl but that’s 
only because my Chinese past has cracked to the point of no 
repair. And so we sit around my kitchen doing makeovers and 
curling hair as my friends turn me into someone I’ll never know 
but always want to be.

I am wearing jeans in 90-degree weather because my mom 
said my shorts were too revealing. The air is thick and humid, 
as sweat drips down my back walking through a sea of people 
that look nothing like me. It’s the summer after freshmen year 
and this is my first time being in China since 2012. I remember 
why I disliked these trips so much. Everywhere there are so 
many people, so many cars, trains, buses trying to find their 
way. As my brother and I walk down the street, I am reminded 
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of the reason I don’t wear my shorts in public. People stare. 
Glances get exchanged. I hear whispers of an American flow 
through the humid air. From the outside I don’t look any 
different from my cousins or any child in China, but as soon as 
I open my mouth to speak, people can tell. So I cover it all up; I 
dress like any person on the street, speak my stuttering 
Chinese in public, just trying to blend into the background. 
When I think back to the time of New Years with my family, in 
my grandparent’s small and cluttered apartment, the memories 
are all a blur. A blur of who I used to be, a blur of wearing my 
favorite Chi-Pao and dancing around the living room, singing 
songs in perfect Chinese. I am no longer a Chinese from 
China but a Chinese American feeling out of place in a world 
she no longer knows.

I am wearing my bathing suit underneath jean shorts and an 
old tennis t-shirt, the letters faded so only the T and N are 
readable on the blue fabric. I stand in the doorway of our hotel 
room at the resort in the Dominican Republic. Sunburned and 
anxious, I slowly walk towards the pool, looking for an open 
spot to let the sun do more damage to my overcooked skin. 
See, it’s Christmas and I guess that suddenly means everyone 
has to be at the pool, waiting for Santa Claus to arrive. Each 
chair becomes more valuable, an image of Survivor started to 
form in my head and needless to say, there are no chairs 
without beach towels laid awry or pool floats stacked on top of 

each other. I decide to play volleyball, feeling self-conscious of 
my obvious loner status. Shouts of joy and high fives radiating 
off of the volleyball court like the sand had some sort of sound 
system installed, magnifying its happy vacationer’s booming 
laughter. He watches me as I laugh and miss the ball for the 
fifth time, generating some pity from other teammates. He says 
he saw me at the pool yesterday. I didn’t believe him. Why 
would anyone notice a girl with skin a shade lighter than a 
tomato? But then again, it’s a good color on me. I giggle and 
turn, catching his sneaky glance just before he can move to 
look at something else. That is all I needed. Boys aren’t really 
a part of my life and I mostly blame it on my crescent-moon 
eyes and a tiger mom. But here in this moment, I feel as if my 
Chinese American self has dissipated into the sand, only to be 
left with butterflies in my stomach. He sees me for who I am. 
Even laughing at my sarcastic comments while we eat multiple 
plates of nachos, piled high with cheese. With him, I know my 
grandparents will approve and an extra plate at New Year’s 
dinner will be waiting. No one can take me out of this dream, a 
boy who made me realize I am not any different than the 
blonde tanning by the pool. But in two days, he will say 
goodbye, leaving me to face reality alone.

I am wearing a fancy black dress with heels that make me 
about the height of LeBron James. It is my parent’s 25th 
wedding anniversary, and to celebrate their matrimony, my dad 
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bought tickets for the family to eat on the Nautica Queen. As 
the boat sets sail across Cleveland, my mom and dad fall in 
love all over again. From China to America, their love stretches 
across continents and after 25 years, it is never ending. My 
grandparents are getting older now. I live every day in fear that 
something might happen to them and they won’t be there 
when I graduate high school. In China, I took my first steps in 
front of their TV while my grandmother smiled and laughed 
along. Every milestone from kindergarten to when I lost who I 
was, they have been there to remind me of the feeling of true 
family. After 16 years, I have finally accepted it- no, not just 
accepted it, embraced it. I am Chinese-American and I am 
proud. Just yesterday, I was cleaning my closet, hoping to get 
rid of old pajama pants and daisy t-shirts, when I found that 
beautiful Chi-Pao with jasmine flowers and gold detailing. 
There wasn’t a doubt in my mind as I hung it in front of my 
black dress, standing proud and eager to accept the past as I 
called my grandmother to say Happy New Year.
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Ashes to Ashes
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 11
Brecksville Broadview Hts High School
Instructor: Jennifer Williams
#

Ashes to Ashes  
A sliding door opens and a young woman confidently strides 
into the room. Her shoulders are thrown back as her eyes 
coolly scan the waiting room, yet her fingernails are gnawed 
red and raw. Two women talking on chairs glance toward the 
stranger and the low hum of gossip fades away. The silence 
hangs thick in the air, broken only by the click-clack of the 
woman’s boots as she walks across the polished tile floor. The 
receptionist, a woman with a face outlined by steel-gray hair 

looks up. “Welcome to the Medical Institute. How can I help 
you?”

The young woman hesitates, biting down on her lip. “I’m Alys 
Murphy. I’m here for my brother Darren.”

“Oh! Your brother...he didn’t--I’ll let the doctor explain.”

The two gossipers’ heads swivel toward Alys, surprise 
flickering across their faces as they murmur to each other.
“Alys Murphy, the Minister of Information? What’s she doing 
here?” One of the women asks.

Ignoring the conversation, the receptionist presses a button 
and waves toward the chairs. “The doctor will be here soon. 
Take a seat.”

Alys lowers herself into the rigid plastic. Immediately, her stern 
posture melts away as she slouches in her chair, revealing the 
worried face of a young woman. Her fingers drum on her knee 
as she stares at the clock, hoping the seconds tick faster. The 
harsh fluorescent light makes her head throb and she closes 
her eyes. She could see Darren soon.

Silver Key
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Suddenly, a loudspeaker in the ceiling blasts a three note 
jingle. One of the gossipers rolls her eyes as she picks up a 
magazine. “Those dratted announcements.”

A voice booms from the speaker. “To all citizens: Corpsal is a 
serious disease from the Wasteland. It is not contagious in 
living hosts. However, once the host dies, the disease 
becomes very infectious. Protect yourself and others by 
following proper disposal methods as recommended by your 
doctor. Remember: with your help, we can keep everyone 
safe.” The same jingle plays, then static crackles over the 
intercom.

Alys’ mouth raises into a small grin. As Minister of Information, 
she was in charge of writing the announcements that played 
nearly every hour. She had spent last weekend reading the 
report from her superiors about the new disease and drafting 
an announcement. The report’s title flashes into her mind, 
practically embedded there after countless hours spent staring 
at the miniature font. “Disease name: Corpsal. Origin: The 
Wasteland...”

Her smile fades at the thought of the Wasteland, the barren 
wilderness that lies beyond the steel wall that encircles the 
city. Only mutant animals and insane humans exist there, kept 

out by the wall, but somehow, diseases have always found a 
way through.

“If the disease is from out there...” Memories of the Plague 
cause her fists to clench.

A decade ago, after the old irrigation system malfunctioned, 
desperation and empty stomachs drove people out into the 
Wasteland to scavenge for food. The wall was less formidable 
then, just a few patchwork wooden fences that people easily 
bypassed.

A few days later, Alys remembered hiding in her room, peeking 
wide-eyed out her window as their neighbor, Mr. Jones, 
staggered out his front door. In the past, when he came over to 
their house, her family would sit stock-still at the dinner table, 
entranced by his endless supply of stories that seemed to 
naturally pour out of him. But now, it wasn’t marvelous tales 
that flowed from him, but a trail of hideous red that snaked 
behind him before he collapsed on the ground, crimson 
gushing out like a fountain.

No one was safe. Once-open doors became barricaded walls, 
and previously vibrant parks were littered with the corpses of 
those who had tried to find treatment. The disease ravaged the 
city, overflowing the morgues in a sea of bodies. Alys could still 
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remember her parents waiting in the doorway for the 
ambulance as the sirens drew closer in an unceasing wail. 
One last glance at her and Darren, and then her parents were 
gone, surrounded by a mass of white as they were hurried into 
the ambulance.

They never returned.

Darren had wrapped his arms around her and guided her back 
into the house as tears streamed from her eyes. It was a 
miracle that they had survived, but their spirits were shattered.

Ten years passed while the city pieced itself together. Darren 
married his childhood sweetheart. Alys excelled in school, and 
one day returned home to find a letter from the Ministry, 
printed on official stationary, requesting for her to attend an 
interview the next day for a job opening. She soared through 
the ranks, driven by the memories of her parents and the 
conviction that every announcement she wrote would 
eradicate another disease and prevent what had happened to 
her parents.

But now Darren was gone. It was another blade driven into her 
body, tearing open old and new wounds. Now she was alone, 
waiting to see him for the last time. Random little details about 
him spring up. She thinks of his blue eyes. Not dull like the 

room, but so deep and refreshing she always felt like she 
could dive into them.

“Miss Murphy?” A doctor says. He stands by a door, 
impatiently tapping his foot while he motions for her to enter. 
She wipes her eyes with her sleeve and extends her hand. 
“Please, call me Alys.”

The doctor ignores the gesture and pushes the door open, 
sending a blast of freezing air swirling out. Alys wraps her 
arms around herself as she steps inside. They walk past a 
cluster of doors. One of is them alien in the sterile, 
whitewashed corridor. Its dilapidated frame dangles from 
decaying hinges. Thick flakes of rust fall from the padlock as 
Alys runs a finger over the corroded surface. “What’s this door 
for?” She asks.

The doctor’s brow furrows. “The incinerator. For disposal.” She 
nods inattentively as she lets the lock drop. A right turn here, a 
left there, and her mind drifts away from her waxen 
surroundings as she trails the doctor through an endless maze 
of identical corridors. She imagined Darren’s delicious laugh, 
one that would light up any room and lift her spirits after a day 
of scouring through news reports. One that she missed dearly.
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The jangling of keys dissipates her thoughts. The doctor 
stands outside a door indistinguishable from the others beside 
it.

“As you know, he didn’t survive the operation.” He says. 
“Afterwards, we discovered traces of Corpsal in his blood, so 
incineration of the body is required. All--”

The doctor keeps talking, but no sound comes out, his mouth a 
red guillotine that slaughters her hopes. Words rush to her 
mouth and spill out in a flood. “Corpsal? How? Why? When 
did--”

“Did he ever go into the Wasteland?” She shakes her head.

“He may have been infected by bad food.”

He checks his watch. “You have 5 minutes. I’ll be back then.”

His footsteps fade away down the corridor.

Alys’ stares blankly at the floor. Everyone she loved had been 
ripped away from her by the Wasteland. First her parents, now 
Darren. Shock bubbles up inside of her and she retches, 
hands on her knees. The lights are bright, too bright, and the 
ground begins to sway. She reaches out and grasps the door 

handle for support. The cold metal against her skin jolts her. 
Shaking, she slowly rights herself. She was here to see 
Darren, Corpsal or no Corpsal. Her footsteps are hesitant as 
she crosses the threshold.

Her eyes dart to a cot covered by a thick white sheet. With the 
eagerness of a child opening a present, she rushes to it and 
tears the sheet off, pressing her face against the thick plastic 
cover that surrounds Darren’s body. She gazes longingly at his 
face. “Darren, talk to me, say something, anything,” she begs.

She remembers the phone call. “This is the Medical Institute. 
Unfortunately, your brother Darren--”

She remembers the phone slipping from her hand, shattering 
into a million shards, just like her life.

She remembers the lonely nights spent staring at the ceiling in 
the dark, pleading that she would wake up from her all-too-real 
nightmare.

She remembers the long walk. And now this.

The memories overwhelm her. Every birthday, every 
conversation and every one of his grins and jokes, never again 
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to be heard. “Why so young?” Tears pour down her cheeks, 
and her body shakes with every sob.

When the doctor places his hand on her shoulder, she resists, 
twisting her head, battling to catch one last glimpse as she is 
pulled out of the room. She cranes her neck to look through 
the small glass window as another doctor unlocks the plastic 
cover, a ring glinting against his skin. Darren was married too.

“Why so young?” Alys sobs. “Why so young?”
 

***

Half an hour later, Alys waits on the steps outside. The 
receptionist had insisted on calling a car to take her home. 
Leaves skitter past on the ground, tumbling over each other 
like her scattered thoughts. An autumn breeze shrieks down 
from the somber sky, piercing straight to her core like a frozen 
dagger. She paces back and forth for warmth, staring numbly 
at the wall miles away, the steel a stark contrast to the 
smudged pastels of the sky. An announcement blasts from a 
nearly speaker.

“This just in! A wanderer has been captured. He will be taken 
and trained in order to best serve his new community!” The 
three note jingle plays, then static. Alys trudges forward, hands 

buried deep in her pockets as she passes a van parked in front 
of the garbage bay. Two men by the van talk, one staring at the 
loudspeaker before he shakes his head. He hefts a large black 
sack marked with “Medical Institute.”

“Another slave,” he says, spitting on the ground. The other 
nods.

“Poor kid. Part of the underclass now.”

The Underclass are the lowest rung of society. Ever since the 
plague ravaged the city, the dead outnumbered the living. 
There were too many jobs for the survivors to cover. Alys was 
told that people from the Wasteland were captured for manual 
labor. Every night, an army of them descended on the streets 
wielding brooms and trash bags, their faces covered by masks 
because of the shame of their work.

She thinks of them as interchangeable cogs in a machine. Her 
parents’ deaths still haunt her, and she avoids the Underclass 
because of their association with the Wasteland.

The man grunts with exertion as he lifts the sack.
“Help me with this, will ya?” He says.

“Careful, it’s heavy. Might rip.”
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A loud crack rings out as Alys steps on a fallen branch. Both 
heads snap toward her, guilty expressions printed on their 
faces. She hesitates. She wants to step forward, to reach out a 
hand, to offer assistance, but the two men are faster.

Galvanized by the shock, they heave the sack into the van, 
slamming the door shut without a word. The engine roars to 
life. Alys watches the van expel smog as it fades from her 
sight. The last puff of smoke is torn apart by the biting wind 
and scattered into the gloomy sky.

She shivers.
 

***
 
Weeks pass, and Alys begs off work. She remains confined in 
her room, barely having the strength to do more than eat a few 
bites and lie back down in bed. The announcements blend into 
each other, jingle after jingle after jingle...

One day, Alys glances at the mirror before she prepares to 
sleep. Several seconds pass before she recognizes the pale 
phantom staring back at her. Her eyes are glassy, glazed over 
with an incessant cascade of tears. She glances at the 
curtained windows. Light dances on the fabric, calling to her, 

beckoning to her to escape her confinement. “What have I 
become? Darren would have wanted me to move on,” she 
says.

Tears splash on the floor at the thought of him, but she throws 
back the curtains. The sun hovers just above the horizon, 
painting the sky a shimmering red. She shakes the dust off her 
clothes.

Outside, a crisp breeze whistles through the air. Alys laughs as 
the light kisses her pale skin, and the unfamiliar sound soars 
into the sky. “I’ll take a walk downtown, just for a few minutes,” 
she says. But as the sounds of humanity grow louder, panic 
blooms in her.

A man the same height as Darren walks past and she jerks her 
head in his direction. But he is too tall. Another man’s walk is 
just like her brother’s. But his eyes are brown. The person 
walking out of a store. Someone pausing to tie their shoe. 
Even the Underclass sweeping the sidewalk. They all remind 
her of Darren. The world starts to spin.

“Stop it!” She covers her mouth while her shoulders heave. 
“Darren is gone.”
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Alys dabs her eyes with her sleeve, then looks around. The 
man walking out from the store is too short. The person tying 
their shoe lifts their head and a female face looks up.

Alys grins as she looks back at the Underclass. No one would 
mistake Darren, strong and confident, for the shuffling, 
decrepit figure in front of her. Alys giggles as her panic fades.

As she walks past the Underclass, she gags and pinches her 
nose shut as the constant swishing of its broom never pauses. 
Her superiors say the Underclass take chemicals to escape 
the misery of their occupations. The drugs rot their flesh and 
eat at their brain, causing them to give off a terrible stench. To 
Alys, the bodies constantly changed, some short, others tall, 
some crippled, others overweight, but their stench was always 
terrible.

The door of a bar crashes open behind her. Raucous music 
spills out onto the sidewalk as three people stagger away from 
Alys, carousing joyfully. Reaching the end of the block, Alys 
quickens her pace as the sun begins to sink. The wind starts to 
pick up, icy fingers grabbing at her clothes. Halfway down the 
street, she sees the three people from the bar surround the 
Underclass, who continues to sweep.

“Dumb Underclass. Why didn’t you move?” One of the men 
snarls as he shoves the Underclass. Alys wrinkles her nose. 
Even from this distance, she can smell the pungent odor of 
alcohol.

“Ugh. Smells even worse than you, Tom. Whaddya say we 
beat his hide, clean it up a bit, huh?” another says.

Knuckles are cracked and fists are raised. Then they pounce. 
The men shove the Underclass against the wall, punching and 
kicking, and then beating it with the handle of its own broom. 
Alys crosses the street, but her eyes are riveted to the violent 
spectacle. The Underclass only makes a low guttural noise as 
it sways against the wall, a battered pendulum counting down 
its own doom. As Alys prepares to tear her eyes away, one of 
the men grabs the Underclass’ black mask.

“Wonder why your kind always wear the mask. Is it ‘cause 
you’re too ugly?” he taunts as he tears the mask away with a 
grunt and shoves the Underclass. The Underclass’ head 
makes a sickening crack as it hits the ground, its mangled face 
turning toward Alys, as if begging her for mercy. The men walk 
away, joking and laughing as the Underclass’ body settles on 
the cold pavement.
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In that moment, Alys collapses to her knees like a severed 
marionette, shock rendering her speechless. A maelstrom of 
memories assaults her.

The two men by the van weren’t talking about the captured 
wanderer. They were talking about what, or who, was in the 
sack. She remembers the doctor’s bare hand as he touched 
Darren’s supposedly infected body. Darren never had Corpsal. 
She thinks of the derelict door marked “Incinerator” that had 
never been used.

The doctor, the disposal men, even her superiors. All the 
reports she had been given. It was all lies.

The Ministry had taken her in, and she had trusted them. In 
return they had used her, used her fear of the Wasteland and 
its diseases to make her spew out their propaganda. Used her 
to cover up the fact that they were turning the dead into slaves.

Corpsal didn’t exist. They hadn’t burned him. They hadn’t 
burned anyone. They were all being turned into Underclass.

She had seen his face. She had seen those eyes. They were 
Darren’s.

The sun flees below the horizon, and the street is overtaken by 
shadows.
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The Innovation
Short Story
Grade: 7
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
#

The Innovation
Here I was, Ramsey, an 18-year-old boy with the dream of 
making a difference. I have been working on this project, the 
prototype of a machine intended to cut carbon dioxide 
emissions. Some may find it commonplace, a boy with the 
vision to make a difference. In reality I am aware that it may be 
a while before society makes a dent in this serious issue. To 
return nature to its pristine condition will be an uphill battle. To 
change the minds and reverse the practices of the coal 

companies, for example, that had a monopoly and others who 
claimed that global warming is false is daunting. Many people 
and organizations have attempted to contribute to clean 
energy movement, but most have had fleeting success. Me, on 
the other hand, I would open their thick skulls with the 
understanding of their work. I have been putting in the effort. 
I’ll be triumphant. Right? That’s how all stories in my mind 
played out: teen hero, the savior of global warming.

I still remember the article in the newspaper the previous 
summer. Its headline read: “Global Carbon Dioxide Emissions 
Increasing Drastically”-- Scientists predict by 2050… two 
hundred species gone extinct… Action must be taken… In 
places like India, coal is the only viable source of energy for 
many…” etc. It was an extremely long article, explaining that 
immediate action must be exercised. At the time my interest 
was minimal, but it got a “hmm” out of me and etched itself 
within my brain.

A year later in school we discussed the state of the 
environment, how it’s changing and what’s going on to sustain 
the serene condition of nature. This was when my previous 
knowledge from the article I read twelve months ago 
reappeared in my mind as I had been infrequently keeping up 
to date with the topic. I raised my hand. As Mrs. Baker called 
my name, I spewed out everything I knew, which surprisingly 
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was quite a bit. Her countenance was of astonishment; she 
nodded her head constantly to what I was saying with genuine 
approval, her bright blue eyes peering directly into my dark 
brown ones. After class that day, she stopped me.

“Ramsey, you are considerably knowledgeable in this field, 
especially such a nascent field many barely know of,” she 
praised me.

I stopped abruptly as she spoke to me. “Thanks,” I replied, 
“most of what I know came from an article I read a while ago.”

She unexpectedly blurted, “I’ll give you extra credit in science if 
you’re able to affect your community positively with a an 
innovation to help the environment.”

My eyes opened, mouth gaping wide as a python swallowing a 
pig whole. Mrs. Baker’s eyes began to question my 
expression, so I quickly accepted her challenge. It was out of 
stubbornness. I never backed down from a dare, though I 
knew it would be the death of me one day. Either way, my 
grade in science was lacking though I constantly vied for a 
higher one, so I may as well accept her offer.
 
After that I worked almost everyday on the project of an idea 
I’ve had to reduce carbon emissions in factories. When I 

finished for the day, I looked like a sailor, covered in soot and 
working in the hull of ship. My hands resembled a rower’s, 
calloused from tinkering. Shaping the pieces was not as I 
intended it to work. At times I ran into a mistake while 
conducting my calculations. Clothes soiled from hours in my 
basement, partially from the sparks of the melding. The 
hardships mounted. I spent many hours and read myriads of 
articles. When I saw myself in the mirror, my red eyes 
resembled an allergic reaction.

My innovation wasn’t meant to directly reduce carbon 
emissions. Rather it influenced the uses of other sources of 
energy, like wind or solar. It was composed of recyclable 
materials. Cost efficient, it contained a program similar to that 
of a meteorologist’s computer, being able to see the forecast 
and wind speeds. If wind speeds were fast enough, the wind 
paddles broke loose, allowing the wind to blow them freely to 
harness as much energy as possible. Living in Chicago, winds 
were bustling often. But on days where the wind died down, 
the machine, with a battery having a life span of twenty-four 
hours, would speed its rudders up, causing the wind around it 
to accelerate as well. The lithium within made the battery much 
more productive. The wind velocity created would dominate 
that of the battery, so the ratio of wind energy created to 
electrical energy used would be greater. This was contained 
within the prototype's computer with a memory of 5 MB, 
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containing a code of over three-thousand steps, telling the 
machine when to do what and how. It was complicated, to say 
the least.

To make matters much worse, my little ten-year-old brother 
found it very amusing to hit me or break things to hinder my 
progress. He would scream in my ear “You’re stupid! Haha!” or 
“This is a dumb idea. Why are you working on stuff like this, 
loser? Haha!” This was something I was accustomed to 
because when I did my homework, he would barge into my 
room and wreak havoc, throwing books and pencils at me or 
around the area.

School work became the least of my worries by then. Partially 
the reason I had embarked on this journey was to receive 
extra credit and now almost all my grades plummeted. I felt 
ashamed sometimes, but now was not the time to stop. I 
devoted all my time to completing the project. What a terrible 
fate for a young enterprising boy just trying to help fix a 
problem. Because I spent so much time with my prototype, I 
wanted recognition. After all, not many my age endeavored 
building a device that may impact the world, at least in my 
mind.

My math final was a cumulative review of everything covered 
all year. There was much to study and too little time. I had 

been constantly in the basement of my house experimenting 
and building. The day of the exam, I crammed. I woke much 
earlier than normal to study. In the car as well, I stared hard at 
the pages of the geometry book: Pythagorean Theorem? I 
know that-- a2 x b2= c2. No! That’s not it. This is going to end 
out terribly.

I walked into the classroom that day without a word. Anxiety 
lined almost everything I did. Speaking in public? Anxiety. 
Test? Nervous, especially with tests. My fingers brushed along 
my mahogany desk. It didn’t feel normal today. It wasn’t 
smooth, or was it just me? My classmates arrived, which 
meant that the test would soon begin. I rhythmically tapped my 
fingers on the wood. The teacher handed out the test, I wrote 
my name right away and looked at the first question. Using the 
property of tangent lines-- I couldn’t finish my thought. I did not 
know this! I knew I would fail the test, which I couldn’t. If I 
didn’t achieve a “B” my parents would force me to end my 
project.

I consulted Mrs. Baker in room 304 at the very top of the 
building. Her walls were painted a bright blue with multiple 
posters of the human body and the electromagnetic spectrum. 
Mrs. Baker had a large desk made of a smoothly cut wood. 
Multiple folders were strewn open along with papers spread all 
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around, messy and unorganized. I approached the table where 
Mrs. Baker noticed me and propped her glasses with a smile.

“What can I do for you?” she asked sweetly.

“Is there anyway I could enter the Intel Science Competition?” I 
inquired. After a long pause I added, “I feel my project has that 
potential. My prototype is almost completed and I--”

“I’ll do my best,” she interrupted monotonously. Her face 
appeared blank. Why? Had I done something or did she just 
not approve of what I want to do one-hundred percent? More 
alarmingly, was my project not of a high enough quality to be 
taken seriously?

At this point, I felt like I was becoming a mad man. I couldn’t 
eat, sleep, or work because I felt too nervous. Would I be 
eligible to apply for the contest? If so, would I do well? Bad 
thoughts plagued my mind as I waited for the results of Mrs. 
Baker’s decision.

A week later, Mrs. Baker explained me that I would be able to 
send in an application. My face showed how excited I was.

“Thank you so much!” I exclaimed.

“No problem,” she said, “but fill it out thoughtfully or you will be 
rejected.”

That was a warning, now I knew I had to complete this 
thoroughly or else I wouldn’t make it far. When she handed me 
the packet, I immediately rushed home to begin filling it out. 
What is your project? Explain what you plan to achieve with 
your project? Many more questions followed after. It took 
around two hours to complete the whole thing, then I handed 
the packet to Mrs. Baker. At the end of the day I received it 
again with revisions. So many things to correct! It was a 
nightmare, like revising an enormous essay for English class. I 
couldn’t wait for this to be over.

When I finished editing my packet, I eagerly sent it in. But I 
wouldn’t see the result of my work until a month later. In the 
meantime, I continued testing and debugging. Sometimes the 
machine was unresponsive, or the metal became stuck, or I 
encountered a myriad of other problems that normally occur 
while conducting an experiment. Along with this, I had to 
prepare all my papers for the competition in case I actually 
was selected to showcase my work to the judges.

In January 2016, I received the results in a dark yellow, sealed 
letter bigger than my head. I called my parents down, “Mom! 
Dad!” My dad appeared tired, slowly walking toward the living 
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room where I sat with the folder. He just came from work and 
he stared at the the letter in my hands intently.

“What is it?” he inquired as if I were a pest bothering him when 
he just wanted to relax.

“The results from Intel!” I exclaimed. My finger brushed against 
the packaging. A feeling inside said I had done terribly, and 
another trying to drown the pessimistic voice with positive 
thoughts. But I couldn’t open it without Mom. She supported 
me throughout the whole entire journey and my conscience 
would bash me forever if Mom wasn’t here.

Mom rushed down the stairs frantically. She had a business 
meeting to attend and I couldn’t delay her for long. “Yes, 
Ramsey?” she asked.

I didn’t say anything. Ripping up the tape, I pulled the packet 
out and skimmed its many pages looking for my name. Half 
way through I found the results. My eyes widened like a 
gazelle’s when chased by a lion.

“I...” I was speechless, “they admitted me in!” My nervous 
anticipation turned to extreme delight knowing my hard work 
actually pushed me this far into the competition.

Two months later I was ready to present to the judges. 
Everything prepared was neatly prompted onto my board, 
designed elaborately with many pictures. I also brought the 
prototype called the Auto Operating Computerized Miniature 
Turbine or AOCMT, to demonstrate to the judges how it 
worked.

I woke up early that day and readied myself. Everything was 
stacked neatly on a desk in my room, waiting to be presented 
to judges. My board and AOCMT were already packed in the 
car. My moment in the spotlight crept up on me as I climbed in 
my car, placed my papers in the bag, and began the thirteen-
hour drive to New York with my family.

“Hello,” I said pleasantly to the judge, “my name is Ramsey 
John.” It was early morning when my judge came to me so I 
sounded quite tired.

He laughed, “Hello! You appear sleepy.”

“Yeah I didn’t feel like coming,” I joked.

I gave a very lengthy explanation to the judge and he seemed 
impressed. But midway through, I began to stutter a lot. How 
could this be? Time slowed down to the point where nothing 
moved, as if everyone had frozen to death. My stomach turned 
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into a tight knot as sweat dropped down my face. Maybe my 
time spent in the basement made me lose ability to have a 
normal conversation, I thought. I felt I should take my board 
and leave to save myself from embarrassment. Giving lectures 
was not my strong suit.

I was at a loss of words, “I--I. Think...uhm...”

“Are you OK?” the judge asked with genuine concern.

“Um,” I let out a distressed sigh as I fainted. My anxiety took 
over. Everything seemed to flash before me, my vision turning 
white. At this point I wasn’t angry, but disappointed that I let 
something so small cost me the entire competition. I felt like I 
would do whatever it takes to stand back up and finish 
explaining. Determination compelled me to rise off the floor, 
but I couldn’t. It was over and nothing I could do would save 
me.

Everything around me stopped. Condescending and excited 
whispers among other competitors pointed to one less 
obstacle in their path to victory. Inevitably I lost, which was an 
incredibly degrading feeling. It reminded me of those movies 
where the world was on the verge of ending and everyone 
tried to escape in the lifeboats. The less people on the boat 
meant it would go faster. So the people onboard the lifeboats 

wanted less people so they would be able to escape faster. 
The people not on the boats although were prohibited to get on 
by the ones already on them. I felt like this, except my 
competitors stayed safe on the boat, and I couldn’t climb on.

I woke in an isolated room quite a distance from the 
competition room where my family said I passed out. I knew 
why. With a long sigh, I sat in the bed after an embarrassing 
defeat.

Then they came up to me and began asking an innumerable 
amount of questions about how I was feeling.

“How are you doing, honey?” my mom asked concernedly.

“What happened?” my dad rushed to my side and put his hand 
on my shoulder.

My brother muttered abruptly, “You won.”

I laughed aloud, “What do you mean ‘I won’. I passed out!”

My father explained, “Well, you should give a big thank you to 
your brother. He brought the recorder you used to practice 
your presentation. According to him it was originally intended 
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to prank you. But when he heard what happened, he rushed 
into the judging area and played your speech to the judges!”

My eyes almost began to water. I could get out of the hospital 
bed and give my annoying little brother the biggest hug I would 
give him in a million years- I was so happy. And that truly was 
a sight one would seldom see. I hadn’t noticed my mom run 
out of the room and sneak the trophy.

“If in any alternate universe you didn’t want me to come along, 
you would beat yourself up for a long time,” my brother 
remarked, closing off quite the day.
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What a Wonderful World
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
#

What a Wonderful World
I felt numb, tired of living in this dull world and in need of some 
action, something to do. The high school with many students 
became less cheery every day. I no longer skipped around 
with a smile on my face or accompanied my friends through 
the halls. Now, I walked in with my shoulders drooping, as if 
school were a prison. To live in another world-anywhere other 
than this-would suit me. My only escape was music.

During my free period, I slid into the music room, my favorite 
place at school. It was the only area where no one ever ruined 
my day. My fingers moved over the grand piano and sang my 
favorite songs. I messed around with the chords to make a 
melody. First, I played an ‘A’ chord, then fourth chord on ‘C.’ 
Sounds good. I added two first chords, one on ‘C’ and the 
other on ‘G,’ then thought of adding lyrics.

I may be able to create an original piece. I took a deep breath, 
unsure of what the outcome would be. Expressing my lonely 
feelings in song lyrics, I may make the world better. I’d rather 
be poor and happy over rich and sad. I thought about making 
everyone elated, revising the lyrics multiple times. I began 
singing.

“If I could make the world a better place, then I would take my 
chance.”

“But if the-” I was cut off by the bell, announcing the end of the 
period.

***

At the end of the bland school day, I rushed to my keyboard in 
the corner of my bedroom to continue composing. After nearly 
an hour, I started homework.

Honorable Mention
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In the middle of my math problem, I wondered to myself. Why 
is life so uneventful? Why can’t I have a decent life? What 
happened to me? I used to have many friends.

My desk was plain as well. Only my ‘2015’ snow globe stood 
out. It was special because it played music whilst turning. A 
blonde haired ballerina with blue eyes and bright red lips stood 
in position, a pink costume flounced around her. Faux snow 
and glitter covered much of her body. She seemed so 
beautiful, even though she was a figurine the size of my finger. 
I turned the crank as far as possible for the music to play. The 
ballerina twirled to ‘The Nutcracker’. I shook the object, making 
it truly look like wonderland.

“I wish my life was yours,” I stated wistfully. My admiration and 
tone of voice made me feel like I was hallucinating. Why am I 
talking to a plastic object? Am I that lonely?

***

My obnoxious six-year-old sister sat beside me as we waited 
for my parents to enter the minivan.

“Olivia, why are you always so sad?” she asked in her little 
kiddish tone.

“I’m not sad, Mia,” I replied in a congenial tone, though it came 
out dull.

“Well, your friends will be at the party!” she exclaimed.

I don’t have friends, I thought silently.

By the time we were halfway to the party, my mom called to 
me in the back seat as I hesitantly placed my headphones on 
my lap.

“Your friends will be at the party. Please don’t be on your 
phone or listening to music the whole time. Interact with 
people.” I knew Mom meant well, but she didn’t need to advise 
me.

“I don’t have friends,” I said in an emotionless tone.

“Well, today I expect you to make some,” she replied cheerily.

“You can’t control my life! I don’t want to be friends with 
anyone!” I began screaming, frustrated that she exposed my 
dilemma to my father and sister. I was now ashamed.
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My dad, though focused on the road, turned to me while 
driving and said, “You don’t talk to your mother like that!”

“Honey, please drive safely,” my mother said sweetly. He 
turned around right away, his face blotchy red with anger. He 
couldn’t say no to my mom. No one could.

“Mom, I’m lonely, but I don’t wanna be friends with anyone at 
the moment.” I was crying now.

My father turned around, preparing to say something, but I 
interrupted him. A red pickup truck was plunging straight 
toward our car.

I heard a crash and felt sharp pains. Within seconds, 
everything turned white.

***

My eyes shot open, but I was no longer in my car, nor was I 
even dead. My vision was blurry, as if I were under water. I 
was, however, able to breathe. I tried bending my neck without 
success. Everytime I tried to move a limb, I was greeted with 
sharp pains in my muscles. I was trapped.

Through my blurry vision, I made out a twin bed with pink 
sheets, and a knitted quilt on a nearby chair. I was unable to 
blink, yet my eyes felt fine. As I examined my view, I realized 
that a white rectangle in the middle of the room was a door, as 
it swung open.

An enormous girl walked toward me. As she drew nearer, her 
features became more pronounced: blond hair, bright blue 
eyes, and red lips. She was beautiful, yet a funny feeling came 
to me. She seemed--familiar. The girl laughed with a 
threatening smile plastered across her face. All of a sudden, I 
felt movement, like that of an earthquake; the ground was 
moving. Shaken like a beverage, I began twirling around 
uncontrollably while music banged into my ears. What looked 
like big chunks of glitter and snow filled my vision. The music 
sounded familiar as well-The Nutcracker.

***

What feels like weeks of torture elapsed. The twirling made my 
legs sore, and the music ruined my hearing. I had been a 
ballerina in this snow globe for far too long without a way out. 
The girl, once the ballerina, came by every now and then to 
torture me. She’d play the music and have me twirl around for 
hours on end. At times, she would talk to me, as if I could 
respond.
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“You know, you should have never wished for this. But it’s 
okay. Now I have a better life. I don’t think you enjoy my world 
much, but yours is wonderful. I’m so free now! I don’t have to 
suffer sore legs and hard of hearing again - thanks to your 
wish.”

She talked on and on about how my world was great, and that 
now I had to endure the same hardships I gave. I was lost and 
immobile in a place I no longer wanted to be in. I just needed 
to go back home. All of this thinking distracted me from 
realizing that the girl walked in and faced me. Great, time for 
this again.

“This time I’m gonna shake you real hard, so you know what 
it’s really like.” She aggressively grabbed the snow globe and 
began to shake me. As she shook harder, I felt tremendous 
pain. After seconds, she lost her grip. I saw her grow farther 
away from my view, while I spiraled downward. I heard a crash 
and felt worse pain, only to see white yet again.

***

My eyes shot open, and a plain room came into sight. I tried to 
straighten up, but pain reached every part of my body. 

Bandages and casts wrapped around me. It took some time to 
realize that I wasn’t anywhere even remotely familiar.

As I painfully inspected the room, the realization hit me. I was 
back in my world, but rather in a hospital room. Where are my 
parents? What about Mia? Whatever had happened didn’t 
matter. I was just happy I returned. I will never wish to 
experience a different life because many are not better than 
mine. I’ll be thankful for what I have from now on, but the 
memories of what the girl did to me will always be implanted in 
my brain. What a wonderful world I live in. I am glad to be 
back, even if life feels dull at times. Other lives are worse than 
mine. I now have a more positive outlook on my life, and will 
enjoy the world I am in. Then, a familiar tune popped into my 
head. I recalled every word, but had no idea which song I was 
singing. Soon enough, I realized this song was mine, about 
making the world better. Maybe that’s what I should do, rather 
than complaining about my world. From there, I knew what I 
had to do.
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praise the mutilated world
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

praise the mutilated world
Praise the mutilated world

Praise this utterly screwed up planet
Praise the warm fall days, and the cool summer evenings.
Praise quiet Sunday mornings and busy Tuesday nights.

Love your lack of free time,
Or freedom
Or free food

Forget your worries

And praise carpeted staircases, and stacks of blankets.
Praise hot chocolate, and chicken noodle soup, and slippers.

Praise puppies, and pasta, and pimples

Honorable Mention
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A Torrent of Colors
Short Story
Grade: 11
Solon High School
Instructor: Nanci Bush
#

A Torrent of Colors
My scalding hands clung to the twisted lengths of rope. I 
patted my shirt, ridden with streaks of grime and speckles of 
blood across my forehead, gasping. Gritting my teeth, I yanked 
back the cord and steadied myself against the edge of the 
boat. The white cloth rose slowly, fluttering in the sputtering 
wind, weighed down by the knots of the garments. Papa 
squinted into the glinting sunlight, scrutinizing the makeshift 
sail. I recognized his white linen shirt, dangling at the end of 

the long line. The one I'd bury my face in and breathe in the 
lingering scent of Mama's lemon detergent. The soft cloth I 
rested my cheek against, as Papa ruffled the pages of his 
newspaper next to a crackling fire. The cuff I clung to as my 
heart hammered in my chest, when my name echoed through 
the microphone at my school's art exhibit. All the familiar 
scents and sounds of my home in Damascus, Syria.

The crests lapped at my scraped feet, the slits stinging as the 
salt water droplets trickled down from my soaked pant legs. My 
stomach churned as I gazed at the stretch of ocean, 
enveloping us in a torrent. The murky depths extended out for 
miles from where the boat lay, a drop of color in a stretch of 
canvas. I nestled against Mama's shoulder and outstretched 
my hand, yearning to grip the sculpted wood, feel the tickle of 
the tuft of hair on my cheek from the brush. Guiding the wand 
across any surface, weaving an image just with a few 
pigments was my get away. My escape when I saw the armed 
tanks clambering through the village, razing everything in their 
path. My escape when the soldier yanked the boy from his 
upper arm and thrashed him against the wooden post, stripes 
of scarlet forming on his sunburned skin. My escape from all 
the evil of the government and their infamous ways.

The clouds overlapped, pillowed on one another. The dark 
masses bunched together, a deep charcoal grey. Pockets of 
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wisps blanketed the heavy billows and rays of orange glowed 
behind the mysterious depths, illuminating the sky as the sun 
lowered towards the screaming sea. My hand brushed 
familiarly over my leg. Soft strokes of the pencil etched out the 
crests of the waters. Water mixed with the dabs of paint 
slashed across the sky, streaking the paper as the tinged 
water rolled down the page. A lump of charcoal in my hand 
could depict the mouth of the night, as it swallowed daylight, 
the remainder feebly twinkling in specks of stars. I closed my 
eyes, shading the curves of the folds in the sail, blending the 
hues of scales of fish winking at the surface of the water with 
the fingers that trailed, skimming the tops of the waves. I was 
transforming the view around me into another canvas of mine 
at home.

I remember, painting the rippling lush green grass that the 
boys would race across, their cleats tearing up the soil. I 
remember sketching the myriad of quilts hanging in the stands 
of vendors, images of princesses and warriors seated regally 
upon the backs of elephants, thrusting their spears forward to 
fight whatever danger lay ahead. If only a paint brush could 
have captured the pungent smell of falafel, mingling in the air 
with the sharp twang of the pickled cabbage. Or preserved the 
joyous screams of Amira, my younger sister, or the sparkle that 
danced in my mother's caramel eyes, the familiar grumble of 
my father's mellow tone. All the snapshots before everything 
changed forever. Before we had left Syria. Amira's shrieks 

never pierced the air since the day we climbed the boat, 
always gazing sullenly into the water. Mama's once glistening 
eyes, now only sparkled with pools of tears, days on end 
clutching Amira to her chest. Papa's voice came out in a 
feeble, hoarse whisper, never booming, never powerful, the 
aura of the professor diminished. We were told a life in 
Europe, just across the Mediterranean Sea, held a much more 
promising future. I thought of the stories Amira and I would 
breathe to each other at bedtime, weaving tales of cobblestone 
streets paved with gold, crisp ruby apples dangling from trees, 
water so pristine, your reflection was mirrored back, disturbed 
by no ripples. But days at sea left a hollow pit in the center of 
my stomach and my throat shriveled, thirsting to reach land.

The boat jolted violently to the side. A shower of spray was 
tossed over everyone, drenching them from head to toe. Amira 
shivered violently in her sleep and Mama sighed, drawing the 
ragged blanket, now drooping from the weight of water more 
tightly around her. The clouds darkened over, and the sun 
seemed to disappear almost immediately. A great murmuring 
stirred amongst the crowd of squashed bodies, all heads 
turning up to peer at the sky, before a luminous magenta, now 
a charcoal grey. A clap of thunder. A blaze of lightning. Amira 
peeked her head out from underneath the blanket, her lip 
quivering in worry.
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Papa and the other men shouted commands of order. Mothers 
pleaded as they clung desperately to their children, some only 
several weeks old, shielding them from the piercing darts of 
rain now pouring from the churning sky. I stood shaking, 
stunned at the swirling chaos around me, screams, shouts, 
and the crash of the waves against the boat enveloping me in 
a cascade of sound. I was thrust forward, grazing my hand 
over the tough rubber of the boat, beads of blood blossoming 
from my palm. We had all heard the stories of the boats 
capsizing in the tenacious grip of the sea. I remembered the 
myths of the whirlpools swallowing crowds of people at a time. 
But you always think you'll be the one to beat the odds.

The people spread out evenly across the boat. Men ripped off 
their shirts, took down the makeshift sail, shrouding the women 
in children with as much cover as possible. I heard Mama 
anxiously praying under her breath, rocking back in forth, in 
time to the boat. I heard a wail as a woman waved over the 
edge, motioning for her son who had slipped overboard, when 
standing up to fetch a cover for his mother. There was no sign 
he had ever existed, the surface of the water turned over as if 
undisturbed by anything. The woman tore at her hair, sobbing, 
pushing away any touch.

I steadied myself in a crouching position, so as not to get 
knocked over by the swaying dinghy. The terrified faces of the 
passengers were briefly illuminated. Droplets of water 

shimmering on marred faces. Tracks of tears glittering on 
blackened cheeks. Another bolt of lightning streaked the sky. 
The boom of thunder roared and children huddled in a corner 
whimpered, squeezing close together to mask themselves 
from the howl. I crawled towards Papa, struggling to make it to 
the far edge of the boat, my palms stinging from the sea water, 
my knees slipping on the surface. Another gust of wind, and 
the boat soared over the height of another wave, as if jumping 
hurdles. People yelled, desperately clinging to each other in 
hope to not to succumb to the fate of the other boy.

Papa and the men tried to shush the crowd, comforting them 
with familiar words of Arabic. I recognized the saying, a 
famous proverb: "This storm will pass". I closed my eyes. This 
storm would pass. I would soon be roaming the gold 
cobblestone streets, picking the ruby apples, gulping the 
crystalline water. But I saw it. Mouths gaped in awe, more than 
fear, as the ocean swelled to more than forty feet in height, a 
distance before us. The men set to furiously paddling in the 
other direction, their hands scooping barely cupfuls of water 
over the edge. I dragged myself to the edge of the boat and 
slashed my hands through the choppy waters, hoping, praying, 
that we could evade the monster.

Splattering streaks of cobalt and navy across the canvas. 
Markers outlining the faint trace of the birds in the sky. Pastels 
etching veins of white, slicing against the brilliant blue of the 
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waves. Watercolors of tangerine, canary, rose dribbling across 
the paper, showing the rays of the sun now peeking out from 
behind the monster wave.

The looming shadow of the wave snapped me out of the day 
dream. Then, a resounding crash. I soared up from the dinghy, 
spreadeagled, beckoning towards the brilliant hues, shaded in 
colored pencil.

Then I was sinking. A cool, tingling sensation enveloped my 
body. An orb shimmered ever so faintly at the surface, now 
blurred by rippling waves. A faint stroke of a thin brush across 
the paper, water mixing with a tinged blue. A light tint of yellow, 
colored in a circle on top of the layer of watercolor. The mark 
of pastels showing the inklings of sunlight penetrating the 
ocean's depths. The effortless line of pencil, carving the 
precise ripples. But nothing could paint the crushing weight I 
felt all around. I loosened my grip on the brush in my hand.

This storm will pass.
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This One's for You
Short Story
Grade: 7
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors
#

This One's for You
Jackson’s dark dreaded hair dripped sweat. His brown eyes 
watered as his legs were like machines nonstop. He didn't 
stop, even if he couldn’t bear it any longer. His dad didn’t care 
about pain. He was reluctant with no regrets on anything he’s 
doing. Jackson’s dad put weights on Jackson’s built shoulders 
and demanded, “ten more laps.” All his dad cared about was 
the end result. Jackson couldn’t bare the pain anymore and 

threw the weights at the ground. Jackson frustratingly started 
to walk away without looking back.

His dad in his booming voice said, “Did I tell you that you could 
stop?”

Jackson being very tirade said, “No, dad, I’m just frustrated. 
You’re not my dad anymore; you're just a coach. I miss my 
dad.”

In a firm voice, Jackson’s dad said, “Jackson, disrespect, 
never say anything of that ever again. I am your dad, and you 
do what I say.”

Jackson sarcastically said, “Yes coach.”

***

Jackson was a senior at Grandview Charter high school. It was 
a small school, but Jackson was an amazing prodigy. He 
wasn’t just good at football, he was the best. Scouts were 
watching him, and top colleges wanted him. All his past 
coaches were always blown away by Jackson; they never 
once doubted his skill. He was phenomenal. Jackson only had 
one flaw as a player though. Maturity and self-control held him 
back from reaching his greatest potential as a player. Jackson 
made a joke out of everything and had the most fun time 
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possible. This made him lose focus and not take certain 
training seriously.

***

“Jackson, get down here!” yelled Jackson’s dad.

Jackson rumbled down the stairs and jocularly questioned, “ 
What’s up, pops?”

“I got a phone call from your coach, and it wasn’t a good one,” 
Jackson’s dad said. “He says you were fooling around at 
practice?”

“I was... but it wasn’t that big of a deal, right?” cockily 
remarked Jackson.

“Yes it actually is that big of a deal. You know better, Jackson! 
You need to stay focused! your future fully depends on it! You 
will be a bust if you don’t start listening,” exclaimed Jackson’s 
dad.

Jackson walked away before his dad even finished. All you 
heard was the slamming of a door in an instant.

***

The night this happened, Jackson's dad got a phone call. It 
was from his doctor. 

“Mr. DeAngeles, one of the parts I hate about my job is telling 
someone things that they don’t want to hear,” started Dr. 
Glenn.

“W-what’s that supposed to mean?” asked Jackson's dad, 
nervously with an upset look on his face.

“Well, I’m very sorry to say this, but you have pretty bad heart 
problems. Bad enough that it results with troubled breathing 
and a very high chance of having a heart attack.”

“It isn’t possible. I take perfectly care of my health,” said 
Jackson’s dad presoumously.

*Bzzzz* His phone rang on the other line. He lowered his arm 
to see it was his wife. With just receiving this terrible news, he 
hung up on the doctor to talk to her about it. He explained 
every bit of it and decided to say this.

“Honey, we can’t tell Jackson,” said Jackson’s dad.

“I won’t say anything, but you have to tell him eventually,” said 
Jackson’s mama.

“All I want to see before my time is up is my son on an NFL 
field,” said Jackson’s dad.

Jackson’s mom firmly said,“Well, make him get serious with it, 
then.”
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***

It’s the last week of highschool. Jackson made his decision to 
attend and play football for The University of Wisconsin. He 
got a full scholarship to be a running back for the Wisconsin 
Badgers.

*Bzzzz, Bzzzz, Bzzzz*

Jackson's dad was calling him. He answered, asking, 
“Whatcha need, Pops?”

Jackson’s dad yelled, “Come home right now!”

Before he could question, Jackson’s dad hung up.

Jackson, who usually goes and hangs with his friends after 
school, immediately got in his car and turned the key as fast as 
lightning hitting metal. Jackson thought something was wrong. 
He sped fifteen mph over the speed limit to get home. 
*SKERRTT* His car came to a forceful stop in front of his 
house. Jackson ran in through the front door.

Worried, Jackson yelled,”What happened, what’s wrong?!”

Jackson’s dad thought to himself,”This is the perfect time to 
start to push him and make him go the extra mile. This is how 
he will become pro.”

Jackson’s dad was standing in front of him. He glanced at his 
watch and said,”Good timing. Next time I want it thirty seconds 
faster.”

Jackson with a confused look exclaimed,”What?!”

Jackson’s dad firmly said,”Everyday I want you back here right 
after school. If you are ever late, I’ll make you do double!”

Jackson, still confused, asked,”What are you talking about? 
Double of what?”

“You’ll see. You can leave now,” said Jackson's dad.

Jackson left still thinking about everything. His brain was 
frozen, all of his thoughts out of order. He didn’t have his radio 
on as he drove home. This was unusual for Jackson. He 
usually blasts his radio with his window down. Jackson was 
just thinking. He was thinking of what could possibly be 
happening. Jackson finally arrived back to his campus.

***

The next day, Jackson finished his classes and went straight to 
football practice. That was hard enough. His dad still expected 
him to be at his front door right on time. Jackson came home 
right after practice. He watched as his dad got in his rusty, old 
truck. His dad didn’t say a word. As Jackson walked over to 
the other side of the car, his dad locked it. 
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Jackson’s dad rolled down the window and with a cranky look 
and exclaimed,”What are you looking at? Run!” His pa pulled 
out of the driveway as fast as one blinks. Grimly, he 
said,”Follow me!”

Jackson ran an entire four miles, and ended up at the football 
field.

“Why are we here dad? I’ve already had practice!” Jackson 
asked, out of breath.

“I’m going to train you to stay in the gym and work hard, even if 
it hurts. I’ll teach you discipline and maturity. I will make you 
work yourself to reach the best of your ability. Even if you're 
the best, I’ll make you better.”said Jackson’s dad.

Jackson was silent.

Jackson’s dad boldly said,”After I’m done with you, you’ll have 
a degree, and you’ll be in the NFL. Now, let’s not waste time.”

Jackson and his dad worked until 11:30 pm. This went on for 
months, after months, after months. They just kept working 
harder, repeating every drill multiple times everyday. Jackson 
was always on the same schedule. Classes, football, training. 
It happened every single day. Jackson saw it as his dad being 
cruel. He saw his dad as a coach, not a father. Everyday for 
three years, for three whole years, this same process went on. 

Jackson hated every moment of it. Everything was like a 
normal day until…

“Jackson come one speed it up already,”said Jackson’s 
dad,”I’ll add weights if you don’t speed it up without 
complaints.

Jackson grunted.

“I’m a man of my word,”said Jackson’s dad

Jackson’s dad put weights on Jackson’s built shoulders and 
demanded, “ten more laps.” All his dad cared about was the 
end results. Jackson couldn’t bare the pain anymore and threw 
the weights at the ground. Jackson frustratingly started to walk 
away without looking back.

His dad in his booming voice said, “Did I tell you that you could 
stop?”

Jackson being very tirade said, “No dad, I’m just frustrated. 
You’re not even my dad anymore; you're just a coach. I miss 
my dad.”

In a firm voice, Jackson’s dad said, “Jackson, disrespect, 
never say anything of that ever again. I am your dad, and you 
do what I say.”

Jackson sarcastically said, “Yes coach.”
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***

Jackson keeps going on with whatever his father tells him to 
do. Jackson felt the hatred at every moment his dad spoke to 
him. Jackson is now a senior, which means this is the year 
he’s getting his culinary arts degree. This would be the year 
that he would get drafted. He’s a top five prospect for the NFL. 
No one knows what team he’s going to be on. In the end, it 
doesn’t matter, as long as he makes the cut.

***

It’s finally the day. The official day of the 2018 NFL Draft. The 
day that Jackson has a shot at going into the NFL. His father 
has taught him discipline and made him the best he could be. 
Jackson still thinks his dad doesn’t care about him, but only 
football. Everything that has happened in the past, is what will 
determine the end result of today. 

***

“The Dallas Cowboys select…,” begins the monologue toned 
voice of the official announcer of the 2018 NFL Draft, “Jackson 
DeAngeles off the Wisconsin Badgers.”

Everybody in his family breaks down in tears of joy. 

Jackson’s dad looks at his wife and says,”I have to now tell 
him why I was so strict and cruel all the time.” He walked over 
to the phone once the draft ended and calls Jackson.

Jackson’s dad says, ”Son, congratulations! I am so proud! But, 
I have some explaining to do.”

With cheering in the background, Jackson happily responds 
with,”Yeah Papa, whatcha need?”

“This might sound crazy, but I have some pretty serious heart 
problems. I have a high chance at a heart attack at any 
moment, and I have trouble breathing,”said Jackson’s dad.

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?”upset, Jackson asked. His 
dad knew his smile faded.

“I wanted you to focus on football and work hard instead of 
focusing on my health. All I wanted to see was my son on an 
NFL field before I passed away. I promise I did what I did 
because I love you.” A tear fell down Jackson’s dad’s cheek.

Jackson breaks down in tears and says,”I won’t let you down, I 
promise. Thank you so much.”

***

Jackson practices with the Cowboys for a few months. He’s 
been working ridiculously hard. He still is working really hard. 
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He wasn’t starting, but at least he was on a professional 
team's roster.

***

Three days before the season starts, Jackson receives a 
phone-call from his mom. She’s in tears. ”Mom, what’s 
wrong?”

Sobbing, Jackson’s mom replies,”Y-your f-father had an 
unexpected heart attack.”

Jackson, worried, replies,”What, is he okay?”

Jackson’s sobbing mom replies,”Your dad has-.”

She comes to a stop.

Jackson says,”Mama, tell me now! What happened to my 
dad?”

“He passed away, son.”said Jackson’s mom

Jackson, crying before she finished says,”No! That’s not fair! 
He never got to see what he’s been waiting for his entire life. It 
was his dream to see me, and now he can’t!. I went my entire 
life thinking he hated me. And now that he tells me what he did 
was for the better, helping me live his dream, he doesn’t get to 
see what he's worked on. ”

Jackson’s mom is speechless.

Jackson hangs up, angrily and confused.

***

It’s the day of Jackson’s first career NFL football game. He 
made it, and the person who got him there will never know he 
made it. Nothing and nobody else matters but this. He can’t 
think of anything else; his mind is flooded with thoughts of his 
dad. Throughout their warm ups, his mind has a flashback to 
when he practiced with his dad. He sheds another tear under 
his blue and white helmet.

The start of the game happens, but Jackson doesn’t start. He 
actually doesn’t even play the entire first half. Even if he wasn’t 
playing, Jackson still took in all of the information he has 
learned in the past. He was patient, he wasn’t complaining, he 
was studying the plays. He was in sync with his other players 
and quarterback. He was looking at all of the offensive lineman 
and studying his lanes.

Five seconds left, fourth quarter, it’s Jackson’s time. They are 
down by three points, his coach points to Jackson and 
says,”I’m giving you a shot, Jackson. Get in there.”

 Jackson runs out. He knows the play is going to him. The ball 
is snapped and handed to Jackson. He realizes he has one 
shot and one shot only. He feels the cold ball in his arms. 
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Jackson is now in his zone, he can’t hear anything. He’s as 
patient and subtle than he’s ever been. He sees an opening, 
and runs right up the middle with blockers in front of him. He 
being still patient makes one guys miss, and then two. He’s out 
in the clear and has full running room. He can see the end 
zone right in front of his eyes. Jackson sprints into the 
endzone with still a determined look on his face. A face as if he 
must finish unfinished business. Without thinking, Jackson 
gets on one knee.

Jackson looks up to the sky in tears and says,”This one’s for 
you, Pops.”
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The Asterisk
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

The Asterisk
On the corner of Lander and Cedar Roads in Mayfield Heights, 
Ohio, an enormous real-estate sign rises above waves of 
knee-high grass, advertising in three-foot tall block letters to 
call Brad Kowit at Kowit & Company for the opportunity to own 
twelve prime acres of land for commercial development. Years 
ago, someone took a chance on the property, going so far as 
to plat the land for condominiums and lay a winding asphalt 
road. But the economy tanked, the condo deal went belly up, 

the grass started to grow, and all that remains today are 
wayfaring Canadian geese stopping by to cool down in deep 
watering holes and cops pointing their radar guns at early 
morning commuters from a tucked away, potholed ingress.

I wonder if Brad knows the history behind his eyesore of a 
property. My mother does. Nearly forty years ago, my 
grandmother routinely dropped my mother and uncle off at the 
corner during the summer, handed them twelve dollars, turned 
around, and left for the day. Doing the math, that would make 
my mother ten and my uncle twelve, and bear in mind that 
back then there were no cell phones or plastic water bottles or 
lectures about applying sunscreen, which basically means for 
someone of my generation that my grandmother was guilty of 
child endangerment. And I haven’t even mentioned yet that the 
only other people on the corner were old men who chain-
smoked unfiltered Camels and guzzled Pabst Blue Ribbon 
beer. This hell on earth (my assessment) was called Locust 
Grove, aptly named for its sixty-foot tall honeylocust trees that 
dotted the entire property, gifting sweet fragrance from their 
perfect, white, pendulous flowers to offset the odor of 
octogenarian sweat and Aqua Velva. This “slice of 
heaven” (my mother’s assessment) was where my mother 
learned to play golf.
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Locust Grove was a par-three golf course. According to my 
mother, if the driving range in Tin Cup had a golf course 
attached to it, this would be it. The players were hackers; the 
greens were chewed up because soft spikes hadn’t been 
invented yet; cigarette butts littered the tee boxes; and the one 
and only sand trap on the course looked and smelled 
suspiciously like a latrine as it always had a puddle in it, even 
on the hottest days. The greenskeeper was the same guy who 
shot bull behind the desk with the customers, and he seemed 
to think that mowing every third day was good enough. There 
was nothing manicured about the place except for the 
sandwich counter girl, whose long fake red fingernails 
fascinated my mother so much that she would keep going 
back for more ketchup packets just to catch a glimpse at them 
again and again.

The shortest hole at Locust Grove was 100 yards. The longest 
one was 174 yards, which seemed like a mile for my mother, 
who carried only four clubs with her – a wooden driver, a 
seven-iron, a sand wedge, and a putter. She doesn’t 
remember ever hitting that green from the tee box, but she 
does remember developing a golf swing. Hips firm, feet 
shoulder length apart, head down, left arm straight, lithe 
shoulders, interlocked fingers. Then, like a mime in a strong 
wind, draw the club back with a taut left arm, rotate the hips, 
and slightly bend the left knee. At the top of the swing, no 

pause, only what might be termed a poise, sufficient to permit 
the recovery of the club head and to start its downward path 
without checking its momentum. Upon impact, right hand and 
forearm straighten out the left wrist, and then follow through 
until the pull on both arms becomes so strong that the finish 
with the club over the left shoulder becomes absolute. Then, 
and only then, look. 

It was the summer of 1979. My mother was ten. Jimmy Carter 
was president; the Ayatollah Khomeini assumed power in Iran; 
nothing came between Brooke Shields and her Calvin Klein’s; 
and Sony Walkmans appeared just in time to introduce 
everyone to America’s future favorite wedding song – the 
Village People’s “Y.M.C.A.” And, on the dumpiest course in 
Cleveland, Ohio, my mother fell in love with golf, calling it one 
of the few cruel and honest instant assessments we ever get in 
life.

Fast forward. 

It is June 2009. I am 9 years, 11 months old. Barack Obama is 
president. The Middle East is falling apart. Again. Smoking is 
now taboo. Coppertone generates seven billion dollars in 
sales. The invention of polyethylene terephthalate and the 
marketing geniuses at Coca-Cola skyrocket single-bottle water 
sales past milk sales. Millennials drink Pabst Blue Ribbon to 
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be hip, but also fork over big bucks for expensive craft beers 
with names like Smooth Hoperator and Duck Duck Gooze. 
Apple releases its iPhone 3GS to the public. The “S” stands for 
speed, and another “S” is born as the term “selfie” first appears 
in the American lexicon. Michael Jackson dies, and I tell my 
mother that I have no idea who Michael Jackson is. Singing 
“Billie Jean” off key doesn’t jog my memory. Neither does a 
botched moon walk.

Most importantly, on June 28, 2009, my mother gets a hole-in-
one*. 

It happened on the fifth hole of Kiawah Island’s Ocean Course. 
There were five witnesses. My father, my mother, my brother, 
the forecaddie, and me. There is no dispute that my mother 
approached the tee box with her five wood, placed her ball on 
the tee, swore (I believe it was “G---damn it, I hate this game”), 
announced that she had nothing to lose so she would use the 
“stupid ass swing” she learned at a lesson the day before, 
used the stupid ass swing, carried the ball over 134 yards to 
the green, whereupon the ball somehow found the bottom of 
the hole. We have photographic evidence of the occasion, 
namely a snapshot of my mother, standing above the hole, her 
left hand steadying the flagstick from the wind’s assault and 
her right hand raised in celebration, pinching the golf ball. I 
love how tan she looks, how fit she looks, how happy she 

looks. The kind of candid camera moment that if she dropped 
dead right then and there, people would say, “Well, at least she 
died doing what she loved,” and that cliché might actually work 
in this case.

But, like all Areklett stories, it cannot be that simple, that clean 
cut, that Hollywood happy ending. There has to be an asterisk. 
I should have known it. In the photo, a shadow lies across my 
mother’s face, a sure sign of controversy.

Let me back up and set the scene of the crime.

Kiawah Island is a barrier sea island on the Atlantic coast, 
about twenty miles from Charleston. It has been the home of 
Indians, pirates, plantations owners, manumitted slaves, the 
Kuwaiti royal family, and now American multimillionaires, 
whose trophy houses pop up here and there amongst a 
mixture of lush maritime forests, brackish water ponds, 
expansive salt marshes and picturesque dunes. A lonely one 
lane divided road called Bohicket Highway leads to the island, 
canopied by mammoth, centuries-old oak trees that choke out 
the sun, mangle the sidewalks, and dangle Spanish moss like 
cobwebby marionettes. Run-down shacks, intermittent 
vegetable stands, and “Word of God” one room churches 
appear from time to time. Children play barefoot in their front 
yards, which are more dirt than grass. Laundry hangs low from 
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lines that only a drunk could possibly have strung up. Dogs 
hug shadows for relief from the heat, and sticks prop open 
windows, a poor man’s version of air-conditioning. This is rural 
poor. And it goes on and on for miles. When suddenly, without 
warning, a roundabout appears, and much like Dorothy landing 
in Munchkinland, the black and white monotony of the last 
thirty minutes gives way to a kaleidoscope of brilliant colors, as 
the trees thin out, the sun shines, and pink bougainvillea and 
red leaf hibiscus draw attention to the entrance of the Kiawah 
Island Resort. The Oz inside the resort gates may as well be a 
million miles away from anything on Bohicket Highway. 

Likewise, the Ocean Course is in another universe compared 
to lowly Locust Grove. Hackers aren’t allowed here. Just ask 
Jack Nicklaus, who consistently rates the Ocean Course’s 
difficulty as a “12 on a scale of 1 to 10.” My parents cannot 
wait to tackle it, and on the fifth day of vacation, they pay the 
outrageous greens fees for the opportunity to walk where the 
USA won the Ryder Cup in the infamous “War by the Shore” 
match in 1991, and where, more recently, Rory McIlroy won 
the PGA Championship. My brother and I are tagalongs, but 
excited ones because my parents, with the forecaddie looking 
the other way, let us drive the golf carts.

The course kisses the Atlantic coast, offering views of the 
ocean from every hole. Relentless breezes whipsaw the thick 

and salty sea air across fairways and greens that are 
cocooned by towering sand dunes and haphazard stretches of 
sea scrub. Seashells carpet the fairway edges and tee boxes, 
from starchy white angel wings to twisty top horse conches to 
tiger spotted giant cockles to imperfect sand dollar pieces. 
Blue herons, long-legged egrets, white ibis, and hooded 
mergansers hold court in tidal marshlands, while loggerhead 
turtles, those massive strong-jawed prehistoric crawlers, 
conspire along the ocean’s edge to lick away their tracks with 
each breaking wave. Every hole or so, an alligator sunbathes, 
much to my brother and my delight, but not to my mother’s. 
The forecaddie enthusiastically points out a deer to us on the 
fourth hole, which isn’t exactly exciting for two kids from Ohio. 
And besides, by this time in the round we are already too hot 
to care. It seems like perspiration perpetually surfaces on our 
foreheads, our cheeks, the bridge of our noses. It trickles in 
rivulets down our necks and backs and between our thighs, 
like warm chicken broth. My mother’s mascara melted off an 
hour ago, and the sweat pattern on the front of my dad’s golf 
shirt is an exact replica of Mickey Mouse’s head. It’s easy to 
see why every bird, cloud, tree, and human in this humidity 
succumb to the talons of indolence. Mother Nature is literally 
boiling our brains and leaving us half-dead.

And that is how we approached the fifth hole. Awed by beauty, 
but wringing wet and wilted. After four holes to the east, the 
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fifth hole turns back to the west, and wind becomes a serious 
factor, requiring players to use as much as a three club 
difference. In front of the tee box is a 10,000 square foot 
hourglass-shaped undulating green, running away diagonally 
from the right. It’s so big that it may as well be two greens. An 
enormous natural sand area, punctuated with thickets of 
pampas grass, runs from tee to green, ending in a steep face 
that cuts into the middle of the hourglass. The pin placement 
that day is right over the steep face, and the top of the flagstick 
peeks up, waving like a surrendering soldier whom we cannot 
quite see but know is there. My mother tells me that she is not 
sure if she can carry the ball over no-man’s land, but she will 
try.

As I said before, there were five witnesses. My father, my 
mother, my brother, the forecaddie, and me. There is no 
dispute that my mother approached the tee box with her five 
wood, placed her ball on the tee, addressed the ball, and 
swung the same swing she taught herself years ago at Locust 
Grove. It’s not the prettiest swing. As my dad describes it, she 
underturns her hips during the backswing and overturns 
coming down, drawing the club in a large arc behind her body 
and pasting her elbow against her right hip at impact. The 
result is that she looks like a one armed golfer using an axe to 
kill a snake inside a telephone booth. Or, as my then eight-
year old brother put it, “an octopus falling out of a tree.” In any 

event, when my mother hit the ball that day, it shot off the tee, 
traveled up, up, up, gaining altitude and distance, flying. It 
hung against the blue sky, and if it could talk, I imagine it might 
have said, “Boy, you guys should come up here and see the 
course from this angle.” But then. Disaster. The wind grabbed 
the ball, causing it to pirouette in mid-air, and then shoot 
straight down, quickly, like a loon surface diving towards a 
flying fish in the sea. The ball landed maybe 110 yards ahead 
but to the extreme left and into dense clumps of thorny brush. 
My mother looked hopefully at our forecaddie. He just shook 
his head and said, “Nope. Lost.” And this is when the 
aforementioned script played itself out. The part where my 
mother approached the tee (again) with her five wood (again), 
placed her ball on the tee (again); swore; temporarily 
abandoned the octopus axe killer swing for the “stupid ass 
swing”; hit the ball; and got a hole-in-one*.

No one knew instantly that it was a hole-in-one* since the hole 
was invisible from the tee box. But, my dad had a hunch and 
gunned the golf cart towards the green. I remember him 
braking hard, running towards the hole, and yelling, “It’s in the 
hole!” My mother did the honors of pulling the ball out of the 
cup, and I got the camera. I have to give my dad credit. He 
actually gave my mom two minutes to celebrate her hole-in-
one*, including the photograph I took that captures the 
moment that all golfers dream will happen to them. But then, 
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because my dad is my dad, he dropped the sledge hammer, 
saying “Hey! Congratulations on your par!” 

You see, the rule in golf is that if a ball hit off the tee may be 
lost, then the player takes a provisional shot, which only 
counts if the first one cannot be found. Since my mother’s first 
ball was lost, she was actually hitting her third stroke from the 
tee. Technically, therefore, she got a par. Or, as she has heard 
a million times since, “a hole-in-three.”

My mother is 46 now. Obama is still president. The Middle 
East is in worse shape than ever. After gaining peer 
recognition as the “best large brewery company of the year,” 
Pabst Blue Ribbon just sold for $700 million dollars. There are 
292 sunscreen brands in America. In the past six years, per 
capita water bottle consumption in the United States has risen 
from 26 to 34 gallons. And, generally speaking, good mothers 
never drop their ten year olds off at golf courses because there 
are 400,000 registered sex offenders in the United States and 
100,000 of them are missing. Clearly, a lot has changed since 
1979. Except my mother’s love for golf. 

Unfortunately, my mother’s rotator cuff is one step away from 
surgery, and she has no illusions of coming close to getting 
another hole-in-one*. In fact, she wonders if it’s even worth the 
greens fees for her to ever play the Ocean Course again. I 

don’t know the answer. But, I have hope for her. I hope that 
when Apple introduces the iPhone 18, when the Middle East 
finally gets its act together, when plastic water bottles become 
passé and Pabst Blue Ribbon goes out of business, that my 
mother will take her grandchildren to a par-three course and 
show them how to get the ball into the hole from the tee. 
Without an asterisk.
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The Barriers
I.

I am a seven-year-old newlywed. Adorned in a t-shirt and 
jeans, I walk down to the end of the driveway where my 
mother and soon-to-be partner await. The last rays of the 
setting sun shine on their backs, outlining their figures with a 
yellow glow that grows fainter as I come closer to my arranged 
fate.

“Do you vow to take up the violin as your main instrument?” 
my mother asks.

“I do.”

He does not utter a single word in return.

After our quick ceremony, we drive off into the sunset and 
arrive five minutes later at our honeymoon spot—my violin 
teacher’s house.

Ever since my sister broke up with the violin, my parents have 
been saving him for me to marry instead. Upon our first 
interaction, I can see why she left him; cold, stoic, and 
uncooperative, he is anything but beautiful. Each sound that 
comes from his mouth bites my ears and hurts the people 
around us. My violin teacher is the only one who can fix the 
dissonance in my marriage, but good intonation is not enough 
for a happy union. Although my sister eventually could 
separate from the violin, my parents forbid letting my marriage 
end in divorce. They will mold me into what my sister could not 
become: a good daughter.

II.
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It is another usual Thursday in 2009: School. Ballet. Violin. The 
violin and I have been getting along quite well as of late—not 
even one sharp note in the past few days. This good patch in 
our relationship only lasts because of my sister’s old sheet 
music, which, unlike the concertinos and short melodies of 
Suzuki, keep us entertained for hours. Mozart Violin Concerto 
No. 3 is a personal favorite we always come back to.

All of my sister’s music hides in various spots around the 
house, so I search each corner and drawer of the house in the 
hopes of finding at least one new song. Since she has 
graduated and no longer lives with us, her room is no longer 
off-limits and becomes my next target area.

As I dig for more scores through my sister’s drawers, a thick, 
spiral-bound notebook illustrated with a single flower on the 
cover catches my attention instead. I freeze once I read the 
date and opening remarks on the first page—it’s my sister’s 
middle school diary. My mind cautions me to put it back, but 
my gut urges me to flip through it. The temptation is so strong 
because my sister is still somewhat of an enigma to me. My 
first memories of her are the scream sessions she annually 
had with my parents, followed by our “playtimes” together. My 
sister often fought with my parents over how spoiled she 
thought I was: Mom gave me Barbies at an age when the only 

toy she had was paper. The sweetest, crispest apples were 
always inspected and reserved for me to enjoy, while she was 
stuck with the bruised leftovers. My parents showered me with 
an affection they never bestowed upon my sister, and that 
made her take her anger out on me. Whenever she babysat 
me, she would lock us together in her bedroom and drag me 
by the ankle around the itchy carpet, taking every opportunity 
to pinch and slap my legs. Every time my parents left the 
house, I would cling to the window in my sister’s bedroom, 
watch them drive away, and silently plead them to come back. 
But even before I had the chance to see them fully pull out of 
the driveway, my sister was already forcing me away from the 
window to play her little games.

Over time, my sister stopped locking me up and began 
ignoring me instead. I became less afraid of her after she 
invited me to watch Little Miss Sunshine and play Speed, the 
card game, together, and ever since, we have been spending 
time with each other until the day she left for OSU. Her diary 
could possibly reveal the reason why she eventually warmed 
up to me. I silence my battling feelings and turn to the first 
page.

As I read over each entry, my guilt slowly sheds away, first 
replaced by amusement, then by horror. She crushes over 
Orlando Bloom and his washboard abs on one page but writes 
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with her wrist’s blood on the next. Her fingertips serve as the 
pen, making it easy to tell where she ran out of blood and 
where she had to dip for more. After this two-page spread of 
red-brown-colored cursing come harshly scrawled words in 
blue pen declaring her hate for my father and everything he 
couldn’t do. I close the book. My sister’s emotions bleed 
across the paper, staining me with the intensity of her past.

When my mother is driving me to ballet class, I bring up the 
diary.

“Don’t listen to your sister,” she scoffs, keeping her eyes on the 
road. “She was really strange back then… Must have been 
puberty messing with her.”

After coming home, I hide the diary back where I found it and 
pick up my instrument. My sister is the bad one—I am the 
good one. The good one must practice violin. The good one 
cannot act like the bad one. The good one must be better than 
the bad one.

 
III.

I am in fourth grade. I practice violin for three hours and forty-
five minutes every day after school. Two years together have 

made us into colleagues—we’re not friends, but we’re more 
than acquaintances. I can play my instrument for a whole hour 
now without stopping, but the fifteen-minute break after each 
hour is what I look forward to the most.

“Hey, Lil’ B,” my sister grins, stepping out of her car to greet 
me. As she drags her backpack and laundry hamper into the 
house, she offers me a midnight movie marathon and 
sleepover tonight.

My sister has visited me a total of five days—two during 
Thanksgiving and three during winter break—since graduating 
from high school last year. When she’s here, it’s like nothing 
has changed: she’s holed up in her room, I peep in her room 
every so often, and we play Speed when she has the time. 
What hasn’t changed is the barrier she built between us. 
Whenever I speak with her, I feel her carefully selecting her 
words, crafting an omitted story for me to hear. I am the 
mediator between her and my parents, so she knows that I will 
report whatever she says back to them. Time shall naturally 
erode our wall, but for now, I can only lean against the bricks 
and wait for her to create the first opening.

Before our movie marathon begins, my father fetches me from 
my sister’s room; I have to practice half an hour of violin before 
I can spend any more time with her. When I look at my 



492

instrument, I see the barrier that I put up between us. I should 
not love something that invaded my life. I should not love 
something that steals my passion. I should not love something 
that reminds me of my sister’s past pain. And yet, there is so 
much more to this thing than I’d like to admit. Like my 
relationship with my sister, there exists an inseverable 
connection beyond the barrier.

I create an opening in our wall and meet the violin for the first 
time all over again.

IV.

I am fourteen years old. I haven’t been practicing much violin 
lately. The separation feels strange, but I can already feel 
myself getting used to it, just like how I got used to my sister’s 
absence. She comes home for Labor Day, and we head to the 
Cinemark in Macedonia to see Mockingjay - Part 1 of The 
Hunger Games trilogy. She avoids the local movie theater on 
purpose—staying in our hometown makes her feel nauseous.

Pitter patter, pitter patter. When we drive home, the rain fills 
our silence. The waving windshield wipers hypnotize me as I 
stare ahead, unconsciously counting how many times the 
highway streetlights flash across my face.

“How’s school?” she suddenly asks.

“Slowly killing me,” I sigh, shaking my head. “It’s hard 
balancing the workload with violin. Thank God I quit ballet.”

“It’s still too bad that you had to quit.”

“Meh. Pointe was becoming unbearably painful, so I guess I 
wanted to stop.”

“You’re lucky you were able to do both ballet and violin in the 
first place though—not to mention go to a private school. I 
guess Mom and Dad finally have money now.”

“…”

Pitter patter, pitter patter.

A few minutes later, my sister breaks the silence once more.

“I have my first therapy appointment next Sunday,” she blurts 
out.

“Really? Good for you. I hope it goes well.”
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“Yeah. Me too.”

Pitter patter, pitter patter.

“Do you want to hear a fun story?” she tightens her grip on the 
steering wheel and stares out the windshield. The tension 
laced in her voice grabs hold of me, locking me into her words.

“One time I told Dad that I would tell my guidance counselor he 
was abusing me,” she begins. “So he forced me to get in the 
car and drove us out to the highway. He threatened to crash 
the car if I didn’t stop crying.”

Pitter patter, pitter patter.

“You feel uncomfortable, don’t you?”

I shake my head. I stand on the borderline between my sister 
and parents. The line I walk is thin; one misstep, and I could 
fall onto one side without intending to. Though I see the 
reasons to go to either side, I choose to stay in the middle, for I 
must connect the two sides before they become permanently 
severed.

After coming home, my sister gives me a goodnight hug before 
disappearing into her room again. By telling me a bit about her 

past, she has opened part of the wall between us. Looking 
through it, I finally get a glimpse of my sister’s personal 
struggle and her side of the relationship she has with my 
parents, but it is not the whole picture. With more time, I hope 
the wall will erode even further.

 
V.

It is October 2015. I have been spending more time with my 
violin, but today, I take a break. My sister is home for the 
weekend. We go out to Coventry for lunch at Tommy’s.

“All I have to say is, don’t be pressured into picking a stable 
career,” she tells me while popping a falafel into her mouth. “I 
didn’t know what to do with my life, but Dad made me believe 
that I had to have a safe job, so I picked pharmacy.

“Oh, and don’t major in pharmacy. Not just because it’s a 
stable career, but also because it’s way oversaturated.”

“Don’t worry,” I snorted. “I wasn’t planning on doing either of 
those things.”

“Good. Are you going to major in music then?”
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“Well… I don’t know.”

While I don’t know if I can dedicate a career around the violin 
without ruining the relationship we already have, I do know that 
I want to continue playing this instrument for the rest of my life. 
Violin has helped me realize how important getting past the 
barriers we put up around us is: Getting past the barrier I made 
was the first step in loving my partner and the connection we 
share. Getting past the barrier my sister made was the first 
step for her to open up and trust me with her vulnerabilities.

The only barrier that isn’t broken down is the one between my 
sister and my parents—though parts of it have fallen over the 
years, enough of it still stands so that neither side can fully see 
each other. Some may think that it’s impossible for the wall to 
ever fall, but if my sister was able to clear the way between her 
and me, I believe that she can do the same for my parents. 
With time and support, my family will be able to look at each 
other without anything in the way and finally find what we 
needed all along—understanding.
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Mother
Poetry
Grade: 12
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Daniel Gray-Kontar + Diana Snyder
#

Mother
Mother
I remember buying her new clothes. By God she was so small. 
I remember her sister telling me how black she was going to 
be cause her ears was blacker than night but she was white as 
sheet. Oh she couldn’t stand the thought of me being 
pregnant. (Beat) I never asked her why, I can't now but man 
she was so angry at me she wouldn't even come in the same 
room, as me. But as soon as her little sister was born she 

wouldn't leave her side. (Pause) Man. My daughters were a 
trip, sassy, spoiled and cute as could be. Had they daddy 
eating out they hand. That’s probably why he left. But lord how 
was I supposed to know-how was I supposed to know that was 
going to happen? (Long beat) I’d never have let them leave the 
house if that was going to happen. They was my babies, I 
loved them to death. I mean I love them in death. They say 
you give us what we can handle. But how can I handle this? 
(Beat) Both my babies gone and I’m left. How can you take 
both of them from me? My baby wasn’t even 5 yet, but you 
know that and my oldest barely fourteen. She wanted to be a 
pediatrician. But after-after God after her sister was killed she 
couldn’t stop blaming herself. I know it. I tried to help her show 
her the way to you. But Lucifer grabbed her. It hurts hurts to 
come home to see your daughter's blood, your blood 
everywhere. The pain you feel holding your daughter body 
because she took her own life. You know I still aint read the 
note she left. I don’t think it’s going to tell me anything I don’t 
know. But I prayed that you got her soul and if you do tell her it 
wasn’t her fault. Her sister death wasn’t own her hands if 
anything it’s on mine. I told her to go to the store and to take 
her sister. I told her to take her sister. But I didn’t know they 
were going to be there. How could I was just so happy to get 
some peace and quiet for a few mins. But when I heard the 
gunshots Lord I just knew they got my babies. And when I got 
there and saw her holding her sister crying. Lord I ain’t knew 

Honorable Mention

TIONNA BARNES



496

what to do. Who-How does one prepare for that. (Pause) She 
looked so peaceful in her casket. Like she was sleeping I was 
going to wake her up but the bullet hole in her head stopped 
me and the one in her chest and leg and stomach Lord how 
does one prepare for that. I lost both my babies in less than 
two months. I lost myself.But they say you don't give us 
anything we can't handle. How does one handle this?

God
Lean on me when you’re not strong. And I’ll be your friend I’ll 
help you till the end.
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American Scholar
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

American Scholar
There are few things that are valued more than education, but 
how much good does modern day education actually do? 
Noam Chomsky, Professor of Linguistics at M.I.T, describes in 
his book, Understanding Power, the intellectual deterioration 
that schools promote:

I think. In fact, the whole educational and professional training 
system is a very elaborate filter, which just weeds out people 

who are too independent, and who think for themselves, and 
who don't know how to be submissive, and so on-because 
they're dysfunctional to the institutions. (Chomsky 111)

Chomsky firmly believes that school frowns upon those who 
are independent and that succeeding in school means 
conforming to expectations. In order to address this problem 
modern day schooling needs to change. If we want our 
successive generations to thrive, we need to alter the current 
practices of schools. The problem is not only with school as an 
institution, but also with some of the people and elements 
associated with it. School used to be thought of as a privilege, 
but now it seems like a job that is seemingly done without 
incentive. School cannot be a place where individuals with 
minority opinions are put down. School should be a place of 
nurturing, where students are taught to grow up and be their 
own person with their own set of ideologies. Modern day 
schooling faces many problems, primarily revolving around the 
distribution of homework, the inefficiency of teaching, and the 
application of curriculum. By adjusting these three pillars of 
education, there may finally be a home for an Emersonian 
American scholar.

Homework has cemented itself as a staple of American 
schooling, but to reach an ideal system the foundation and 
accepted paradigms of education require change. The 
question to ask is not “How much homework should be done a 
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night?” But instead “Why homework?” Homework is assigned 
in order to reinforce the learning done in class, as well as 
better the student’s work ethic and knowledge of the material. 
While homework in isolation may produce its intended results, 
when it is mixed in with school and extra circulars, homework 
ends up having drastic side effects. Denise Pope, researcher 
and senior lecturer at Stanford, finds that homework leads to 
“more stress, physical health problems, and even alienation 
from society”(Parker). The daily and rigorous demand of 
homework acts as a primary source of stress for many 
students. Homework often misses its mark as being helpful 
reinforcements of class material. It is usually assigned in 
excess and becomes busy work for the student. Homework is 
not only stressful, but also time consuming. Homework takes 
away from a student’s time to be doing activities of interest. It 
prevents them from cultivating life skills, it takes them away 
from friends and family, and it creates a negative view of 
school as a whole. Homework does not allow students to learn 
for themselves, and embark on self-discovery. The wilderness 
adventures of Thoreau are just not a feasible proposition for 
students nowadays. In order to keep up with the high demand 
of daily work students find their heads buried in books to the 
late hours of the night. While homework aims to teach 
students, it often makes them despise school as it symbolizes 
an establishment keeping them from doing the things that they 
desire to do. Schooling and receiving an education was at one 

time considered a privilege, but why now does it feel like a 
monotonous chore? In an ideal school, homework should be 
one of the many tools in the educational toolbox, and not be 
used as frequently as it is currently. 

Students are not the only members of a school community; 
teachers also play a large part in the development of students, 
their competence and effectiveness can entirely decide the 
success of a student. Teachers should act as mentors for their 
students, not only teaching them new material from a textbook, 
but also drawing upon their vast pool of life knowledge. Often 
times, students get caught up in the specificities and forget to 
take a step back and look at the big picture. It is the teacher’s 
obligation to show the real world application that the ideas that 
they are preaching have. With that being said, teachers should 
aim to encourage the development of a student’s own 
independent opinion. A teacher should not transpose their 
thoughts and ideas onto a student, and expect them to share 
the same sentiment. This concept creates a fine line that 
teachers need to tread on to ensure the flourishing of their 
students. Teachers need to build up a student’s foundation of 
knowledge. By only laying a base for students, they are better 
able to build off of that foundation and pursue their own 
interests. An ideal teacher would be there to foster the growth 
and independence of their students.
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Mandated curriculum has long shackled the independence and 
education of students. Curriculum should not be assigned by a 
federal entity; it should reflect the interests of the students and 
the specialty of the teacher. Mandated curriculum leads to 
classrooms becoming dull and the material becoming 
seemingly non-applicable. The mandating of curriculum limits 
students, and stops them from discovering their own interests. 
If schools are forced to abide by a common core of material, 
then students are limited in pursuing their passion. 
Furthermore, the curriculum that is pushed by a federal entity 
lacks applicability for the students. The curriculum is out of 
touch with the student body, and often times lacks relevancy in 
everyday life. The key to achieving better schooling is to have 
the lessons being taught resonate with life outside of school. In 
order to breakdown the barrier put up by mandated curriculum, 
schools should utilize a liberal arts style of education. By doing 
this student’s are able to explore many different fields of 
education. Allowing students to find out what they like is key in 
their development outside of school. Liberal arts style 
education is king in a world where possessing a plethora of 
knowledge is extremely important to success. Liberal arts style 
benefits those who are self-driven, and have a desire to 
succeed. An ideal curriculum would cater to students who are 
self-driven and passionate and it would spur them to become 
better versions of themselves, and it would spur them to 
become scholars.

An American Scholar is a sort of Renaissance man, who will 
succeed in any situation they are put in due to their ability to 
rely on themselves; school should not suffocate the growth of 
these special individuals. Modern day education is great at 
stifling the growth of students by having non-applicable 
lessons be taught by ineffective teachers who assign useless 
work. The only way to create a place for scholars to thrive is by 
reducing homework, encouraging students through teaching, 
and implementing liberal arts style education. The ideal school 
is one that possesses these three core tenets. Once these 
foundational ideas have been set, there can finally be a school 
built for an American Scholar. The goal of an education system 
is to produce students who think outside of the box, and 
question societal formalities, instead of following them blindly. 
In other words, the goal of a school is to produce those who 
follow Ralph Waldo Emerson’s idea of an “American Scholar”. 
The current methodology of schooling does not cater to these 
types of students. In fact it ostracizes them. By attacking the 
most defining tenets of modern education there is now room to 
rebuild from the ground up. There is room to build a school, 
not only a school, but also a home for an American Scholar. 
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Mixed Emotions
Flash Fiction
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors
#

Mixed Emotions
As I was copying the lengthy notes that was posted on the 
board, the morning announcements started.

“May we all stand for the “Pledge of Allegiance,” Mary Sonter, 
the ninth grader said.

We all stood as the “Pledge of Allegiance” was being recited. 
When it was finished, Mary had an announcement that the 

Varsity volleyball team won their semi-final game on Saturday, 
and the finals was tonight at eight o’clock at Jamestown high 
school. My long, thin legs were sore from the game, but I still 
managed to jump in excitement from the close game. My rosy 
cheeks flushed as I jumped up and down in excitement. My 
skin tingled as I remembered that we still have one more game 
that must be won.

“May Ashley Clark, Julia Sage, Alex Nefit, David Westford, and 
Kennedy Peski please come down to the office,” Mary said in 
surprise.

My brown eyes blinked slowly in awe as I heard them say my 
name, Kennedy Peski. I have never been called down to the 
office before. I am a good student and I never cause trouble. 
What could they possibly need from me? I cleared my throat 
as I got up from my chair. I started to walk down the wide 
hallway, fidgeting with my sweaty hands. As I entered the 
office, I saw my mom, dad, aunt, uncle, grandma, and grandpa 
with tears running down their troopy faces. I knew something 
was wrong.

“Honey, you should sit down,” my mom said patiently. “Your 
cousin Shelby, who was in the military, is gone. She left for 
Afghanistan and as she was getting loaded into her travel car 
with her crew, when a bomb went off and...she...died,” Mom 
said trying to hold back the heavy tears.
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She grabbed my thick, brown hair and she pulled me close. My 
bright, blue eyes filled with water as the wet tears dripped 
down my cold face. This can’t be happening. I ran into the 
office bathroom and sobbed with anger. All of the memories of 
our family dinners at Grandma’s house came back to me. We 
would build puzzles together, play Blackjack with a deck of 
cards and we would run around in the playroom as we waited 
for dinner to be prepared. I washed away the wet tears with 
the sink water and blew my nose with the toilet paper. I looked 
myself in the mirror.

“Shelby, if you are here with me right now, please watch over 
me as I am in school, as I play volleyball, and please watch 
over the rest of the family. This is really hard for all of us and 
we are trying to stay strong. I love you so so much and I will 
never forget you,” I said while continuing to cry.

I washed my face and blew my nose once again. I walked out 
of the door and I walked outside to our car. Mom and Dad 
were sitting in the car waiting for me while the rest of the family 
went back home. Not a word was said during the entire car 
ride home. As soon as I got home, I ran up to my room so I 
could take a nap. I was hoping that when I wake up, I would 
completely forget about what happened today.

***

My alarm sounded as I woke up. It was six o’clock and the big 
game was at eight o’clock. I knew I had to be there soon so I 
started to get dressed into my tight jersey and tight, black 
spandex shorts. I pulled my hair back and I grabbed my 
volleyball bag. As I was leaving the house I said, “Good bye” to 
Mom and Dad without looking for them. I clutched my keys and 
left the house. I drove to the high school and, I walked out 
while locking the car doors. I walked into the locker room and I 
sat on the bench.

“Shelby, I know you are with me and I need you to stay here 
for the game tonight. I am going to win this game. I am going 
to win it just for you! I know that you are not here sitting on the 
bleachers behind me, but I guess it is better to watch the game 
from above. I love you and wish me luck,” I whispered to my 
favorite cousin.

***

“The score is 24-25 in the second set, and it is game point for 
St. Francis. It was our serve and this serve had to go over so 
we put Sue, the best server on our team, to serve. She made 
the serve over no problem, but the team returned the ball over 
pretty hard. Abby passed the hard ball straight up, and Diana 
set the ball to the outside hitter, me. I took my three steps, left, 
right, left, and lifted myself really high off the ground to smash 
the ball over the net. I contacted the ball perfectly, and I faced 
the left corner of the court and swung down the line. The ball 
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landed right on the line and my crowd went bezerk. After the 
ball hit the ground, I looked up at the ceiling and said, “Thank 
you Shelby. That was for you, I love you!”

We won the game! As my team was jumping on top of me and 
crowding me, I started to drown with my own tears. This was 
the best thing that has ever happened to me and I have never 
been so close to my cousin Shelby.
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Self Portrait
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Self Portrait
Prickly pine cones tighten into coils across my head.
Innocent eyes appear happily hollow on the surface,
Little do they know my eyes secretly drown in the sea below.
My nose, a city on a hill, can't help but feel isolated from its 
body feature friends,
These Grapefruit lips pucker with sour anger and smile with 
sweet passion.
The tree stub of a neck remains out of place,

While the shoulders stand broad and confidence as a charging 
bull.
Exasperated feet trudge on an endless road of sweat and 
tears,
Supported by slim thick legs that look like a Picasso painting in 
real life.
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2 Kids and the Highway
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

2 Kids and the Highway 
The Kids & The Highway
my mind is two five year olds
behind the wheel of a semi truck.
 
one part speaks French.
one part speaks Korean.
they never understand each other.
they never agree.

 
one part steers.
the other works the gas.
they never use the brake.
they never stop.
they never agree.
 
i am the semi truck.
i am twisting,
turning through the highway of life
my drivers in a constant state of disagreement
 
happy, sad, angry, numb…
too many lanes to choose just one.
i swerve constantly
hitting other cars with every disastrous move.
 
i am the disaster.
i destroy everything.
 
my highway is a crime scene because of two five year olds
who don’t understand
the highway
the semi truck
or each other
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Third
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Third
not gold, not silver, just bronze
trailing behind on the sidewalk
there isn’t room for all three of us
opening my mouth
then closing it
because even if I screamed
no one would hear me
naughty little kitten, sit alone in the corner
watch the others have fun
but I did nothing wrong
inside jokes I don’t get
memories I wasn’t there for
checking my phone like people are trying to reach me
but of course, no one is
even though I’m third, I placed, I’m there,
I’m so far from the gold and the silver,

I may as well be last.

Little Drummer Boy
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Little Drummer Boy
he lives in my head
sometimes he is happy to sit
criss cross, applesauce
on my brain, calm and content
that is sometimes.
If there is music playing, he beats his drumsticks against my 
heart
And I feel the rhythm pulse through my body
If I am not giving him enough attention, he pounds his 
drumsticks against my head
Giving me a headache,
So I acknowledge him
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I take Advil, and he falls asleep.
And sometimes, when he doesn’t like what is happening to 
me,
He presses his drumsticks into my eyes
And all I can do
is
cry
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Lessons of the Lake
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

Lessons of the Lake
As I relax on the bank of the lake, a small breeze brushes 
against my face sending a chill through my body. I settle in just 
feet from the water and become more attentive to the sounds 
around me. The toads call from the lily pads, the crickets buzz 
on the cattails and the trout splash in the water. Despite these 
disturbances, the lake looks so serene, so tranquil, so simple. 
A blue impression on the earth, gliding along the ground, 
blending in the with the green fields and grass around it, just a 

different hue on the color wheel. The lake reacts to the events 
encircling it, as well as in its depths; it warps, waves, distorts 
and remains still. The lake not only teaches the onlooker about 
the ecology of an aquatic environment, but it further provides 
insight on how to simply live life. These are the lessons of the 
lake.

A 180° degree view of a tranquil, dark blue lake, forming a 
horseshoe shape, wraps around the land like a tight sock, 
nothing but the shade of blue stretches across my view. 
Initially, I see two mallard ducks with emerald-colored heads 
elegantly paddling towards me. Their beauty intrigues me and 
lures me to the water’s edge. I study each movement as they 
plunge their beaks deep into the murky water looking for food. 
The lake provides nutrients and purpose for these two 
persistent ducks. We all search for those places and people 
who nurture and support us. It is this support that sustains us 
and provides us with opportunities to grow throughout our 
lives.

The water mimics a mirror and provides a reflection. Hanging 
over a railing at Lake Kilroy, I look down upon a self-portrait of 
myself in the murky, bronze-colored water. In my reflection, I 
see ripples constantly changing form as the water moves in all 
directions adding texture to my image. The imperfections of 
the water expose my uniqueness and individuality. The lily 
pads and bank overgrowth shield my ability to see my true 
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reflection and inhibit me from accepting my real self. One must 
break through barriers and be confident with and embrace 
imperfections and differences.

From above, I intently stare at the murky water as it flows 
toward a small waterfall. The years have taken a toll on the 
man-made structure; it is rusted, battered and imprinted by 
thousands of gallons of water that flow over its edge each 
year. Yet some of the water is hindered from making it over the 
edge. For the droplets that fight their way over the edge, they 
find a nirvana full of nutrient-filled beds of sun-like orange rock. 
We all face obstacles along our paths. Fear inhibits us from 
taking that extra step towards greater achievement. We stand 
on the edge, look fear in the face, and it either consumes us or 
we conquer it. Once over the edge, we are exposed to a new 
realm of opportunity and potential that awaits us.

The lake reveals a large branch, sticking out of the water half-
exposed, half submerged. Part of the log has a view of the lily 
pads, the cattails, and the lake rippling from the touch of a 
breeze. The branch represents two juxtaposing thresholds, two 
worlds, a world submerged in gallons of murky water and 
unable to see the future ahead. A fish lives not knowing where 
its next meal will come from while a worm is unsure how much 
time it has until a fish emerges from the depths to devour him. 
On the contrary, a bright, more utopian world exists above. The 
sun opens its eyes and shines its light on every inch of the 

lake. Shades of green from the surrounding trees paint a 
vibrant reflection on the lake. Is it possible the world of 
brightness is trying to shatter the surface and help the world of 
chaos? Is the branch sending a signal of desperation? People 
should be that beam of sunshine, dispersing the chaos that 
lives in the darkness of our lakes, our minds. People have a 
duty to help those suffocating from hatred and anger under the 
surface of the dark and murky waters of life.

The sun begins to fade below the horizon, an indication it's 
time to gather my belongings and head home. I take one last 
glance back at the lake and reflect on my time at its banks. 
People move on to bigger and better opportunities, while the 
lake, the giver and provider, will always be there for reflection 
on one’s life. In the end, are we not all searching for that place 
and those people who support, protect and strengthen us? Are 
we not all looking for our own lakes? These lessons will always 
be stored in the depths of the great abyss we refer to as the 
lake.
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Life of an Iranian Jew: Escape, 
Freedom, and Hope
He had always managed to stay hopeful even in the most 
difficult situations, and here was his ultimate chance to put his 
hopefulness to the test.

As he stood only feet away from the Iranian-Pakistani desert 
border and said goodbye to his mother, Benny Goldman[1], 17, 
looked at the road ahead, his future. He knew it would be very 
difficult to leave his mother as he embarked on his long and 
treacherous journey, but both his mother and he “knew it was 
the best thing to do.” Eager to start his new life in America, at 
two o’clock in the morning, he took his first step into the desert, 
leaving his life of persecution behind in Iran, and never looked 
back. 

Prior to the Iranian Revolution in 1978, Benny’s life in Iran was 
“easy and comfortable.” He lived with his brother, mother, and 
grandmother in the Iranian town of Isesahan. “We went to 
good schools, and my family was doing well financially.” He 
lived the life of a typical teenage boy. Benny shared, “my 
favorite sport was soccer…. I used to play soccer all the time 
with my friends from school and my neighbors,” adding, “I had 
a good childhood.” This was in part due to the fact that while 
the Shah was in power, “the government wouldn’t allow Jewish 
people to be persecuted, so it was easy to be Jewish.” In fact, 
an article titled the “Jews of Iran: A Modern History” notes that 
“The years of the Pahlavi dynasty–especially the reign of 
Muhammad Reza Shah (1941-1979)–are often considered a 
‘Golden Age’ for Iranian Jewry.” While under the rule of the 
Shah, the government was secular rather than totalitarian, 
which allowed Jews to express their beliefs. However, as his 
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facial expression transformed into a frown, Benny explained, 
“everything really changed after the revolution.”

When the Shah was overthrown, and the Islamic extremists 
took power in Iran, life for Benny changed as he knew it. While 
most boys his age played with friends and had not a care in 
the world, at the young age of 12 years old, Benny instead was 
forced to learn the act of hiding his Jewish background. “I 
would constantly have to hide my religion and worry about 
being persecuted or possibly being in jail because of my 
religion or because of my beliefs.” In the article, “Looking Back 
on the Iranian Revolution after 30 Years,” Karmel Melamed 
explains, “Overnight, the Jews that had lived under relative 
tranquility/tolerance in Iran before, were turned into second 
class citizens because of their mere religion,” and 
unfortunately, similar to the other thousands of Jewish 
Iranians, this was the sad reality for Benny and his family. As 
the new totalitarian Islamic government gained popularity, 
Benny’s entire world turned upside down. Recalling the 
heinous injustices he faced, he says “the truth was that life 
was really hard for Jewish people. If they saw any Jewish 
person that had a lot of money, they would come up with an 
excuse and try to imprison or execute the person and take all 
of their money and assets.”

In Benny’s case, it was extremely difficult to live as a Jew in 
Iran due to his family name and wealth. Once in a country 

where wealth was associated with privilege and status, it now 
placed a target on Jews’ backs. Nostalgic, he remembered his 
uncle and shared, “he really was the kind of person that helped 
everyone, not only Jewish people. He built mosques for 
Muslim people, he helped build synagogues, and he donated 
to everyone in need.” However, despite his kind character, 
Benny explains that this same uncle was “executed because 
he was very rich and owned a textile company. He didn’t even 
have a trial. One day when he was in jail, they just pulled him 
out and killed him,” continuing with, “It was just that kind of 
life.” Besides being a Jew and wealthy one, Benny was forced 
to live with the burden of his executed uncle. “It was tough for 
the whole family since they knew we were related to my uncle. 
They were after my entire family after that.” The Iranian 
revolution was catastrophic for Jews, not only because “Jewish 
people had been living there for over 1500 years” and they 
were being oppressed in their own homeland, but also 
because their hard-earned money and assets were stolen from 
them by the corrupt totalitarian state.

Not only did Benny have to worry about identifying as a Jew, 
but he also concerned himself with what his future held in Iran. 
At the age of 18, Iranian men were forced to join the military. 
However, how could he possibly fathom the idea of fighting for 
a country that was against him and that oppressed him? “Once 
males finished high school, it was mandatory to go into the 
military, but there was a war going on between Iran and Iraq, 
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and I didn’t want to go fight for Iran.” Additionally, Benny 
explained, “I knew living in Iran, there was no future for me to 
get into a university.” He had dreamed of going to a university 
and furthering his education his whole life, but as a Jew, it 
would be very difficult for Benny to fulfill these dreams in Iran. 
Although he had no specific career goals, he knew that an 
education was necessary for success. However, he also knew 
that he had “no chance to get an education in Iran.”

His 18th birthday was approaching quickly, and he knew that 
soon he would be required to join the military. In 1983, only 17 
years old, Benny was forced to make the decision of whether 
to stay in Iran and face persecution or to leave his home 
country to look for a better life. Although leaving Iran meant 
leaving behind his family, he knew he had no future in Iran. 
“My family and I decided for me to leave the country.” His 
decision to escape was very difficult, but the road ahead would 
be even more difficult. Despite knowing this, he was ready to 
start his new life. Without a promising future in Iran, he set out 
to find one elsewhere, and he set his eyes on America. But 
before he could begin his journey, he would have to cross the 
desert border first.

At 2 AM in the morning, Benny stood in the border city, which 
not only marked the separation between Pakistan and Iran, but 
also the separation between his old life in Iran and his new 
beginning, and waved goodbye to his mother. Although his 

decision to come to America was indeed for the best, he noted, 
“it was very hard to say goodbye, especially to my mom 
because my brother had already left Iran two years earlier, and 
my grandmother was very very sick in Iran, and I was helping 
my mom take care of her, so I knew leaving would be very 
tough for my mom.” With limited supplies and minimal 
instruction, Benny and four other teenage boys who were 
escaping as well began their journey to America.

As an article titled “Inspiring Stories at Rav Tov Event” 
explains, through their connections with Jewish families in 
Pakistan, Europe and the US, the Rav Tov International Jewish 
Rescue Organization, “who are renowned for their part in 
helping thousands of Iranian Jews get out of Iran”, facilitated 
and funded Benny and the other’s escape into the United 
States. In fact, “anytime a Jew is in trouble and needs 
rescuing, Rav Tov will use their connections to help in any way 
possible.” This organization hired smugglers to assist in the 
escape of Jews from Iran as they smuggled other products 
from Iran, such as rugs and carpets. Once their families 
dropped them off at the border city and said their goodbyes, 
the organization gave them instructions to walk for a few hours 
in the desert until they met the smugglers. Finally, when they 
did so, the smugglers provided Benny and the others with 
donkeys and horses, and they had to ride them for the rest of 
their journey through the desert. “There were a lot of snakes 
and scorpions, so we might have gotten bit by them, so we 
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had to stay on top of the donkeys… It was very hard because 
they didn’t allow us to rest at night, so we were tired and even 
had to ride the donkeys at night. Sometimes a few of us fell 
from the donkeys.” In fact, Benny and the others did not sleep 
for two nights until they finally arrived in Pakistan. To make 
matters even worse, sometimes, they came into contact with 
smugglers working for other organizations, which warranted a 
very dangerous situation. As Benny explains, “the other 
smugglers would fight with our smugglers. They wanted to kill 
us, so we had to bribe them with some of the leftover food for 
them to let us go.” He finally arrived in a major city in Pakistan, 
but he still had a long and strenuous road ahead of him. 
Despite the uncertainty, danger and difficulty that Benny faced 
in the desert, he remained optimistic and managed to only look 
forward and focus on his future in America.

Even though Benny was now free from Iran, life in Pakistan 
was not any better. “Life there was really bad because we 
were staying there illegally…. We had to stay in one of the 
really bad neighborhoods [with a Jewish Pakistani family], so 
we wouldn’t be caught. As if things were not bad enough 
already, Benny shared, “I got really sick with malaria, and I 
ended up staying in a hospital, but the health care over there is 
really bad. After two weeks, I got up and decided I was going 
to leave the hospital without consulting any of the doctors.” 
However, luckily for Benny, he was able to beat his case of 
malaria. After two traumatic months in Pakistan, the Jewish 

family with whom Benny was staying worked together with the 
United Nations (UN) to help him and the other escapees obtain 
a legal passport, which provided them entry into Vienna, 
Austria.

When Benny arrived in Vienna, his life began to turn around. 
All the hardships through which he had gone were starting to 
pay off, and things were looking up for him. As he described it, 
“life in Vienna was much easier.” He was finally able to 
practice his Judaism freely here - the one thing he had been 
looking forward to for his entire journey. In Austria, he wasn’t 
ostracized or oppressed because of his beliefs, but rather 
accepted by the “other Iranians in the same situation living 
there.” Most importantly, he no longer had to hide his religion. 
“There was a rabbi that was living there and helping us out…. 
On a daily basis, we would go to synagogue and do some 
Jewish studies.” In addition, during his stay in Vienna, Benny 
was able to take his mind off of his situation and “have fun on 
the weekends,” for the organization helping him provided him 
and the others with some money every week. However, his 
time away from his mother proved very difficult, for his only 
form of communication with her was through written letters. 
Also, “while I was in Austria, my grandmother passed away 
from Alzheimer’s, and I was very sad thinking that now my 
mom was all alone in Iran,” yet he remained hopeful and “knew 
that life would be much easier in the US” when he was 
reunited with his brother and uncle already living there. After 
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nine months in Vienna, Benny’s United States passport was 
finally ready, and he was beginning to see the light at the end 
of the tunnel.

The moment of which he had been dreaming of for his entire 
journey was finally a reality: he was in America.

When he came to America, he settled in Cleveland, Ohio, 
where his uncle and brother who had escaped Iran two years 
earlier already resided. He lived with his brother in a “very 
small apartment” that his brother rented with the money he 
earned bussing tables. However, as Benny settled into his this 
new country, he could not help but wonder, “now what?” 
Though he was now in America, his journey still had ways to 
go. He was living in a foreign country with minimal knowledge 
of their language, limited funds, and a completely different 
background. The entire situation was “such a culture shock.” 
Laughing, Benny remembers one of the first events he found 
shocking; “I saw boys and girls already dating, and I saw a 17 
year old already pregnant!” All in all, despite his initial difficulty 
acclimating to life in America, he explained, “I was just happy 
that I was here.”

Soon after arriving in America, Benny began fulfilling his 
dreams of “getting a really good education.” He finished his 
high school education and went to community college for a 
year and a half, where he took some basic courses to improve 
his English. From there, “I applied to Case Western Reserve, 

and I got my bachelor’s degree.” It might have been luck or 
pure coincidence, but after experiencing a toothache and 
going to the dentist, a doctor at Case’s Dental office 
persuaded Benny to look into dentistry. “Then, I applied to 
Case’s dental school, and I got in. After that, I did one year of 
residency at Metro Hospitals and applied for a job at a 
company called Dental Works, where I got a full-time job.” 
Although Benny did indeed accomplish his goal, it was not 
easy. “I had to work part-time in restaurants to help pay my 
tuition for my education, and I had to get financial aid and 
loans”

Eventually, Benny’s mother escaped Iran and came to 
Cleveland as well. With his mother now in Cleveland, freedom 
from persecution, and his dream of furthering his education 
fulfilled, Benny had everything he had ever hoped for. When I 
asked Benny if America met his expectations, with a smile, he 
answered, “Yes, in America, I’m not worried constantly about 
my family being imprisoned. And here I don’t get persecuted 
because I am Jewish…it is a place for freedom.” At this point in 
his life, Benny was certain that all the hardships he endured 
throughout his journey were all worth it in the end.

Today, Benny, 49, lives a life that he never imagined was 
possible. He has a house, a full-time job as a dentist, a 
beautiful daughter, and most importantly, freedom from 
oppression. Similar to Benny, the thousands of other Jews, the 
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majority of whom live in Israel, Los Angeles or New York that 
escaped Iran also live much better lives today. However, 
neither Benny nor the other Iranian Jews have forgotten the 
suffering and pain they endured to achieve their life today. 
Benny is instead grateful for it, for it allowed him to become a 
better person. “I learned a lot from my childhood… it taught me 
to work through my hardships.” He also realizes that he is 
indeed very fortunate to have been able to escape and come 
to America because today, his story might not have been 
necessarily possible due to the current immigration debate. As 
an immigrant himself, Benny believes that America “should be 
careful about how they go about their immigration policy…. I 
think the reason that America is so powerful and so successful 
is because of our history of immigrants, so by not letting some 
of these immigrants come, they are preventing America from 
being great and closing the doors to doctors, scientists and 
businessmen.” Benny also does not overlook his Iranian 
background, although it is in fact difficult for Benny to identify 
with a culture that is not very accepting of Jews. “When 
someone asks me about my background, I tell them that I am 
Iranian, but I make it a point to say that most importantly I am 
Jewish.”

All in all, Benny could not be any more grateful for the life he 
lives today. “I am very happy with the decision I made 
especially now that I have a child, and I see that my child 
doesn’t have to go through the suffering that I went through in 

Iran and how much freedom she has here. She has a lot of 
opportunities.” It is his hopefulness and positive outlook on life 
and on his road ahead that allowed him to withstand the pain, 
suffering, and hardships he experienced, and now, he lives a 
life that made taking those first steps into the desert and 
leaving his mother behind worth it.

 

[1] All names have been changed to protect the individual's 
privacy.
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The Relationship between 
Colonization and Mental Health in 
Nervous Conditions
Tstisi Dangarembga, author of Nervous Conditions, depicts 
Nyasha, Tambu’s first cousin, as a product of the hybridization 
of British and African culture throughout the entire novel. 
Certainly, Nyasha’s British customs are very prominent even 
when she returns to Africa, for she spent the majority of her 
childhood years in the United Kingdom. Her first appearance in 
the novel clearly illustrates her British customs and Tambu’s 
strong disapproval of it; Tambu describes her cousin’s 
appearance, explaining that Nyasha “obviously had [been to 
England]. There was no other explanation for the tiny little 
dress she wore…. I would not give my 
approval” (Dangarembga 37). Despite the fact that she chose 

to wear a dress that “hardly covered her 
thighs” (Dangarembga 37), Nyasha does, in fact, realize that 
she “shouldn’t have worn it” (Dangarembga 37). Similar to this 
situation, Nyasha, a hybrid, faces many other internal battles 
regarding her British and African customs. Through an analysis 
of Nyasha’s behavior, I will argue that escaping one’s hybridity 
is impossible due to the permanent psychological alterations 
one experiences as a product of conflicting cultures. 
Ultimately, Nyasha, a hybrid, attempts to revert back to her 
Shona-self, but ironically in doing so, she employs Western 
tactics and experiences nervous conditions.

As a child, Nyasha was forced to accompany her parents to 
Britain while they received a higher education. Scholar Lindsay 
Pentolfe Aegerter explains that “she returns to Rhodesia at the 
onset of puberty” and she has “become ‘European’, 
understood best as middle-class, urban, Western” (Aegerter 
237). Due to her childhood years spent in the Western 
hemisphere, upon her return to Africa, Nyasha no longer 
adheres to African customs; she regards Rhodesian customs 
as a foreign concept. The timing of Nyasha’s move to Britain is 
crucial to the understanding of her as a hybrid character. 
According to “The Development of Children Ages 6 to 14” by 
Jacquelynne S. Eccles, a child is often the most 
impressionable during his / her prepubescent years. As she 
explains, “The years between 6 and 14—middle childhood and 
early adolescence—are a time of important developmental 
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advances that establish children’s sense of identity” (Eccles 
30). Precisely, the most impressionable years of Nyasha’s life 
are the same years she spends living in England. Even 
Nyasha herself realizes this. She confides in Tambu: “You 
know it’s easy to forget things when you’re that young. We had 
forgotten what home was like. I mean really forgotten – what is 
looked like, what is smelt like, all the things to do and say and 
not do and say” (Dangarembga 79). In correlation with 
Nyasha’s realization, author Eccles continues to explain, 
“During this period, wherever they spend time, children acquire 
the fundamental skills considered to be important by their 
culture” (Eccles 33). Following this logic, Nyasha’s 
development and employment of Western customs even when 
she returns to Africa can be easily understood. Even when 
carrying out simple tasks, Nyasha clearly depicts her 
absorbance of Western culture. For example, she eats with a 
fork and knife – a British custom – rather than eating with her 
hands – an African custom. Ultimately, she grew up immersed 
in Western culture, and therefore, that is the culture by which 
she subconsciously continues to abide.

Throughout the entire novel, Nyasha’s internal battle between 
her conflicting cultures causes her to behave irrationally. On 
the onset of Nyasha’s return to Africa, she is cross with her 
parents for putting her through the traumatic experience of 
cultural shifts. She expresses to Tambu her desire to have 
remained in Africa, saying, “We shouldn’t have gone ... The 

parents ought to have packed us home” (Dangarembga 18). 
Immediately, Nyasha realizes that her childhood years in 
England will have a negative effect on her wellbeing during her 
adolescent years. Specifically, her broken relationship with her 
parents, especially her father, is a direct impact of her time in 
England. Tambu, who abides by an African way of life, believes 
that “Nyasha ought to be more respectful [to her 
mother]” (Dangarembga 75). In a conversation between 
Nyasha and her mother, Nyasha openly disobeys her mother’s 
order to not read postgraduate level books, responding with 
“It’s only a book and I’m only reading it” (Dangarembga 75). 
Although to us readers it may seem as though this is a typical 
conversation between mother and daughter, the type of 
defiance Nyasha displays is unheard of in Rhodesian culture, 
which is why Tambu disapproves of it. More frequently, though, 
the readers can see Nyasha and her father disagreeing. While 
discussing her father, Nyasha remarks to Tambu, “I can’t help 
it. Really, I can’t. He makes me angry. I can’t shut up when he 
puts on his God act” (Dangarembga 193). Nyasha’s behavior 
in the scene can be seen as contradictory to her earlier 
behavior, as explained in the paragraph above. On one hand, 
when she returns from Africa, she clings to her Western 
identity as a source of comfort. On the other hand, she now 
finds her father infuriating because he is a symbol of Western 
culture; by disobeying her father, she is, in turn, rebelling 
against her Westernization. Again, her conflicting behaviors 
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show the inescapability of hybridization. Occasionally she 
rebels against her Western culture, yet she also occasionally 
clings to it.

During a quarrel regarding Nyasha’s late return to the mission, 
Babamukuru calls his daughter a whore and worries about 
how others will view her behavior. Eventually, he cries in 
anger, “Do not talk to me like that, child…. You must respect 
me. I am your father” (Dangarembga 115). In a clear rebellion 
of her father’s demand of respect, she responds, “Now why 
should I worry about what people think or say when my own 
father calls me a whore?” (Dangarembga 115). Again, her 
insubordinate behavior towards her parents reflects her revolt 
against Western culture, which her parents represent. 
However, ironically, to protest against Westernization, she 
actually employs the Western concept of standing up to one’s 
elders – a concept that is widely frowned upon in African 
cultures. Her intentional rejection of Western ideals in this 
scene counters her earlier embrace of Western culture. Also, 
though, her rejection of the Shona tradition of submission 
conflicts with her desire to revert back to Africanism. These 
conflicting viewpoints and ironic behaviors portray the 
difficulties and confusion she faces as a hybrid. Essentially, 
she is “stuck” between British culture and Western culture, and 
she is unsuccessful in becoming “unstuck”.

In the piece “Negotiating Social Change in Tsitsi 
Dangerembga’s Nervous Conditions”, the authors D.A. Odoi, 
Lesibana Rafapa, and E.K.Klu attribute the confusion Nyasha 
faces as a hybrid child solely to her time abroad in England. 
The authors attempt to make sense of Nyasha’s behavior as a 
direct reaction to her hybridization: “She is a Shona but has 
lived in England for such a long time that it has been made 
difficult for her to shed her anglicization and revert to being an 
African” (Odoi 155). With her inability to revert back to 
Africanism, as already explained, her behavior often conflicts 
with the behavior her father wishes she demonstrated. In one 
instance, her father hides her book, and she demands that he 
return the book due to her belief that she is entitled to the 
freedom to make decisions – ironically, a Western idea. Odoi, 
Rafapa, Klu analyze this specific argument: “Nyasha protests 
by walking out of the dining room, and this is naturally 
regarded as being ugly or disrespectful because passiveness 
is expected from a girl or a daughter or female by the section 
of society epitomized by the traditional Babamukuru.” (Odoi 
156). The authors continue to write that Nyasha chooses “not 
to conform to the traditional roles prescribed by the 
conservative segment of her Black African society” (Odoi 156). 
I agree with this piece’s argument that Nyasha does indeed 
resist her father’s rules and does indeed stand up to him. 
However, I also contend that Nyasha’s purpose of defying to 
her father is to reject Western ideals, which Babamukuru 
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represents. Nyasha’s defiance of a customary African woman’s 
role shows her inability to revert back to her Shona-self due to 
the opposing Western beliefs that are now engraved within 
her. These conflicting viewpoints result from the inescapable 
nature of hybridization.

A direct result of Nyasha’s hybridization is her development of 
bulimia. Similar to the disobedience she exerts towards her 
father, her eating disorder is also a means of defying Western 
culture. The readers can easily trace her poor eating habits as 
they develop into bulimia. Throughout the text, there are many 
instances in which her father has to force her to finish her 
dinner due to her refusal to eat. In one specific example, when 
Nyasha objects to eating dinner with the family, her father 
scolds her: “You will eat that food. Your mother and I are not 
killing ourselves working just for you to waste your time playing 
with boys and then come back and turn up your nose at what 
we offer. Sit and eat that food. I am telling you. Eat 
it!” (Dangarembga 192). After a few mouthfuls of her dinner, 
Nyasha expresses to her father that she has had enough, yet 
he insists, “she must eat her food, all of it” (Dangarembga 
193). In my opinion, Nyasha’s refusal to eat her food is another 
way to challenge her father and his Western culture. Similar to 
the way in which the vomit rids her body of food, she is 
attempting to rid herself of her hybrid culture. However, it is 
ironic that she develops bulimia as a rejection of British culture 
because the disease itself is a Western one. The majority of 

Rhodesians barely have enough food to sustain themselves, 
yet Nyasha, who is fortunate to have an abundance of food, 
wasted it by means of self-inflicted vomit. Essentially, as a 
sufferer of colonialism, Nyasha develops “nervous conditions” 
due to the complicated life she lives as a hybrid child. Her 
employment of a Western force – bulimia – to combat 
Westernization shows just how torn she is between her two 
conflicting cultures and how difficult it is to “undo” 
hybridization. 

Author Lindsay Pentolfe Aegerter explores the roots of 
Nyasha’s nervous conditions in her piece “A Dialectic of 
Autonomy and Community: Tsitsi Dangarembga's Nervous 
Conditions”. She claims that when Nyasha rebels against her 
father in an attempt to revert back to her African self, she fails. 
Consequently, Nyasha employs an alternative tactic to once 
again return to her Shona roots – destroying her body. 
Aegerter writes, “When her resistant diatribes fail, she uses 
her body to rebel. As her father asserts his authority by forcing 
her to finish her food every night, she asserts her autonomy by 
vomiting it up.” (Aegerter 237). I too agree that she uses her 
body as another method to react to the suffering she feels as a 
hybrid and to revolt against Westernization. To further her 
argument, Aegerter explains that, “Her bulimia signifies her 
refusal to swallow a sexist ideology she cannot and will not 
stomach…. The irony is that in turning from the unpalatable 
patriarchy of her father, she destroys her body through the 
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eating disorder bulimia, a Western disease” (Aegerter 238). I 
agree with Aegerter that Nyasha ironically develops a Western 
disease in a refusal to swallow an ideology. However, I believe 
that aside from her refusal to swallow is her father’s sexism – 
an African belief –, she is also refusing to stomach Western 
culture. Nyasha tells Tambu, “It’s more than that really, more 
than just food. That’s how it comes out, but really it’s all the 
things about boys and men and being decent and indecent 
and good and bad. He goes on and on with accusations and 
the threats, and I’m just not coping very well” (Dangarembga 
193). In essence, the bulimia that Nyasha develops is a direct 
result of the confusion she faces as a trapped hybrid. She is 
simply unable to make sense of her views on African 
patriarchal values and her conflicting Western values; she 
does not know by which ideology to abide. Consequently, her 
bulimia signifies her fight against her uncertainty and these 
contradictory ideologies she has experienced as a hybrid.

The chapter “Colonial War and Mental Disorders” of the book A 
Wretched Earth by Frantz Fanon explains the impact of 
colonization on one’s mental health. Fanon, who has 
thoroughly studied the ties between colonization and mental 
health, claims that this feeling is not uncommon among people 
who live a colonized country. He writes, “since 1954, we have 
drawn the attention of international psychiatrists in scientific 
works to the difficulty of "curing" a colonized subject correctly, 
in other words making him thoroughly fit into a social 

environment” (Fanon 182). Aware of the fact that her parents 
consider her a disappointment and her friends judge her for 
white ways, Nyasha feels as though she neither fits the mold 
of an English adolescent nor a Rhodesian adolescent, again 
validating her belief that she is a hybrid. She finds it very 
difficult to connect with her classmates, causing her to spend 
the majority of her time excessively studying. Her fixation with 
schoolwork can be seen as an escape into a different world – 
a world lacking conflicting cultures. Psychiatrists classify the 
inability to conform socially, among other actions, “under the 
heading ‘psychotic reaction’” (Fanon 183). Essentially, experts 
in the field of both colonization and mental health claim that 
the detrimental mental conditions experienced by Nyasha and 
many other colonized subjects are a direct and incurable 
reaction to hybridism, which explains Nyasha’s inability to 
adhere to African beliefs, as she once did earlier in her life.

Author Fanon also notes, “the defenses of the colonized are 
tuned like anxious antennae waiting to pick up the hostile 
signals of a racially divided world. In the process, the colonized 
acquire a peculiar visceral intelligence dedicated to the 
survival of body and spirit” (Fanon ix). The “peculiar visceral 
intelligence” Fanon refers to is the ability of the colonized to 
see the world from a different perspective. With the two 
radically different cultures present within her, she is unsure 
how to merge these multiple views into one whole person, 
creating “nervous conditions”. Throughout the entire book, 
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Nyasha can be seen fighting for her survival, which entails 
learning how to live life as a hybrid. Ultimately, rather than 
succeeding in her goal, Nyasha learns that the mixing of the 
two cultures, British culture and Rhodesian culture, is 
impossible due to the fact that the values of each culture 
contradict each other. She desperately longs to return to her 
African self, yet, ironically, she is so Westernized, she attempts 
to rid herself of Western culture by using Western tactics, 
depicting to the readers that she is trapped by her hybridity.
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Beneficial Recreation
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#

Beneficial Recreation
In the United States, there are strict and diverse laws 
prohibiting marijuana across the nation; some states allow the 
medicinal use of marijuana, while other states prohibit all use. 
In 2014, Colorado joined a small group of four states that 
completely legalized the adult use of all marijuana, including 
Washington, Oregon, and Alaska. Although there are different 
laws across the country, marijuana is still illegal under federal 
law, causing contradiction between state and federal law. Not 

only is there contradiction, but there is unfairness, too. The 
Unites States Constitution states that each state must respect 
the laws of every other state. This statement does not hold 
true, because as of Nov. 2016, 22 states will not legally allow 
any marijuana past their borders (Weed). Colorado’s 
legislation has addressed this problem, and joined the legal-
marijuana community in attempt to keep the country just. The 
outcomes of Colorado’s decision have been socially, politically, 
and economically positive and beneficial, though all states 
legalizing recreational use of marijuana need to implement 
better education programs to avoid a single important side-
effect, widespread access to marijuana among children.

Though Colorado has decriminalized the adult use of all 
marijuana, there are still a few problems this causes across 
the entire nation. Despite several states legalizing marijuana, 
marijuana possession remains a federal offense, and this law 
applies to all federal properties, including national parks, 
military property, and all other land controlled federally. The 
law excludes Washington, D.C., because the District of 
Columbia has legalized the possession of marijuana for adults 
21 years of age or older. Not only is there a problem of 
contradiction to federal law, but also there is unfairness to 
American citizens, according to the Constitution. In Article IV, 
Section 1 of the United States Constitution, known as the “Full 
Faith and Credit Clause,” conveys that each state in the United 
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States must respect the public acts, records, and judicial 
proceedings of every other state (“Article IV - U.S. 
Constitution”). This is indeed a problem, because not every 
state is upholding this clause. As of October 2016, 22 states 
will charge a person with possession if he or she is are seen 
carrying marijuana in their state, which was legally purchased 
in a different state (Weed).

The legalization of recreational marijuana in Colorado has had 
one main social benefit across Colorado. Before it was 
legalized, there was an extremely high rate of arrests related 
to marijuana in Colorado. Phillip Ross, a journalist for 
International Business Times, wrote an article about 
Colorado’s social statistics related to marijuana. Ross 
explained that in 2010, roughly 30,000 people were taken to 
court for marijuana-related cases (Ross). This rate of 
incarceration plummeted by 95% after the law was 
implemented, reaching 2,000 offenses in 2014 (Ross). Not 
only did the rate of arrests plummet, but the state of Colorado 
also saves millions of dollars in law enforcement and judicial 
order, which can be redirected to better use. Before the law 
took effect in 2014, the state of Colorado spent roughly $60 
million annually on enforcing the marijuana-prohibition law 
(Way). Although there are some exceptions to the new 
recreational legalization law which still need to be enforced 
and supported financially, such as only being allowed to 
possess two ounces a time, the state still saves roughly $40 

million each year (Way). This shows us that before the 
legalization of recreational marijuana in Colorado, not only was 
Colorado spending millions of dollars on enforcing the law, but 
also the state spent millions of dollars on housing inmates in 
prison. In 2010, the average cost to house inmates for one 
year in Colorado’s prisons was roughly $25,000 per inmate 
(Hirbyand). This money could have been used for more 
beneficial outcomes, including building schools, libraries, and 
other public resources. Before the legalization of recreational 
marijuana, children in Colorado would see their parents, as 
well as other family members, taken away into custody for up 
to ten years because of marijuana-related incidents (Stine). 
Now, the state’s prisons house other offenders, and the money 
is being redirected to be put to better use.

The legalization of recreational marijuana use in Colorado also 
had a major economic effect on the state. After new smoke 
shops opened all throughout Colorado, they began to collect 
very large amounts of tax revenue. In 2015, Colorado collected 
roughly $140 million in tax revenue alone, and is anticipated to 
collect up o $270 million by the end of 2016 (Ekins, et al). This 
money can be used for numerous funding projects or public 
services, such as schools, recreation centers, senior centers, 
and much more. In addition, between Mexico and the United 
States, the ongoing drug-war is extremely deadly and kills 
thousands of people each year. In 2014 alone, 20,000 people 
were killed across the United States and Mexico in relation to 
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fighting for or fighting against the drug cartels, and 27,000 
were killed in the peak of the fighting in 2011 (Breslow). Ever 
since Colorado and Washington legalized recreational 
marijuana, drug-related deaths have decreased substantially. 
Not only have deaths decreased, but also the United States 
has been exponentially saving money on drug investigations. 
Since Colorado legalized all marijuana in 2014, the state alone 
saved roughly $60 million in crime investigations (Way). The 
legalization of recreational marijuana is proven to be both 
profitable and cost saving to Colorado’s and the United States’ 
government. 

The recreational legalization of marijuana use in Colorado also 
had its employment benefits across the state. Not only did 
recreational marijuana generate a lot of money through tax 
revenue, but also the new dispensaries opening across 
Colorado creates many new jobs. In a morning edition of NPR 
news, host David Greene stated: “Toni Fox, of the 3D 
Cannabis Center in Denver, told CNN that she was expanding 
from nine employees to 30, by the end of the month” (Greene). 
This interview shows that there are indeed new job 
opportunities for adults to take advantage of. Not only is 
recreational marijuana producing new jobs and collecting tax 
money upwards of $200 million annually (Ekins, et al.), but 
also the legalization ensures more safety for each individual 
who consumes marijuana. Kimberly Alt, a marijuana 
enthusiast, states, “Not only would legalizing marijuana benefit 

the United States economically, it would also regulate the 
substance and ensure that it is safe for individuals to 
consume” (Alt). In states where it is illegal, marijuana is most 
likely purchased through a dealer. The consumer has no 
legitimate way of knowing where that marijuana came from, 
and it could potentially be harmful to the consumer. 
Throughout Colorado, all the marijuana within those stores are 
regulated, and individuals can consume marijuana safely, 
without any risk of consuming dangerous or harmful weed.

Although marijuana has proven to be beneficial to Colorado’s 
politically and economically, there are still problems across the 
United States that need to be acknowledged. As addressed, 
marijuana possession is still a federal crime under federal law. 
Under federal law, the first offense of possession of any 
amount of marijuana is labeled as a misdemeanor, and can 
result in a minimum of a one-year incarceration, and any 
amount of cultivation or sale of marijuana is labeled as a felony 
followed by a minimum of five years in prison (“Federal Laws 
and Penalties”). An average of 49 percent of Americans over 
the age of 18 would agree that banning marijuana across the 
entire country would be a solution to this problem of 
contraction; however, this would only cause a chain-reaction of 
complications and dilemmas, including catapulting 
incarceration rates, and overspending on housing inmates 
(Saad). In a more constructive and benign approach, a slim 
majority of 51 percent of Americans over the age of 18 would 
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agree that legalizing either medicinal or recreational marijuana 
across the entire country would solve this problem. Federally, 
the country would not need to legalize the entire use of 
recreational marijuana, but just legalizing the use of medicinal 
marijuana would suffice in abolishing this problem, because it 
would allow anyone to pass through a state while carrying 
marijuana legally. Admittedly, this strikes another problem. 
Reportedly, children in Colorado were taking visits to the 
hospital after unknowingly consuming a recreational marijuana 
product, such as sweets and brownies. A study by a group of 
doctors in the field of medicine and professors at the University 
of Colorado shows that Colorado’s Remote Procedure Call 
received 163 cases between 2009-2015 of children under the 
age of 10 accidentally ingesting a marijuana product (Wang, et 
al.). Although this could be quite frightening for any parent, this 
issue could be dispelled by educating our youth about 
marijuana and marijuana products in school. If adding an extra 
course to each school is too costly, this problem could also be 
dispelled by simply clearly labeling any THC-infused food that 
could potentially be confused for children’s sweets and snacks.

Another problem addressed is the legal cannabis consumers 
of America are not being treated fairly by their neighboring 
states. In Article IV, Section 1 of the United States Constitution, 
known as the “Full Faith and Credit Clause,” it is clearly stated 
that each state in the United States must respect the public 
acts, records, and judicial proceedings of every other state in 

the United States (“Article IV - U.S. Constitution”). This clause 
is currently being violated, as there are many states that do not 
respect other states’ laws pertaining marijuana. As of Nov. 
2016, there are twenty-eight states that legally allow some sort 
of use of marijuana, which therefore implies the legal 
possession of the substance. However, there are twenty-two 
states that will not allow any marijuana to pass through their 
state, even if it was purchased legally in a neighboring state. 
On average, possession of less than two ounces of marijuana 
in an illegal state will result in one year of jail time, and an 
average fine of $1,000 (“State-by-State List of Marijuana 
Laws”). A solution to this problem could be, again, to legalize 
marijuana in all 50 states, or simply legalizing the possession 
of a certain amount of marijuana in all 50 states. This would 
justify the “Full Faith and Credit Clause,” and restore justice to 
an average cannabis consumer.

Overall, the legalization of recreational marijuana across in 
Colorado has proven to be quite advantageous to Colorado’s 
citizens. In similar regards, some form of legalization of 
marijuana in every state in the United States would be very 
beneficial, too. Not only could each state begin to see their 
incarceration rates decline, but also parents who are cannabis 
consumers across the country wouldn’t need to worry about 
the chance of abandoning their children. In 2010, Bernard 
Noble, a humble father of seven with two previous nonviolent 
offenses, was stopped and caught on a New Orleans street 
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possessing a small amount of marijuana. Although nonviolent 
and seemingly unserious, his sentence came to be a little over 
thirteen years. His seven children are now growing up without 
a father figure, which could potentially cause emotional 
problems throughout their lives (Wegman). On top of saving 
families from separation and emotional damage, each state 
would be collecting mass amounts of tax money annually. 
Additionally, new job offerings and opportunities would begin to 
appear in new smoke shops across the country. The 
legalization of recreational marijuana across the country, or 
even just possession of marijuana, would also redress the 
unfairness and inconsistency of laws presented by many 
states that have no laws in favor of marijuana.
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What Sound Does a Cat Make?
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

What Sound Does a Cat Make?
My parents were friends of friends who met at a party in their 
junior year of high school. They began dating and have been 
by each other’s sides from that day forward. My parents’ 
unwavering devotion to each other and to the success of their 
family has been constant throughout their lives and has greatly 
influenced the course of mine. Four years after they married, I 
was born into a silent world. With no mandatory newborn 

hearing screenings at the time, my severe-profound hearing 
loss remained undiagnosed my entire first year of life. 

Over time, my parents began to suspect that something was 
amiss. I would not respond when they came into my room or 
made noises behind me until I saw them out of the corner of 
my eye. Multiple professionals assured my parents that there 
was nothing to worry about after I passed hearing tests solely 
through my response to the visual cues that were used in 
conjunction with the noises. I attribute most of my success in 
life to my parents’ determination, in this situation as well as 
countless others. They continued to take me to different 
doctors until one eventually ran a more complicated test which 
determined that I had a severe to profound hearing loss. 

My parents were initially distraught by the news. I can only 
imagine how their view of the idyllic life they had planned for 
their family was shattered with the news of my disability. They 
were advised to enroll me in the local school for students with 
disabilities. With the information they received, they believed 
that I would never be able to hear them call my name, let alone 
excel at debate or take AP Spanish. Their sadness did not last 
long. My parents were grateful that they had been able to 
diagnose me so that they could work to help me in every way 
humanly possible. My parents are fighters. They did not resign 
to the possibility of sending me to a school with children with 
mental and physical disabilities. They believed that I should be 
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offered the same opportunities to thrive and succeed as other 
children my age. From the beginning, they did not let my 
disability hold me back in life, and I have never believed that it 
would. They had one goal in mind when they learned of my 
deafness: to provide me with the best education possible, in 
order to position me for success in the hearing world. 

My parents were fortunate to stumble upon a language 
therapist who explained to them that with years of continuous 
therapy, I would be able to listen and speak . My parents later 
found and joined a support group with a few other families who 
were the original trailblazers who defied every doctor and 
naysayer by using auditory verbal therapy. My parents saw 
how these children could hear, and decided that helping me to 
listen and speak would provide my best chance for success in 
the hearing world. My parents were among the “second 
generation” of parents, who followed the lead of the originals, 
contributing to the huge auditory-verbal movement, which has 
allowed many children to follow in my footsteps. I received 
hearing aids, which, though not powerful enough to help me 
hear, provided some stimulation to my brain and the auditory 
nerve, allowing it to retain some of its plasticity for the cochlear 
implants that I would receive later. 

As I scoured countless photo albums from my childhood, I was 
frustrated that I could not find the exact photo I had in mind to 
share with my class. I wanted a picture of my father and 

mother and I together, reading or playing a game. However, 
after flipping through a dozen albums, it dawned on me that 
my parents would have had nobody to take a photo of all three 
of us. They set on their journey to bring me sound alone 
against the advice of physicians and pediatricians, and have 
made huge sacrifices in order to help me hear. One of them 
was always present in my life, with my mother working nights 
and my father working days, so that I would always have a 
parent with whom I could explore the world around me. 

After I received my first cochlear implant, when I was 20 
months old, the true test of grit and determination began. 
Undergoing this listening and language therapy for the first 
time was nothing more than the necessary learning that is 
undertaken by a young child, yet undertaken much more 
frequently and to a larger extent. I have more recently 
fathomed the stamina necessary to actively train your brain to 
convert electrical impulses into sound after I received my 
second implant when I was 7 years old. I can clearly 
remember how difficult it was to get out the flashcards and 
practice listening to the pops that barely resembled the words I 
heard with my first implant. In the photo that I uncovered from 
the back of the second to last album, I only had my right 
implant. At the time, implants were larger than smartphones 
are today, and I had to wear it on a harness in a purple pouch, 
which is visible between my father’s hand and the book we 
read together. Over my right shoulder, I can vaguely make out 
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the cord clipped to my shirt, so that as I ran around as the 
happy toddler I was, the magnet would not fall off of my head. 

Only parents who have children with a hearing loss understand 
how much vocabulary a trip to Build-A-Bear to create a stuffed 
orange cat can introduce to a child. “Fur” “Soft” “Accessories” 
“Tabby Cat” “Stuffing” “Stitches” “Heart”. It was an all- day 
adventure. I remember strapping a seatbelt onto my cat in the 
car on the ride home from the mall. The heart that I had 
gingerly placed into my cat made him as real to me as the 
living cat at my house. 

As I look at the photo of my father reading to me, I can only 
begin to grasp how many hours they spent doing therapy with 
me when I was a child in order to develop my language and 
listening skills. This photo was taken eight months after my 
implant surgery, four months after my second birthday. Hours 
of reading a day led us to exhaust our reading materials 
quickly. The pamphlet that my father is reading is a brochure 
from Build A Bear, which we had evidently visited earlier that 
morning, judging from the stuffed animal in my hand. I am in 
my pajamas, comfortable and likely a bit sleepy. I can imagine 
my father calling to me, “Regan, let’s read the book they gave 
us at Build A Bear today!” My father is reading the pamphlet to 
me, as I recall the events that had taken place hours ago in the 
store full of potential stuffed animal friends. “Choose me”, 
“Stuff me”, the two visible pages read in large block letters. I 

look on eagerly but a bit bewildered, excited to learn more 
about “Regan’s Nice Cat” but overwhelmed by the new words 
that I had never seen before. My father looks intent, focused 
on his mission to help his child understand language. Little did 
I know that as I complacently sat on my father's knee and 
absorbed his words, my mind was expanding and my 
language skills progressing. 

That day, I knew that I was responsible for the transformation 
of my tabby cat from a limp piece of orange fur to a living 
friend with a beating heart. Later, I realized that I had brought 
the life into my cat in the same way that my parents had 
brought the life into me, through defying the norm and setting 
out on a journey to bring me sound. Over the years, my 
appreciation for the sacrifices of my parents has never 
dwindled. I am grateful that they never took “no” for an answer, 
and that they cared so deeply about my future. These qualities 
of dedication and eternal love are ones I wish to pass to my 
own children; ones that I hope will become a tenet of my life 
when I have a family of my own. 

This photo, I realize, tells a story. A story of courage and hope 
in the face of unspeakable devastation. The story of a couple 
who loves their daughter so much and sacrificed so much for 
her. A couple who has never stopped pushing their daughter to 
be the best she can be and to accomplish what others told 
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them would never happen. It is the story of a girl who defied 
expectations and became what she was told she couldn’t.
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Aurora
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
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#

Aurora
He called me Aurora
Because we were watching the sunset
Over dewy grass.
He said I was the pinks and reds
that carried darkness on its shoulders.
He didn’t know then that I was dark blue.
I spat ocean into the toilet
Gasping for breath in waves.

I held crashed ships in between my toes
And the ones still sailing in my veins.
 
So I think a better name would be: 
Sea.
But you didn’t think the sea was pretty.
You didn’t think.
And in that moment, I realized I was alone
A vast thing
floating on top of unfriendly sand
And receding from seashells.
You are aurora
And I am the darkness you carry.
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Wallpaper
When I was fourteen years old, one of my best friends had a 
Twilight-themed birthday party in her shiny new house. I had 
never seen the movie, but everyone else she invited had 
watched it and loved it. We had popsicles that melted onto our 
legs that made the humid day feel even stickier. I pretended to 
know about the movie and tried to fit in with her new friends. I 
knew our friendship was almost over because she had moved 
away and I had started a new high school, but I just wanted to 
pretend everything was fine. I wanted to savor the rest of our 
time together like the tiny chocolate squares that would melt in 
my mouth and disappear in seconds.

As soon as I got home from her party, I ran up the stairs to my 
room frantically. I ran as if the answer to our troubled 
friendship could be found somewhere up there. When I 
arrived, I was met with the eyes of countless pop stars – every 

inch of space in my bedroom had been covered by posters of 
Justin Bieber, Selena Gomez, and some of my other favorite 
artists. I don’t think I would have been able to recognize the 
celebrities in their true form because I was so used to staring 
at their enlarged, Photoshopped faces in awe. They were so 
perfect and pretty, I thought. They had everything. It wasn’t fair 
that they had fans who screamed their names and private jets 
to take them wherever they wanted to go. The anger bubbled 
inside of me, and I ripped a poster of Selena right off of the 
wall. Seeing her crumpled face lying on the floor made 
fourteen-year-old me feel better somehow. I took down all the 
posters hanging on my wall until there was nothing left except 
my bright pink walls to stare back at me.

Feelings of regret immediately washed over me. These were 
my idols, and I had just torn them from my life as if the pink 
walls were my heart. But just when I thought I had ruined 
everything, a fleeting but major realization grasped me: let go. 
I refused to pretend that everything was perfect and allow my 
heart to be stolen by a friend who didn’t want it anymore. I had 
changed, my friend had changed, and I chose to accept it. I 
recognized that a part of growing up was confronting loss, and 
not everything could stay the same in my life.

I ran to my family’s desktop computer and searched for 
inspiring quotes, I dug out the entirety of my art supplies, and I 
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uncovered all the pieces that I had created in the past year 
and a half of art classes. I replaced the bright faces of my 
previous idols with all the pictures that I had developed in the 
dark room. I surrounded myself with the happiness and 
inspiration that others had skillfully put into words. The new 
surroundings made me feel calmer somehow, and made my 
room feel more like mine. I created my own art gallery using 
only my sixty-four pack of crayons, scrapbooking paper, and 
Sharpies.
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Marlo Irene; Marlo Irene, Seven 
Months Later
Marlo Irene

My father carved out the image of God in the dirt
when he dug a grave for my cat in the garden.
 
I sat inside while he worked,

and I did not hold her for fear of hurting her
but my hand,
steady as everything else in me shook apart,
skimmed continuously over her tabby fur
in a movement I had perfected over more than a decade
that in an hour and a half
I would never be able to perform again.
 
Eleven of my seventeen years lit up on my palm's lifeline
where it touched her back.
Grief burned down my arm
and set every inch of my body on fire in turn.
A funeral song rose from my muscles as they burned
and my bones,
hollowed-out and fragile like a crow's,
heard it and they echoed.
 
When her life was gone we stood at the edge of the garden
filling her grave with dirt and catnip.
My mother spoke an old Orthodox prayer,
the first holy words I had heard in the eight months
since my last visit to a church:
"All we go down to dust,
and weeping o’er the grave we make our song."
My bones, still humming their dirge,
agreed.
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God has only stepped into my life
when death hovers over the shoulder of somebody I love.
I stared hard into His eyes when I looked
into the three-foot-deep hole
where we buried my cat and half of my heart.
God is cold and untouchable but I am not,
God is a thief but I am not,
and so I marked her grave with a stone and tears and love,
and I let her go.
 
But I kissed her head before we gave her body to the earth
and the embers of mourning on my lips scorched us both.

Marlo Irene, Seven Months Later

The rituals of grief are performative.
My dead cat,
who did not care for flowers in life beyond what they tasted like 
in her mouth,
will not care when I place them on her grave
now that she has no mouth to taste them.
 
I do not do it for her,
and I do not do it for me, either.

My mourning thus far has been private, tied up and gagged in 
my bones,
so the action feels demonstrative,
exhibitionist.
I'm not sure what it is --
a public declaration of grief to make grief real, perhaps,
or else a physical representation of the empty weight behind 
my breast.
 
But the weight doesn't alleviate with each blossom I cut
and move,
and set down.
It only gets heavier, emptier,
soft petals scraping and screeching like scalpels across my 
fragile ribs,
professionally indifferent to the proceedings,
my chest an echo chamber of guilt and exhaustion and 
nothing, nothing, nothing.
 
Behind my breastbone, there's nothing
except essential organs and major blood vessels,
homegrown reminders of the inescapable fact that I am alive.
Behind my breastbone, there's nothing, too,
an absence so much bigger and heavier than I should be able 
to contain,
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a foreign contaminant planted by the inescapable fact that she 
is dead.
 
At fourteen I would rest my hand on her flank
while I made small talk with insomnia on a blind date arranged
by anxiety about her fragile life.
I would feel for her breathing.
Now I feel for my own,
sinking fingernails into the soft flesh of my breasts
as if I could dig my way inside myself,
force my way into the space she clawed out of me
and get closer to the steady pulse of my lungs,
filling myself with myself
instead of with dead flowers I don't feel bad about killing;
 
as if I could stop bargaining with her ghost to return whatever 
part of me she took
and chased and hunted into the grave with her,
and simply steal it back
and leave the emptiness in the ground in its place.
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"Praise" "Icarus"
Praise
Praise that rainstorm that pours in through your open sunroof
Because sometimes people need to kiss in the rain
And flowers need water to kiss the top of their petaled heads.
Praise that dresser that stubbed your toe
Because that dresser is the guardian of all those memories 
stowed away in the back 

Like the faded red T-shirt from your old boyfriend or the locket 
your mother gave you.
Praise that song that makes you cry
For sometimes we all need a reminder that we can feel again.
Praise that curb of your driveway that you hit every time you 
pull in jolting your shoulder against the seat
Because that is the same curb you would race your brother
With your arm extended to push him out of the way on 
rollerblades when he still lived at home.
Praise that choir that made you cry during a church service for 
something you don’t believe in
Because it was the reminder you needed that maybe there is 
something out there after all.
Praise that broken bone
Because sometimes a bone needs to be broken just to be 
reminded that they know how to heal back.
Praise those things you don't think you should praise
Because they are what makes this life anything but perfect,
In this mutilated world we live in. 

Icarus
He was the sun who burned my wings
That I didn’t even know were made of wax
Until he held them in his freckles hand.
I had never let myself fly,
And when I finally did,I came crashing to the ground.
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But, at least I had felt the sun warming my shoulders and my 
cheeks.
At least I had felt alive with his burning light.
At least I flew.
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The Rising Price of Insulin
Critical Essay
Grade: 10
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

The Rising Price of Insulin
Cole LePere, ten years old, has type one diabetes. This 
means he has to take daily injections of insulin. But recently, 
the LePere family has been under a lot of financial stress due 
to the sky-rocketing price of insulin. In fact, the LePere family 
pays over $1,500 dollars a month for insulin, even with 
insurance. But according to Cole’s mother, Janine LePere, 
they have no choice but to pay up: “I still need the medicine,” 
says Janine LePere (LePere quoted in Ramsey). Some say 

that the rising price of insulin is a result of corporate greed, 
and must be addressed as an ethical or moral issue. While 
corporate greed is a factor, addressing the rising price of 
insulin as an ethical or moral issue will not solve the problem. 
There are multiple reasons why the price of insulin is 
increasing: lack of competition, the expense of middlemen, 
and corporate demands for increased profitability. An increase 
in government regulation of the insulin market will help lower 
the price of insulin.

The controversy over the Epi-Pen has brought other essential 
medicines such as insulin to the spotlight by exposing the 
rising costs of these medications. Insulin is a hormone that 
plays a key role in regulating blood sugar levels. Insulin signals 
cells to take in glucose for energy. Unfortunately, diabetics are 
either unable to produce enough insulin (type I diabetes) or 
stop responding effectively to insulin (type II diabetes). 
According to the CDC, 29.1 million people in the United States 
– 9.3 percent of the population – suffer from diabetes (“2014 
National Diabetes Statistics Report”). This large percentage is 
worrisome because extended periods of elevated blood sugar 
are harmful. There is a fifty percent higher risk of premature 
death for adults with diabetes, along with an increased chance 
of blindness, heart disease, stroke, and kidney failure (“2014 
National Diabetes Statistics Report”). To control blood sugar 
levels, most diabetics take insulin analogs (an altered form of 
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insulin). According to endocrinologist Kasi Lipska, “Human 
insulin has become almost obsolete… That’s partially because 
analogs… can be used in more flexible ways” (Lipska quoted 
in Tsai). The growing use of analog insulins is a problem 
because analog insulins have skyrocketed in price. According 
to Lipska, from 2010 to 2015, the price of Lantus rose by 
168%, Levemir by 169%, and Humulin R U-500 by 325%, the 
three most popular brands of insulin (Tsai). This increase in 
price has caused financial strain for many diabetics. Lipska 
says, “I see a lot of patients in my clinical practice who cannot 
afford the insulin they’re taking… sometimes it’s between 
taking the insulin and paying the bills” (Lipska).

Some say the rising price of insulin is caused by corporate 
greed, but there are more factors contributing to the rise in 
cost. The insulin market in the United States has very little 
competition. In the United States, only three pharmaceutical 
companies – Eli Lilly, Sanofi, and Novo Nordisk – hold patents 
allowing them to manufacture insulin (Lipska). Because Eli 
Lilly, Sanofi, and Novo Nordisk are the only ones who hold 
patents for insulin, they have control over the entire United 
States insulin market. The FDA does not allow insulin imports 
also (“Drugs”). With no competition outside that group of three 
and no generic insulin products currently available, they face 
less overall competition than drug makers face for other life-
saving products. Because insulin is an essential medicine, 
diabetics cannot simply just stop buying it. With little 

competition, and dependent consumers, insulin makers in the 
United States can keep insulin prices high without losing many 
customers. With less competition, it is also easier to increase 
prices. From 2010 to 2015, the three pharmaceutical 
companies simultaneously increased the prices of their insulin 
products (Lipska). While generic forms of insulin would 
increase competition and reduce prices, there are currently 
none in the United States.

Even an increase in competition might not be enough. A large 
group of middlemen plays a key role in the price of insulin. 
According to Avalere, a business and health care policy 
analyst firm, middlemen include pharmacy benefit managers, 
health plans, and retail chains who negotiate price discounts, 
pitting competing pharmaceuticals against each other. While 
this negotiation lowers the price of a drug, these middlemen 
often take a large cut of the profit. As a result, the lower price 
is often not passed on to the consumer (Tsai). Pharmacy 
benefit managers, PBMs, negotiate with drug companies on 
behalf of insurers such as Medicaid and Medicare for lower 
prices. While this might seem good for the consumer, PBMs 
receive “rebates” from drug manufacturers. According to 
industry analysts, “those payments and back-room deals 
amount to as much as fifty percent of the list price of 
insulin” (Lipska). For example, in 2014, the United States two 
largest pharmaceutical benefit managers, CVS Caremark and 
Express Scripts, began excluding certain insulin products from 
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their coverage list. This exclusion was meant to pressure 
Sanofi, Eli Lilly, and Novo Nordisk to offer larger rebates to 
CVS Caremark and Express Scripts. Because middlemen 
often take a cut of the profit, drug companies such as Sanofi, 
Eli Lilly, and Novo Nordisk often increase the prices of their 
drugs to make up for their losses. This increase in price is paid 
for by the consumer.

Insulin prices are also rising because companies need to 
remain profitable. Llana Orloff, a writer for DiaTribe, says, “A 
reality is that drug companies need to sustain profits in order to 
run their businesses, including pay their teams, invest funds 
into research and development, build and market their 
products, satisfy their investors, etc.” (Orloff). As expenses 
such as middlemen grow, drug companies often need to 
increase prices in order to earn a profit. Investors expect to 
see a profit, and that profit is used to run that company. If a 
company is unable to sustain a profit, it faces bankruptcy. 
Because of the necessity to turn a profit, companies often 
raise prices to extreme levels. Eli Lilly is a good example of 
this trend. Eli Lilly’s annual revenue has decreased by over 
four billion dollars from 2011 to 2015 (“Eli Lilly's Total Revenue 
2007-2015”). As a result, they have increased the price of their 
insulin by over 300% (Tsai). This increase in price has severely 
affected the lives of many diabetics.

A controversial solution is for the government to step and lower 
the price of insulin. This is a controversial solution because as 
Jing Luo, a research fellow in the Division of 
Pharmacoepidemiology and Pharmacoeconomics at Boston’s 
Brigham and Women’s Hospital states, “The way Congress 
has mandated it [Medicare] is that we shall have the private 
market take care of drug prices” (Luo quoted in Tsai). Some 
say that increased government regulation will not lower prices, 
arguing that if the private market was unable to lower prices 
even with high demand for lower cost options, government 
regulation would not lower prices either. However, there are 
many cases where government regulations have helped 
decrease the price of insulin. Researchers from Britain's 
University of Liverpool found that the price of insulin and 
nineteen other top-selling medicines was much higher in the 
United States than in Europe (Hirschler). In fact, those twenty 
drugs were three times higher in the United States than in the 
U.K, six times higher than Brazil, and up to sixteen times 
higher than India. (Hirschler). These European nations 
including Britain, along with Brazil and India, have something 
in common; their governments regulate medicine costs: “The 
United States, which leaves pricing to market competition, has 
higher drug prices than other countries where governments 
directly or indirectly control medicine costs” (Hirschler). 
Greater government regulation of medicine in the United 
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States will open a variety of new options, leading to a 
significant drop in insulin prices as seen in the U.K.

These options come in a variety of forms. The simplest option 
is to place a limit on how high insulin prices can rise. Placing a 
low ceiling would lower prices. Unfortunately, despite the 
simplicity and effectiveness of this option, pharmaceutical 
companies would undoubtedly fight a price limit. Another 
option is to allow Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services 
(CMS) to negotiate drug prices under Medicare Part D 
(Lipska). Medicaid and Medicaid are joint federal programs. If 
the federal government authorizes negotiations between CMS 
and insulin pharmaceuticals about drug prices, these 
negotiations may help lower the cost of insulin. Unfortunately, 
authorizing negotiations for CMS may mean that any price 
reductions will only impact people on either Medicare or 
Medicaid. The United States government could also pass 
legislation that would move insulin to the lowest cost-sharing 
tier on all formularies (Lipska). Insurance companies divide 
generic and brand-name drugs into tiers. For example, 
Silverscript, a CVS company, uses a system with five Medicare 
formulary tiers (“Medicare Part D Formulary Tiers”). The higher 
the tier, the less the drug is covered, and the more patient has 
to pay (“Medicare Part D Formulary Tiers”). By moving insulin 
to the lowest tier, insulin would be better covered by insurers 
meaning smaller out-of-pocket payments.

In 1921, researchers discovered insulin, a medicine that would 
turn diabetes from a death sentence to a manageable disease. 
They sold the patent for three dollars to ensure all patients 
would have affordable access to a life-saving drug (Johnson). 
But the same vial of insulin that was listed at $17 in 1997, now 
costs $138 (Johnson). The rising price of insulin is a serious 
issue in the United States and must be addressed 
immediately. Over 29.1 million people in the United States are 
affected by diabetes (“2014 National Diabetes Statistics 
Report”). As the price of insulin continues to rise, millions of 
diabetics such the LePere family will face financial difficulty as 
they struggle to find the funds to purchase insulin. Because 
families are struggling to afford this life-saving drug, we must 
approve government regulation of insulin immediately to lower 
prices. As people begin to decide between paying the bills or 
buying insulin, government regulation of insulin has the 
potential to save thousands, even millions of lives.
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Personal Essay/Memoir
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#

Love, and the Things I Can't Say Out 
Loud
The first thing I remember is the smell. Then the trinkets. Then 
her wrinkly face. My grandmother was not a happy woman: an 
alcoholic, a drug addict, and a smoker. When I was eight I 
walked into her apartment and held my breath. I remember my 
mother’s forced smile when greeting this old woman, and how 
everything shifted, atmospheres uneasy, no apologies given. I 

guess they had a rough past. I was twelve when before me I 
saw failed loves, lives, marriages, and people. No one in the 
family I knew was happy.

Four years later she was dying. Of what I didn’t know at the 
time—information too sensitive for an eighth grader, I suppose. 
We were in a hospice on the west side of Cleveland by the 
lake. What I remember is a piano and a garden. On that piano 
I played only sad songs—Oltre Mare, A River Flows Through 
You, Bella’s Theme, Corpse Bride—the monuments of the 
garden showed only epithets of grief and loss. My mom never 
left her side. She felt an obligation to stay and care for the 
mother she never truly had. I didn’t understand their 
relationship. It was twisted and painful, but knowing nothing 
else, It was accepted.

The summer before my junior year my mother explained their 
relationship. I remember sitting on the grey suede couch at 
three a.m. after a bad dream. Softly she told me I was loved. 
That my irrational fears were irrational, my imperfections 
perfections, and my life my own. I had a mother and a 
grandmother who loved me. She had neither.

***

I’m in physics last week drooling and all of a sudden I thought:

# The weight of the wind was in my pocket:
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# Lifting

# Soaring

# To impressionable heights.

# Lips parted

# Breathing currents,

# Tasting clouds.

# A gust tickled my fingertips

# As I played the sky

 

And then I went back to air resistance.

***

I was a six year old attending a ninety-year old’s funeral. The 
house smelled of peppermint and warmth, the dead man’s 
hand held hard and cold. His name was Uncle Pete. We had 
never met before. He was my cousin’s uncle. Before the visit, I 
read many books about families and little girls with loving 
relatives. My expectations for this gathering stood high. I 
wanted an aunt who played cards, a grandmother who baked 
cookies, an uncle who played football, and a grandfather who 
fought in the war. I remember bouncing in my seat, thrilled to 

meet new family—to have reunions and thanksgivings like 
Arthur and the Jetsons. Instead I knew no-one, and no-one 
wanted to know me.

At the funeral I remember sitting alone on the flower print sofas 
by the stairs on the wall, surrounded by the cream, stained 
carpet and old television sets scattered amongst china and 
statues of Jesus. People running and playing around me as I 
sat at an old wooden piano. I got up, grabbed my little brother, 
and walked outside to the playground across the street. We 
sat without speaking on the rusty, old swing set, staring at an 
empty birds nest. Everything was quiet until he asked, “Who’s 
Uncle Pete?”

***

I was freshly sixteen years old walking through the Cleveland 
Clinic to my Nana’s room. I wore leggings and a striped shirt, 
carried an open sketchbook. I was going to show my Nana a 
cat I drew during history that day.

As I passed the receptionists, my father, brother, and I 
encountered my older cousin. He wore ripped jeans, a hoodie, 
adorned with tattoos, pierced ears, and a guitar across his 
back. We were the best of friends once, I still don’t know what 
happened. He noticed us. His brown eyes became stormy and 
with an air of justice he made his way across the silent lobby 
saying, “This is not what she would have wanted.” We sat in 
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modern easy chairs listening to him accuse my father of 
stealing from his mother, and my father, ever the indifferent 
diplomat, proceeded to say, “You have no idea what you’re 
talking about. Shut up.” I haven’t seen him or any of my 
father’s relatives since, but I remember the clean inhuman 
chairs we sat in and the mud from my shoes on the white 
floors.

***

COZ 3003, 7-24-25, AG13, 30.

A 200,000 mile license plate driving me through childhood, a 
Pythagorean triple memorized for my parents, the battery for 
the angel sitting on top of my Christmas tree, the jersey 
number of the man I love. Memorizing math is trivial. Falling in 
love is momentous. But no matter what, I remember each 
number as well as any other, and throughout life I’ll never 
forget. 

***

We were en route to an Island last year, my mother and I, in 
the big brown suburban. My parents just had a huge fight and 
we were going to the island for some peace of mind. I 
remember reclining in the passenger’s seat with my warm feet 
fogging up the window and asking why my parents didn’t get 
along. The next twenty miles were driven in silence.

After a while my mother formulated a response. The phrase I 
heard was “Every relationship has it troubles, you think two 
people are happy, but I promise you they’re not.” To this day 
that was the most depressing life lesson I’ve ever received. 
For a long time I had deified love. It was beautiful. Perfect. 
Intangible. I thought I had wanted too much. 

Before I fell in love I had no hope of a lasting relationship. I 
knew with confidence that one day I would get divorced, like 
everyone else in my family. My children would be as conflicted 
as I am now. Their memories would be heavy. But now I think 
I’ve found it. And it’s not just within my grasp I’m holding onto it 
with both of my hands terrified to let it slip through, because 
even though now I know it exists, I’m afraid I’ll never find it 
again. That I’ll end up like my mother with a shadow of a 
possibility bound to her ring finger, and a defeated will to sever 
it. 

***

I have happy memories too. I’m eight and fresh off the 
Vancouver flight taking me to Tsukuba, Japan. It’s been maybe 
two days, but finally it was the New Year. My family packed 
ourselves into our small Toyota and headed towards Mt. 
Tsukuba. I remember waiting in the worst traffic imaginable on 
a winding road up the mountainside, moving so slow elderly 
men on foot quickly outdistanced us.



546

At the top we washed our hands and ate squid balls off a stick 
as we watched the fireworks. We huddled together on a rock 
under the cherry blossoms, my dad’s arms around my mother 
and I, Calvin on the ground. I remember slumping into my 
father’s arms in the car ride home and writing excitedly in my 
journal the next morning. Reading to enraptured parents. Life 
was simple when I noticed nothing and enjoyed everything.

***

Perhaps my inclusion of this memory speaks to the guilt I feel 
for the accusations I’ve thrown, the fact that I can’t say these 
things out loud, the fact that I’m writing them down anyway. 
But if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that love changes 
everything. Every feeling, every ingrained inch of reasoning 
can be washed away with a smile, a gesture, someone holding 
your hand. Everything I have written was true, every feeling 
felt, every word said. But in reflection, the fact that my truths 
now are utterly incredibly different—that I no longer believe 
what I had for 16 years—is powerful. I now know with 
confidence that one day I will get married, like everyone else in 
my family, but it will survive. I will fight for it every day, every 
second. I will not give in. My children will not be as conflicted 
as I am now. They will find love. They will breathe currents, 
taste clouds, and play the sky. There will be no air resistance. 
Not from me.
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White Picket Fence
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 9
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Michael Ciuni
#

White Picket Fence
As I walk across my backyard picking up the muddy discolored 
pieces of our broken “white picket fence,” I think to myself 
about how it came to this, and what happened to my “perfect” 
normal world?

“You may now kiss the bride.” Ken then proceeded to kiss 
Barbie. Shortly after, they had two kids, and lived happily ever 
after. At the blissful age of five, my sister Summer and I were 

playing with our Barbie’s in our treehouse. After this we ran 
around laughing and playing games in our big backyard. We 
chased each other, and smiles were profuse. Then my mom 
called us in for dinner. We sat down at the dinner table, and 
ate my favorite meal—wings. We talked and laughed, and as 
dinner concluded we decided on a movie to watch. I was so 
happy in my perfect world, and at this point the “white picket 
fence” was spotless and in one piece surrounding my house.

“You may now kiss the bride.” Kate Hudson and Steve Howey 
kiss, and Bride Wars, one of my favorite movies comes to an 
end. It was just like every other night. My dad cooked dinner 
while blasting his music. My mom was upstairs working, and 
Somerset and I danced around our living room. At this time I 
was in third grade, and so oblivious to what would come. 
Before dinner started my parents told us that they had 
something to talk to us about after dinner. We both thought 
nothing of this. In fact, we danced around excited about the 
possibility of an upcoming vacation, or reward for something 
we had done. After we had a nice dinner, sitting around the 
table, we sat down on the couch in the family room. The same 
couch that we watched every movie on, or used to support 
every fort we tried to build. Summer and I were bouncing off 
the walls with excitement, and anxiousness, but my parents 
looked so serious. They started talking, and I instantly knew. 
Honestly, I think I always—self-consciously—knew that this 
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long awaited talk was coming. They talked and talked, and 
finally the prolonged words came out: “We are getting a 
divorce.” There was a pause, and then Summer started crying, 
except she’s faking it, and she is actually laughing. She was 
too young, and had no idea what was happening. I on the 
other hand knew exactly what was happening, and when I 
started crying it was real. This was the first moment that my 
perfect “white picket fence” was splattered with mud.

“You may now kiss the bride.” As these words were spoken I 
felt tears streaming down my face. They should have been 
happy tears, but they were definitely traced with sadness. My 
whole life was flipped upside down in the matter of four years, 
and I had no say in it. I am now thirteen and in four years I’ve 
watched the fence crack when my mom moved into a different 
house. It began to discolor when I met my dad’s first girlfriend, 
Katherine, and shrink when I met her kids. Now standing here 
watching my dad kiss Katherine; I look outside and the fence is 
barely discernible. My life isn’t like Barbie and Ken’s or Kate 
Hudson and Steve Howey’s, but my life is real. I may have 
divorced parents, and three step-siblings, but it’s my perfect 
and completely dysfunctional family, and I am as happy now 
as I was at the blissful age of five. Sometimes things crack, 
and do not turn out how you imagined. Sometimes they turn 
out better. I now have four amazing people who look after me, 
and three more siblings who have got my back no matter what. 
So What truly is a white picket fence? Now looking back I 

realize was the fence ever really there? I mean is there really 
such thing as the white picket fence in life? I for one, am 
perfectly fine with my cracked, broken, muddy, discolored 
fence, and I would not change it for the world.
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Forgiveness is Sweeter
Short Story
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
#

Forgiveness is Sweeter
Sabryna put one foot in front of the other, telling herself that 
what she was doing was not inherently bad or malicious and 
that, on the contrary, she was simply giving Belladonna 
Lovelace her just desserts. They had worked in the world-
famous Hollywood Salon together for over seven years, both 
striving for excellence, a feat only one of them had been able 
to achieve. Belladonna had risen to fame almost overnight 
when good fortune bestowed her with a celebrity client who 

needed her highlights redone. Everything had changed for her, 
and Sabryna had been left in the dust.

If it weren’t for Belladonna, I would be living in a big house in 
Malibu, she thought. I would be friends with movie stars, and I 
wouldn’t even rub it in her face. If Tanya Clare, that pop singer 
with the awful eyebrows, had just sat down in my chair instead, 
I would be rich. Not Belladonna. Hatred seethed from 
Sabryna's eyes as she pictured Belladonna, sitting in her 
indoor pool in her mansion. She remembered all the times she 
had to go run and fetch Bella's coffee, or a new pair of 
scissors, or a new bottle of dye for her to apply into some 
pitifully autotuned celebrity’s hair. Flashes of all the times she 
had to stand to the side as a line of clients formed behind 
Belladonna’s chair spun a web of loathing around her heart. 
Vengeance propelled her feet forward, in what she hoped was 
the right direction.
 
Sabryna slowed her pace as the familiar house loomed into 
view. She wrapped her shawl tighter around her thin figure, as 
if to conceal her fear, before continuing along the path. Each 
step brought her closer to the decision that would change her 
life. As she approached, the door swung ever so slightly open 
and a hand beckoned.

Honorable Mention

STELLA 
CONNELLY
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She inched up to the house, which belonged to her friend, a 
skilled chemist. Earlier that week she sent him a request for a 
box full of embroidered ribbons that were laced with some sort 
of slow working toxin, an attempt to sabotage Belladonna’s 
fortune. The chemist gladly agreed to make the hair ribbons, 
instructing her to come to his house to pick them up. Here I 
am, Sabryna thought. No turning back now.
 
“Oh! You're here! Come in, come in. I just finished the ribbons,” 
a cheery voice called as she stepped inside. The exuberant 
chemist handed over the small box, which was adorned with 
small ceramic seashells. Sabryna lifted the lid, instinctively 
stepping back as she glimpsed a beautiful, yet ominous pile of 
ribbons in red, dark blue, boysenberry, and jet black. “These 
should do the trick,” the chemist mused as Sabryna handed 
him a stack of bills, which he promptly refused. “It’s just a favor 
for an old friend.”

After thanking him, Sabryna headed back down the path. She 
was too far, however, to bother to turn back when she realized 
she hadn’t asked how exactly the toxins would work.

“Hey, Bella, I brought you these new ribbons,” Sabryna called 
as she entered the Hollywood Salon. Catching sight of the 
eager clients, whom she knew would insist on waiting for 

Belladonna to do their hair, sent a fresh wave of hostility 
through her soul.

Jealousy swallowed her, giving her reassurance that this was 
the right thing to do. It had to be. Belladonna’s castle had to 
come crumbling down someday and Sabryna wanted to be 
there to see it. To claim the new throne. She would be the 
most renowned hair stylist in California- maybe even the world. 
“I thought they would look nice in some of your customers’ 
beautiful tresses!”

Yes, their hair had to be beautiful, Sabryna thought to herself 
as she tried to determine who would be the first guinea pig in 
her master plan. After all, if they didn't have nice hair, they 
wouldn't be upset if the ribbons did anything to it. If you had 
ugly hair, would you really be mad if someone messed it up a 
little? No. You wouldn't. It probably wouldn't even look much 
worse. And if they weren’t mad, they wouldn’t put even a 
smudge on Belladonna’s pristine reputation. The perfect head 
of hair sat down, interrupting her thoughts.

“Bella, you wanna try these out on her hair?” Sabryna handed 
her a dark ribbon.

Belladonna accepted the gift and continued her work, 
intertwining the client’s beautiful locks with the ribbon. Soon 
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she was finished. The head of hair, which was now in an 
elaborate updo, thanked Belladonna and turned around, 
revealing the face of yet another celebrity. Mia Madison, a 
social media icon, smiled. After paying Belladonna, she left the 
salon, stopping outside to take a picture of her new hair.

Back inside Hollywood Salon the two hairdressers caught a 
whiff of smoke. “Hey, Sabryna,” Belladonna called as she 
wrapped a curling iron around a strand of sleek blonde hair. 
“Go see what that is, will you?”
 
Sabryna agreed, although somewhat reluctantly, and made her 
way through the building until she came to the main entrance. 
Through the semi-transparent door, she could see a woman 
grasping her head in terror, then jerking her hands away as if 
they had been seared. A look of horror on the woman’s face 
was unmistakable as she pulled out her phone and used the 
camera as a mirror. Even from just inside the building, Sabryna 
could hear cries of “my hair!”, and “oh lord, it’s gone,” as well 
as some prolonged wails. She rushed outside, only to find that 
the woman was Mia Madison. The ribbon was gone from her 
hair, or what was left of it, rather. Her luscious waves were 
completely fried off, leaving only the singed fluff that was 
emitting chemical fumes.

“Oh, what’s wrong?” Sabryna asked as she rushed out of the 
building, even though the cause of the woman’s distress was 
quite clear.

“What’s wrong? What’s wrong? Oh I’ll tell you what’s wrong. I 
was on my way to get on a plane for a tour when I stopped to 
take a selfie, and my hair just started burning!” Mia sobbed 
hysterically.

“Oh, that’s awful. Although, I think it looks great!” Sabryna 
blurted in an attempt to comfort her.

Mia sniffed, wiping her tears. “You really think so?”

“Yeah! Just think, you could post a picture of your awesome 
new do and maybe even make it a trend. Fried Hair, made 
popular by Mia Madison, a fad that’s sweeping the nation. 
You’d make headlines!” Sabryna spun her story faster, both to 
dry the celebrity’s tears and to further her attempt to ruin 
Belladonna’s spotless reputation. No matter how awful the 
celebrity’s hair looked, Sabryna was determined to give 
Belladonna’s downfall more publicity. As she spoke, Mia’s eyes 
began to shine, fully buying into her lies.

“Ooh wait, I have to post a picture,” she squealed, turning to 
get the best possible lighting. Little did Sabryna know, that 
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‘click’ would mark the beginning of what could be the most 
fateful escapade of her life.

The next few months were absolute torture for poor Sabryna. 
‘Likes’ on the model’s awful hair picture flooded in. Mia 
credited Ms. Belladonna Lovelace at the Hollywood Salon in 
her caption, creating a fresh wave of clients who insisted upon 
one stylist only. More and more appointments were booked 
and the line behind Belladonna’s chair grew longer. Pictures of 
singed hair popped up on all forms of social media. Some 
even tried doing it themselves, often with dangerous results. 
Several segments showed on the news, mostly with older 
newscasters disparaging this generation and their “ridiculous 
and obnoxious” trends. Many couldn’t find a way to argue with 
the statistics’ uptick. 
 
Belladonna, of course, had no idea how she was frying her 
clients’ hair down to a fluff, and assumed it was some magic 
hairstylist power that she had just tapped into. Needless to 
say, Sabryna’s trips to fetch her coffee soon became a regular 
routine.

One particularly busy day, a letter arrived, addressed in 
precise penmanship to “the secretary of Ms. Belladonna 
Lovelace.”

“I guess that’s me now,” Sabryna grumbled. She opened the 
letter, having nothing better to do since Sabryna’s regular 
clients had changed allegiance.
 

Ms. Lovelace,

We are delighted to inform you that you have been selected to 
display a demo of your hair designs at the International Beauty 
Convention in Las Vegas, the fastest growing event in beauty. 
Over 20,000 hair and makeup artists from around the world 
have been selected to be honored at this event. We have 
noticed how popular your original design, Singed Hair, has 
become and would love for you to be a part of this project, a 
perfect opportunity for you to gain publicity and promote your 
styles. We hope you will join us on July 28. A model will be 
provided for you to demonstrate your expertise to the public. 
Thank you.

Gracelyn Reinhold
IBC Vegas Committee
 
 
“Hey, Bells, this letter came for you,” Sabryna called as she 
formulated a plan for the day of the convention.
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“Ooh, what’s it say?”

“I don’t know, something about a hair convention or something. 
You come look at it,” Sabryna responded, slightly annoyed.

“Can you put it on my counter?” Belladonna resumed wrapping 
a ribbon into a customer’s thick hair.

Sabryna sighed. “Please?” she muttered, but Belladonna was 
too far to hear. That was the last straw, she decided. She 
wouldn’t take any more of this “secretary” business.
 

***
 
Belladonna slid the brush down the model’s head, preparing 
her cascading layers of straight golden hair for the 
demonstration. The last few people filtered in, some of them 
sporting singed hair themselves. After thanking everybody for 
coming, Belladonna took her place behind the model’s chair 
and pulled her own hair back into a ponytail so she could 
better see her work. Her fingers worked deftly through the 
strands, threading them into an intricate half up/half down 
braid. As she slid the last pin into place around her ribbon and 
stepped back to admire her work, the audience fell into a hush 
of anticipation.
 

“Now, before I show you the final product, I’d like to dedicate 
this style to my friend and coworker, Sabryna. She has always 
been right there by my side when I need her, and she is a 
huge inspiration for me every day.” As she spoke, Belladonna 
wrapped the cloth carefully back around the model’s head, to 
make the reveal more dramatic, and set a timer while she 
waited for the magic to happen. Sabryna’s heart sank. Could 
she go through with this?
 
In her excitement, however, Belladonna failed to notice that 
this time, there were no chemical fumes, no scent of singed 
hair lingering around the stage. Although she had saved one 
black ribbon to give her model’s hair some extra pizzazz 
during the demo, Sabryna had switched it for a normal ribbon 
when she was preparing her stage. She stood watching in the 
front row, trying to dismiss her impending guilt. The timer’s 
ringing from onstage interrupted her thoughts.
 
“And now,” Belladonna announced, “behold the magic of my 
hair-sizzling powers!” She grabbed the cloth, whipped it off the 
young woman’s head and threw it to the side. Gasps rang out 
throughout the auditorium. The model’s hair was… 
unchanged? Belladonna gaped, horrified. Outraged audience 
members began to stand up and jeer.
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“She’s a fraud!” one man shouted. “Anyone who trusts her to 
do their hair is a fool!”

The model promptly stood up and stormed out, her nose in the 
air to disguise the fear that this failure would ruin her 
reputation.

Belladonna sat down on the stage, holding back tears. After a 
few seconds, she broke and began to shake with sobs. How 
could this happen? How could what she have wanted her 
whole life go so wrong?

Sabryna looked over at Belladonna, perplexed. The dedication 
echoed in her mind, How could something she had been 
wishing for be so painful to watch? How could Belladonna’s 
downfall not bring her any gain?

The thought of Belladonna losing everything forced Sabryna to 
her feet. She tenderly lifted the last toxic ribbon out of her 
pocket and wove it around her own hair. After a few seconds, 
the flat-ironed strands fell to the ground around her feet, 
leaving only the singed fray encircling her head at about chin 
length. She slowly made her way up to the stage to join 
Belladonna, not sure whether to be disappointed or relieved. 
Revenge might be sweet, she told herself, wrapping an arm 

around Belladonna’s heaving shoulders. but forgiveness is 
sweeter.
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The Unforgettable Halloween
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 7
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
#

The Unforgettable Halloween
“Trick or treat!”

“Don’t forget to say thank you at the end. They might give you 
more!” The two boys were by themselves, secretly outside 
having a drill on how to be polite for Halloween day so they 
might get more candy.

“Oh yeah, you're right, Tommy.”

It was Halloween eve, and the two minors contrived a plan so 
this would be the best year to obtain candy. Red-headed, 
seven year old Tommy was quite successful with most of his 
plans. Being a year younger than Tommy, Jerry was so happy 
to have a friend like Tommy.

Without notice, a freckled boy snuck up behind them and 
asked, “What should I say?”

“It depends who and how old you are,” answered Tommy 
suspiciously.

“Iam Stan Preston,I am five. Remember I held the bathroom 
door for you at school?”

“Oh yeah, buddy, you're that kid that wants to be just like me.”

“My name is Stan!”

“Okay, okay, so... you actually can’t go trick or treating with us. 
Sorry.”

“Wait - this guy can actually be useful… He can be ‘the cute 
one’ and we might get more candy,” whispered Jerry. Stan was 
on the verge of tears, leaving a trail of despair on the sidewalk.

“Wait! You can come with us… But first, we need a plan,” said 
Tommy.

Honorable Mention
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The day continued with the three boys in the yard, discussing 
this tactic. Tommy, thinking of himself as the ringleader, 
ordered them to practice saying, “Trick or treat!.. Thank you so 
much. You have the best decorations in the neighborhood.”

“Okay, everyone, got it?” asked Tommy during rehearsal. 

“Wait, what if there is no decorations?” asked Stan.

“He has a point, but I got this. If that ever happens, say that 
they have an amazing costume,” Jerry answered. They 
discussed the plan for another 15 minutes, believing that their 
scheme would help them collect more candy.

“Guys, I gotta go. Mommy said I need to be back by dinner,” 
Stan said.

“Yah, same here,” Jerry added, feeling proud of himself as the 
true brains of the operation.

“Okay, you guys can go. Just practice your parts and meet 
here at five-thirty tomorrow. Trick or treating starts at six.” The 
team disbanded to their own houses for the day.

***

Halloween Day, five minutes to six

“Bags?” asked Tommy as he walked around, inspecting his 
little troops disguised in their costumes.

“Bags,” replied the other two, full of anticipation.

“Do you guys have the plan down?” asked Tommy again.

“Yes!” replied the others. The three had finally completed their 
checklist for a great Halloween. Now the group followed 
Tommy’s mom to start the trick or treating. At the first house 
next door, there were no decorations, but they still rang the 
doorbell, following one of the rules of their plan. It turned out 
that someone was actually giving out candy. The person was a 
young fifteen or sixteen-year-old teenager with a vampire 
costume. 

“Trick or treat… 1,2,3,” whispered the three together. “You 
have an amazing house and an amazing costume!”

As he gave out the candy he said, “Here you go, guys. Happy 
Halloween.” He gave out no extras, but Stan did get a Milky 
Way, his favorite candy. They thanked the vampire profusely.

As they were walking to the lawn of the next house, Tommy 
thought of his past Halloweens and he had a feeling that those 
were going to be nothing compared to this one. His mom 
peered from the car, not wanting to be out in the cold and 
asked, “How did you know that one was giving out candy?”
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Not wanting to tell his mom about the plan he answered, “Just 
a guess!”

Dragging their feet across the wet grass, they arrived at the 
next house. Because there was no doorbell, Stan knocked in a 
rhythm, hoping to attract more attention. The door cracked 
open and an old woman holding a bowl of Twinkies said, “Oh, 
we’ve got a policeman, pirate, and a Superman.” She tried her 
hardest to recognize who each of them was and was quite 
successful. But the boys were pressured to praise her for she 
had no decorations or costumes.

Stan still thought it was worth fishing for a compliment. He 
added, “Thank you… you look very pretty.” It was not worth it 
because the second after the words came from his mouth, she 
shut the door, not hearing what he said.

“All right, not a good start, but I still think this plan will be a 
success,” mumbled Jerry. 

The next house they saw was black and mysterious with some 
windows smashed and the lawn dead with no grass. Stan 
insisted on skipping the house because he was afraid, but the 
older boys demanded to go anyway.

“Stan, if you don't want to come with us and follow the plan, 
then you can just leave. We thought that you could be the cute 

o-,” Tommy stopped Jerry from continuing by cuffing his mouth 
because he knew that Jerry would hurt Stan’s feelings.

“What, what were you going to say?” asked Stan, panting and 
about to throw a tantrum.

“What he was trying to say was that you are the cute oc-dl-rar-
iform,” said Jerry trying to make something up...

“Okay… I don't know what that means, but we should go to the 
next house,” said Stan, confused. They heard someone pass 
by on their bike saying, “It’s haaaunnteeed.” Then dogs cried 
and barked from the opposite end of the street. No one made 
a sound. Reaching the dark green door, they knocked. The 
door was slightly open. They glanced in the house and saw a 
trail composed of bowls of candy. They were lined from the 
front door to the beginning of the kitchen.

“Awesome!” they all shouted, dancing and full of happiness.

“Hey hey hey… There still might be someone in here,” Tommy 
whispered again. “But in the meantime, we can take all this 
candy.” The three boys followed the random continuous trail of 
candy bowls, each putting one in their pillowcases.

At the fifth bowl, Stan said, “I know I am the cute oc-dl-rar-
iform, but I think this is wrong… Breaking into someone's 
house, taking candy, isn’t that stealing?” Feeling guilty, the 
others had no answer, and they kept going without Stan until 
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they realized that this trail wasn’t really a trail. It looked like 
that there was candy everywhere.

Suddenly there was a wave of yelling, “Stan! Tommy! Jerry! 
Where are you?!” 

“That sounds like my mom!.. Okay, we will get all the candy in 
this house and leave. Reaching the kitchen, they saw an egg 
with eyes and thought it was a decoration. The egg was at 
least six feet tall and had light green goo dripping from it. At 
that moment they wondered why someone would have 
decorations in their house.

“Hello my friends, why would you break into a man's house?” 
the egg asked.

At first, they thought it was the man who owned the house who 
said this or maybe a police officer, but when they looked back 
at the egg they realized that it was a really weird Halloween 
decoration that was talking.

They all shouted “AHHH!” They tried exiting, but all the doors 
slammed shut. This was by far the scariest thing they had ever 
seen, but Stan still thought with a bit of relief that it was just a 
fake haunted house. He then tried to prove it by kicking the 
egg, expecting it to fall down. Instead it actually grew legs 
itself. The group of three was searching for an exit and all were 
crying. Jerry saw a bunch of rusty brown swirly stairs and 

yelled without hesitation, “I found stairs!” Running up the stairs, 
they noticed that there were bowls of candy there too.

“Do you think this is for the egg?” Tommy asked in fright.

“Maybe, let’s throw it at him,” Jerry said, trying to get a grip on 
one of the bowls. At that same second he heard something 
near the stairs, and at first glance it looked like a blur to Stan, 
but as he saw the big face he yelled, “It coming!” They took 
turns throwing candy at the egg, seeking victory and hoping 
the egg would die.Stan asked, “Do you think we need to throw 
all of this candy at it?” They decided to continue the attack only 
until the egg died or they found an exit. So they threw the 
candy until they realized it was time to throw it in his mouth. 
They did and the egg got smaller with every bowl they threw. 
There was no more candy left around them on the floor. They 
were searching for more bowls of candy everywhere while the 
egg was getting closer and closer. Then they realized they 
have the pillow cases filled with their own candy they obtained. 
Jerry and Tommy refused to throw their candy and held it 
tightly but in the same time they both shouted in fright “Stan 
throw your candy that you gathered… Throw it at the egg… 
Hurry up… Hurry up” Stan hesitated for a second and said 
“But it is mine.” But when he saw the egg getting closer he 
threw his hole bag the candy into the eggs mouth suddenly the 
egg shrinked to the size of a pumpkin but still running after 
them. The kids were trying to get away from it until Tommy 
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found there still was a Milky Way sticking out of Stan's pocket. 
Stan said no because he knew they were thinking about 
throwing it.

Stan said angrily, “Throw your candy because your bag is still 
full, and I have only one.” They both shouted, “THROW IT… 
THROW IT.” He threw it though, not wanting to be attacked by 
the puny egg. The egg disappeared and the exits were open 
they took a deep breath of relief and fell down panting. They 
ran outside carrying there candy deciding never to go trick or 
treating without Stan. Without candy on the other hand, Stan 
left the house jaunty and proud because he sacrificed 
something he loves for others.
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Ramblings of the Mind: On Life
Flash Fiction
Grade: 11
St Joseph Academy
Instructor: Erin Libbey
#

Ramblings of the Mind: On Life 

#           

Antisocial Media: The Problem with 
Teens and Twitter Today
Human nature, as a rule, dictates that when one of us looks 
into the universe we want to make sense of it. The stars, 

moon, world, each other… We quantify and chart the freed 
rhythms of our soul. There’s nothing wrong with that, of course, 
those pursuits aid society and influence existence a great deal. 
But for some… they embrace the chaos. The cacophony of 
existing is their drug of choice, the unknown experiences are 
how they thieve their times and highs from the universe. They 
don’t shy away, they don’t rationalize- they eat it all until they 
burn and burst as the sun on its final day. An explosion (that 
takes down everything with it).

When faced with the terror of nothing- the void- they jump. The 
world can’t tame them, society can’t change them. “They burn, 
burn, burn like fabulous yellow roman candles...” The light they 
have, the energy they give, beacons and buoys the rest of us. 
Quotes and cities are written into existence to be theirs for the 
taking. SCREAM and YELL and SHOUT till your voice is 
hoarse that this is life, this is life, this is life... Make it your life. 
This person resides in everyone of us- it’s not from our birth, 
but from our choices. Our finest moments and brightest hours 
shine with the lights and tears. Burn faster- run stronger- seize 
and force the day to come when you can say this is my life.

Honorable Mention
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Undertow
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Undertow
I.
 
Once, as a child, I imagined
that the veins running through my arms
under my skin, pinpricked with freckles
were rivers threading their way down
to the waves lapping at my wrists,
sewn in by whalebone needles as they

etched their paths forever, carving
deep into muscle and tendon and bone.

 
II.
 
Today, you dipped your timid fingertips
into the saltwater condensation
of my palms and swirled it around, tracing
abstractions into my flesh and you told me
the ocean tasted like
the acid-rain tears painting gouges
into your rose petal cheeks
burning and hissing with fury and
trembling like your shoulders
as you choked on the harsh
words cutting gashes into your throat
like dull blades, words which once
pounded in your newly hollow chest.

 
III.
 
Suddenly, a rush of hot breath feathering my skin
tells me to watch as the light shining through my
shuttered eyelids sketches outlines of

Honorable Mention

ARIELLE DEVITO



562

the crestfallen peaks throwing themselves
onto the rocky shore, still no more glorious
than the tender tickling at children’s toes
drawing sand and water-softened glass out to sea
and I can see that my curled-up fingers
don’t have to be the fearsome
riptides they reached for, rather
I can be made from curling candle smoke
and soft brushing caresses and tightly
clasped hands and the shivering
hush of a seashell pressed
to your waiting ear.
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The Storm of Oppression
Flash Fiction
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors

#

The Storm of Oppression
I do not speak a lot. I express myself through my beautiful 
paintings that are mostly in dark alleyways around our small 
world here in East Berlin, inside the confines of the Berlin Wall. 

I often sneak out of my house past midnight, careful to not be 
spotted by any relentless, Soviet soldiers. This risk is part of 
what makes my specialty, street art, so thrilling. 

Today I sneak down a narrow walkway with a few spray cans. 
Puddles splash and gravel crackles under my light feet as I 
walk down this old, worn down path in the concrete jungle I call 
home. I look up to see a wall covered with tags and paintings 
forming a unique collage that varies from “nitty-gritty” to 
psychedelic. 

I step up to this beautiful, dirty wall with my spray can, shake it 
up, and start painting what is on my mind. I paint a lightning 
bolt, long, vicious, and jagged. On one side I paint the gold 
hammer and sickle of the Soviet Union, and on the other I put 
a star for the United States of America. 

The lightning bolt represents the shock of the building of the 
Berlin Wall that seems to possess my family, and every person 
in East Berlin. Everyone in my town is afraid of their own 
shadow, but until the wall falls, and everyone is at peace with 
each other, it will always be like this. 

The day the wall is conquered, everyone might still not feel 
that mystical sense of freedom, but at least the storm will be 
gone.

Honorable Mention
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Going Up
Flash Fiction
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors
#

Going Up
The valley and its walls are my playground. I zip up the cliffs of 
Yosemite at an insane pace, and I occasionally win 
competitions against the best climbers in the country. Every 
day I wander around in Camp 4, ready to push myself to the 
limit once again. I am here to do what I do best: climb.

One day, I spot an old friend of mine, named Pierre Bernard, 
walk into the camp. Pierre used to be my greatest competition, 
until he moved back to New York City. 

“James Fishman. It’s been a long time. Are you still old and 
grumpy?” he jokes as he walks through the morning fog of 
Yosemite. 

We look around at the beautiful valley, bringing a peacefulness 
between us after our year of rivalry. We used to be bitter rivals. 

I climb sober and traditionally, I go all the way up in one try no 
matter how long it takes. He is more of a lazy, alcoholic 
climber. The only time he puts down his beer is to climb, and 
he goes up and down on the wall, using the bolts and ropes to 
pull himself back up to where he left off. I think it is disgusting 
to act in such a way, and he thinks that I am to serious about it 
all.

“We’d always get so mad at each other, but what was the 
point. We were both doing what we loved, the way we loved to 
do it,” he says while we gaze up at the stone-faced giants in 
front of us.

“Except I did it right, “ we both tease at the same time.

We spot a bright dot on the cliff closest to us.

“What’s that?” I whisper.

“He’s ‘free soloing’,” he answers. “It’s where you don’t use 
ropes and you are all by yourself. I’ve never tried it, but it looks 
like a blast!”

“Oh, really,” I mutter sarcastically.

“I really think you would be great at it,” he presses.

I tell him firmly, “There’s no way on earth you’ll get me to do 
that! That’s insane!”
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“Look, James. I realize that it’s scary, but, I’ll admit it, you were 
always the best climber. You always loved that freedom that 
you get when you climbed traditionally. This is just the extreme 
version of that. You know you love it.”

“I don’t know,” I say.

“You got it, man,” he insists.

***

The next day, after I slept on it, I rethink my decision to go free 
soloing. I wake up early in the morning, ready to try it. I smell 
an array of things cooking in Camp 4. I look up at the massive 
cliffs, ready to attack them with all my might. 

As soon as I tell Pierre, we are off to one of the smaller cliffs, 
which is about fifty feet tall. When we approach the smooth 
cliff, I realize just how stupid I am to do this, and how easily I 
could mess up and end my career or my life. 

I look around at the beautiful scenery and try to use that to 
calm me down. The tall evergreen trees show me how to be 
bold and strong, and the huge rocks show me how to not cave 
in under pressure. The beautiful meadows show me how to be 
graceful in everything I do, and the vast expanses of the valley 
show me how little and unimportant I am. 

After I realize this, I take off up the cliff, ready to take a test 
that requires a perfect score. I feel the hard, unforgiving rock 
against my pale skin. My dark eyes are focused on the wall, 
while my long, brown hair hangs off, as if trying to run away. 

The boulder, even though it is tiny compared to other cliffs, like 
El Cap, that I have climbed in the past, it seems like the 
hardest thing I have ever climbed. The problem is, my style 
involves taking risks and, in a way, galloping up the wall. This 
cannot be done when there is no room for error. I have to go 
slowly, and be as careful as possible. This makes climbing so 
much harder, because it is much more tiring to be clinging to a 
wall for so long, and it is not as exciting. Excitement gives me 
energy to push on, but without it, I have to dig deeper inside of 
me to find motivation. 

I get to ten feet off the ground, already terrified of what may 
be. I am not high enough to really hurt myself, but it is still 
scary.

When the twenty foot mark arrives, I am to totally exhausted. I 
am afraid to look down, but I cannot control myself. I nearly 
jump off the wall, not from fear of the height, but from fear of 
what it can do to me if I fall without the best climbing invention 
ever: ropes. 

As my arms start to shake uncontrollably, and my core and 
legs are on fire, I reach for a small ledge, about two feet above 
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me. I feel that it is smaller than usual, but I still think it is wide 
enough to be a hand hold.

That was not a good decision. When I shifted my weight onto 
my hand, I felt my hand slowly sliding off the ledge, and I made 
a terrible mistake. Instead of shifting my weight back to my 
foot, being as terrified as I was, I slammed flat against the wall, 
taking away any chance of my catching myself. My dark eyes 
shot open in fear.

I fall, flailing my arms and legs instinctively. I scream so loud, I 
swear that my ears might be ringing for a month. The ground 
comes hard, fast, and relentlessly. I feel my back snap, 
sending waves of pain that echo through my head, and my 
head hits the ground harder than it ever has before. My head 
throbs, but I am not knocked out. That was the worst part. If I 
was unconscious, then, the pain would go away, and I would 
wake up to painkillers and soft beds, instead of sitting here on 
the hard ground in the middle of nowhere, a broken man. 

I have to sit there, with my stout, bulky frame, writhing on the 
ground. Eventually, I am lifted out by a helicopter hovering 
above the dark, green evergreens. I finally calm down as the 
pain slowly lessens. 

This is certainly the end of my career. That is what I dread the 
most.

***

A few days later, I leave the hospital knowing I will never climb 
again, which is “absolutely guaranteed” by the doctor. I want to 
prove him wrong, but there’s not much I can do. I have to be in 
a wheelchair for a long time, If not forever, I will be in bed for 
the next month recovering from a terrible concussion, and, not 
to mention, permanent brain damage. 

***

Pierre lets me stay at his hotel room, which was very nice of 
him.

“I’m sorry, James! I mean, I didn’t think you would actually do 
it. I should have never even told you about it!” he laments.

“You’re fine,” I repeat for the hundredth time today.

“No! I’m not!” he insists, determined to make himself feel even 
worse than he already does. “If there’s any way I can make it 
up to you, haller. Alright?”

“Well, there might be something.”

***

After several months of just watching my friends climb, I am 
cleared to walk around on crutches and do therapy. These are 
the first baby steps to climbing again. 
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I am extremely excited, but I am getting impatient. 

***

I have to do tons of therapy before I can even think of climbing 
again, but it has always been my goal. After I can finally can 
walk without any assistance, which the doctor says is 
miraculous, I get to jog, then run, then do squats, and so on 
and so forth.

At Yosemite, while I am watching other people have the time of 
their lives, I ask Pierre, “Remember when you asked me if 
there was a way to make all this up?”

“Of course. You thinking of anything,” he questions.

I say something I never thought I’d say again, but it feels so 
right to say it, “Give me a harness! I’m going up!”
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I Speak, Therefore I Am
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

I Speak, Therefore I Am
“Gdjeena.”

“Tina?”

“Gdjeena.”

“Dee-nah?”

“No, Gdjeeena.”

The teacher cocks her head, squints at me for a few moments 
as if the key to understanding me is somewhere written on my 
face. I can feel the scalding stare of the other kindergarteners’ 
eyes on me as heat rises to my cheeks. Lowering my head, I 
trace my fingers around the letter S on the alphabet rug as if 
the remedy to this abasement can be found between the 
coarse, blue, polyester fibers. Next to me sits my best friend, 
Harrison, on the letter T. Another few seconds of silence pass 
until Harrison shouts— 

“She’s Gina!”

***

I’ve decided I’m going to be a movie star. Last week I was 
going to be a rock star, but now I want to be an actress. I’m 
only six years old, but that only means I’ll have more time to 
dance, and sing, and bask in the light of the silver screen.

“But Gina, sweetie, you can’t be an actress. Actresses don’t 
have lisps or speech impediments. They can pronounce their 
s’s, r’s, and th’s correctly,” my mom tells me as we sit in the 
doctor’s office. I begin to feel restless and claustrophobic as if 
the white plaster walls are caving in upon my tiny four-and-a-
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half foot frame, entrapping me in the reclining, faux-leather 
chair forever. “This is why you need to go to speech therapy. 
You can’t be an actress until you can speak properly. Do you 
understand?”

“…yesh…”

I catch sight of the speech and hearing doctor standing idly by 
in the corner, probably contemplating the new ways she can 
display her perfect, lisp-less, movie-star voice. I don’t 
understand why they both seem to care so much about 
whether or not I pronounced this like tiss, river like wiver, or sit 
like sh—

***

“Gina?” asks Ms. Stewart while standing in the doorway talking 
to Principal Visto. Oh no. Recalling every past sin in my six 
years of living, I slowly stand up and follow Principal Visto 
down the hallway. Expecting some form of disciplinary action 
for a non-existing misdemeanor, I am surprised to find myself 
outside an unfamiliar second-floor room. Principal Visto 
notices my puzzlement and ushers me into the room, 
introducing me to the white-haired woman sitting at the table;

“Gina, this is Ms. Debby. From now on she will be your speech 
therapist. You’ll meet with her once a week until your speech 
improves. Okay?” With a hesitant nod from me, Principal Visto 
pivots on her left foot and is out the door.

I sit down at the tiny table across from Ms. Debby, noticing the 
chipping, cinder-block walls and the low, fluorescent-lit ceiling. 
Lined along the walls are stacks of board games: Sorry, Mouse 
Trap, Checkers, Battleship.

“Hi. Gina,” says Ms. Debby, slowly enunciating every syllable. 
“Do. You. Know. Why. You. Are. Here?”

“Yeah,” I say, shrugging and looking down at the table. “I talk 
funny.”

Ms. Debby proceeds to explain to me that I pronounce my s’s, 
r’s and th’s incorrectly. When I pronounce my s’s, I should 
keep my teeth together instead of placing my tongue behind 
my top, front teeth. Ssssssss, sssssssss. That feels 
uncomfortable. She makes me read a packet of short stories 
about characters doing things like skiing in the snow, riding 
rollercoasters, or going to movie theaters, and then hands me 
a packet of readings to complete at home. She tells me that if I 
read really well, we can play a board game before I go back to 
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class. I don’t quite see what board games have to do with 
speech impediments, but I humor her.

***

“Silly Sandy sleeps in silk sheets—Mom, I want to go to bed 
now,” I say determinedly as I furrow my brow and cross my 
arms, crumpling the corner of Ms. Debby’s reading packet. 

“Just two more sentences, Gina.”

“Sadie saw zebras at the zoo with so many stripes. She slurps 
super-hot, zucchini soup with silver spoons. There. I’m done.” I 
say, pulling the quilt over my head. 

I can feel Mom sitting on the edge of my bed as she takes the 
reading packet from my hand. Gently, she pulls back the quilt. 
“But Gina, you need to keep practicing these sentences. 
You’ve made so much progress. You’ll be speaking properly in 
no time.”

***

“How many fingers am I holding up?” asks Jessie while 
thrusting her index, middle, and ring fingers toward Alan’s face.

“Tuh-ree.”

“Say it again!”

Alan purses his lips and self-consciously looks down at his 
brown loafers. Jessie’s face contorts into an acute sneer. 

“Say it!” She repeats. 

Standing in Ms. Andrews’s fourth grade classroom after 
school, Jessie and I face Alan. A year has passed since the 
last time I spoke with a a speech impediment, but I can still 
feel Alan’s shame as if it were my own. I should say something 
to Jessie. Stop! Cease! or maybe Shut it! I can say these 
things now, but I choose to be silent. I have learned to speak 
properly, but I don’t speak at all.

***

“I feel kind of bad for her,” Mom says, pulling out from behind 
one of the parked cars in front of the middle school entrance. 
“She can’t pronounce her r’s correctly.” 

Sitting in the passenger seat, I wrap my arms around my 
backpack and play with the side pocket’s zipper as if 
responding to her comments with zrhhp zrhhhhp. I know the 
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girl Mom is talking about. We’re in the same eighth grade 
English class together. She’s sweet but doesn’t say much. 

“Haven’t you heard her talk?” she asks. “It sounds like she has 
a speech impediment.” I’m taken aback by Mom’s bluntness. 
This is uncharacteristically insensitive for her to say, especially 
to me who has only been speaking properly for five years. 

Zrh-rhhhp.

“It’s too bad. Her parents should have put her through speech 
therapy. Then, there wouldn’t be a problem.” 

Zrhp, zrhp, zrhp! 

Heat rises to my face. Memories of past shame stir to life in my 
stomach. The alphabet carpet. Striped, zoo zebras. Alan. Did 
other parents talk about me this way? How can she say this?

“Mom…”

“What.”

“Just—please, don’t say that.”
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Thoreau Imitation Essay
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

Thoreau Imitation Essay
Time Doesn’t Exist 

I submerged myself into the wilderness and looked over a 
gently flowing stream, although I intended to look into the 
water for an internal harmony, I found what I could only sense: 
time. As I had never visited this environment, I involuntarily 
focused on the visual aspect of it. The sunlight peaked through 
the shamrock green leaves like compact rays of light. Dust 

particles floated around me; it was as if the particles were 
mimicking the movement of stars through millenniums. I 
questioned why I never had placed myself in such a serene 
experience prior.

As if the harmonious sound of cicadas was too much to ask, 
the appalling sound of a truck suddenly strained my ears. I 
hadn’t noticed how close I was to the athletic fields. As I have 
spent countless hours there, I’m very familiar with those fields 
and have developed a fondness for them. Had I involuntarily 
positioned myself near them, or was it just coincidence? My 
mind wandered as the rumbling of the truck persisted. I looked 
elsewhere for something to keep my mind off of it.

Nothing, I find nothing. I’m surrounded by specimens that are 
alien to me, yet nothing really catches my eye; it’s as if I 
expected everything to be there. I consequently look to me 
other senses for guidance: still, nothing. Yet, it dawns on me 
that I have written nothing. I felt myself involuntarily tense up; 
my toes curl, my muscles tighten as I slowly start to perspire. I 
felt the burden of time upon my back. I felt anxious knowing 
the class period was coming to a close, and another deadline 
was soon approaching.

I couldn’t help myself but to take a step back and think about 
time for a moment. I live on a globe in a seemingly infinite 
time-space continuum, what could possibly be my purpose? As 
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a lover of Astronomy, I look past our solar system and beyond 
when struggling to find myself. As some may feel infinitesimally 
small and insignificant when thinking of the boundless entities 
existing in the universe, I feel at peace. Why you may ask? I 
know I’m created from the same type of elements that 
formulate unfathomably wide galaxies. I may be a part of the 
universe, but the universe is also a part of me. Thus, this is a 
call to all to hold less anxiety while thinking about the future 
and to live more peacefully in the present. I used to live 
anxious, by worrying about the future and caring what others 
thought, until I realize that I can’t control either of these things. 
We are all the same: compromised of the same stardust and 
elements. Thus, when I hear of social upheaval plaguing 
society, I wonder how entities of an intelligence species still 
engage in seemingly redundant brawls. Shouldn’t the purpose 
of life be to follow the path your intuition leads you in and not 
focus on others? The purpose is different for every individual, 
but through imitating Thoreau I found mine. Feeling the burden 
of time upon my back, I now focus on having a more 
composed life. I find it unnecessary to worry about the future 
because like a natural ecosystem, life is ever changing. 
Nothing is promised, and a mind looking at the future is a mind 
plagued with anxiety.

I finally check my watch to find I need to soon leave my newly 
found harmonious location. Before I pack up, I set everything 
down and simply survey the area. Tranquil and motionless, 

how dare another time restraint cause me agony? Yet I 
remember, time doesn’t exist; clocks exist. Humans have 
taken the rotation and revolution of the earth, and converted it 
into time intervals. While it has its uses, the idea of time has 
been developed into man’s mind as if it were authentic. In 
reality, man has been persuaded to believe that time is a real 
entity. Man is restricted by time: whether it is due dates, or 
working a certain amount of hours in a week, and 
consequently, man has become its slave.
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A Summer Spent
Poetry
Grade: 12
Brecksville Broadview Hts High School
Instructor: Jane Harris
#

A Summer Spent
The doorbell clinks with the open door
Hot, thick summer air seeps into the store
 
Polite greetings and quick remarks
we work in sync to complete the order
 
Sticky, sweet ice cream drips to the floor
The ping of the cash register

 
Goods are exchanged with parting farewells 
The doorbell clinks again with the shut door
 
We giggle at forgotten jokes
Talking about our futures away from here
 
His dimples break free
While he pushes his hair back
 
A nervous twitch
An immediate clue
 
The wooden stools creak under our weight
As the radio gives off a low hum in the background
 
A comfortable silence with unspoken words
He smiles at me
But it's his eyes that give his heart away
 
I smile back but my heart’s not in it
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I Can’t Stand Shakespeare But Sometimes He 
Has A Point
Flash Fiction
Grade: 11
Mayfield High School
Instructor: Kari Beery
#

I Can’t Stand Shakespeare But 
Sometimes He Has A Point
You read last week that people are made up of the stars and 
their explosive ends. And your whole world starts to make 
sense because you were silly enough to adopt the age old 
idea of fate. Life has a funny way of throwing you into things. 
So hilarious that people needed a word to describe it. “Fate”. 

Most people will tell you putting so much faith in the stars is 
absurd. That is until they’re on their knees doubled over their 
bed thanking their horoscope for being on their side that day 
because sometimes things are so incredibly unbelievable there 
doesn’t seem to be any other logical explanation. I can’t be 
thankful enough to whatever mystic power sent me to that 
party. When your coworker is vomiting on you, it’s hard to see 
the good in the world. You wonder “why, why would I come to 
this party. I don’t even like her that much”. You think, “that’s it, 
after this I’m keeping work at work. Having friends at Dairy 
Queen is not worth this hassle”. But then a good human 
stumbles out of a Honda Civic you start to rethink. Before they 
make their entrance, you can’t see how a party the host can’t 
handle can turn out good. But by some impossible force this 
party turns things around for you. The stars and all their 
nonsense will lead you into friends and beautiful memories. 
The moon will take your hand and guide you to an apartment 
complex’s swimming pool. You’ll jump over the fence and be in 
the moment for once in your life. And you’ll think that this is the 
best it can get. But then it’ll get better. A shooting star will tell 
you to follow it and you will. It will show you the way to a field 
and a forest. You’ll have new experiences and vivid 
conversations and think this is the best it can get. But then it 
will get better. The constellations will carry you 10 hours on the 
road that leads to the most incredible sunrise you will ever see. 
And you’ll ask if the sunset is beautiful because the sky has 
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suddenly become a color you have never seen and will never 
be able to see again or because of the way the stardust 
twinkles in your friend's eye. Even with a small sliver of doubt, 
you’ll know that it’s the twinkle that keeps you going. Because 
for some reason you put all your trust in clumps of carbon. And 
you read last week that people are actually made up of stars 
and their explosive ends. And your whole world starts to make 
sense because you were silly enough to believe in stars and 
their directive skills.
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Audition
Poetry
Grade: 8
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Diana Snyder
#

Audition
Why do I want to go to Cleveland school of the arts
It is because this is where my story starts
Cleveland minority who writes music and poetry
I unknowingly became good and won a contest locally
Needed an education a young Puerto Rican and Haitian kid 
trying to conquer a nation with the domination of education and 
use it for salvation
Get my family out of poverty and go to a good high school

To then go to college and get a degree with artistic credentials
To then have the potential to be influential to my peers and 
conquer my fears and have a good career
Want to be a king in this game of chess we call life
Stop the violence and pick up a mic rather than a knife
I wanted to escape a prison and come to a paradise
Took my counsellor's advice and wrote a poem on my apple 
device to then come here and recite my poem for you
This opportunity is given to few so I want to take advantage of 
it and manage my future
Be a poet instead of being a shooter
Become smart enough to tutor my siblings when they are in 
need of assistance
Let my choice of schools defy my existence and use my 
persistence to form a distance between my opposition
Form a character that can be looked up to and be trusted
Become adjusted to the greatness that comes for CSA
And then pray, I can be a recognized alumni someday
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A Dream Hatched Beneath a Bednet
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

A Dream Hatched Beneath a Bednet
A blanket of humidity enveloped the Indian village where I was 
visiting relatives for the night. As the clock struck 11 o’clock, I 
entered the guest bedroom. To my surprise, I was greeted by 
what appeared to be an interior campsite. A tent was draped 
above the bed and connected to the ceiling, enclosing the bed 
from all sides. Bewildered by what lay before my eyes, I 
summoned my mom.
 

“Mom, what’s this?” I asked.
 
“Tonight you’ll sleep under this bednet,” she replied.
 
“But why?”
 
“So that you don’t get malaria.”
 
But why would I get malaria?”
 
“I’ll tell you tomorrow morning. You should go to sleep now. 
Good night.”
 
After she left, I turned the lights off and carefully climbed into 
the bed. Still curious, I googled “malaria,” a disease that I 
hardly knew about. The search results were staggering. 
Globally, three billion people live at risk of malaria. In Africa, 
malaria kills a child every thirty seconds. My mouth dropped 
wide open.
 
That night—three years ago on Thanksgiving—launched my 
dream to help bring malaria to an end. Nobody, I believed, 
deserved to be deprived of a human right as fundamental as 
health. Upon my return home, I began the pursuit of my dream 
in earnest.
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My efforts began in an unconventional location: the kitchen. 
Ever since middle school, I had crafted ice creams from 
scratch, beginning with basic vanilla ice cream and 
progressing to exotic flavors such as lavender sorbet. Upon 
arriving home, I decided to merge my culinary interests with 
my new antimalarial ambitions by founding The Malaria 
Matters Initiative. Through this nonprofit, I sell my ice creams 
locally and use the profits to distribute malaria bednets in rural 
African communities. Recently, when my shipment of 100 
bednets arrived in a Kenyan village, I couldn’t help but smile, 
knowing that my efforts were having a tangible impact 
somewhere in the world.
 
But that was only the beginning.
 
From the kitchen, I delved into the world of research. In my 
freshman biology class, the experimental method intrigued me 
as an elegant technique to answer almost any research 
question. Now, I realized, was my chance to put the 
experimental method into practice. After about a dozen emails 
to professors, I began pursuing independent research at Case 
Western Reserve University. There, I spent three summers 
pipetting proteins, analyzing antibodies, and making 
mathematical models. Last July, upon discovering four novel 
biomarkers of malaria, I yelled “Bingo!” with excitement. These 
were the markers of malaria!

 
Reading Connie Goldsmith’s book, Battling Malaria, however, 
taught me that my dream of defeating malaria was far more 
complex than I had imagined. After reading about the 
sociological aspects of malaria, I realized that my laboratory 
efforts amounted to only half the battle. After all, how 
successful is a “successful” malaria vaccine if there aren’t 
social and economic policies to ensure availability to the 
billions of people who need it?
 
This new layer of complexity did not let my dream dwindle. 
Rather, it strengthened my ambitions, transforming my vague 
dream of defeating malaria into specific new inquiries. As I 
began perusing primary and secondary literature to learn 
about the intricacies of malaria healthcare policy, my curiosity 
became insatiable. From exploring corruption in the Nigerian 
healthcare system to analyzing sociocultural barriers to 
malaria healthcare, I found myself stretching my intellectual 
limits like never before, applying the humanities and social 
sciences to malaria. As a result, I have developed a profoundly 
interdisciplinary perspective on the intricacies of healthcare, 
which will aid me as I continue fighting the war on malaria.
 
Now and then, I recall the humid night when I lay under the 
bednet, dreaming to defeat malaria. Three years later, 
although the war on malaria may not be over soon, I am 
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optimistic that with my efforts in the kitchen, the research 
laboratory, and beyond, I will one day see the light at the end 
of the tunnel.

A Distortion
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

A Distortion
I scan my identification badge and wait as the elevator quickly 
brings me to the seventh floor. I exit and take a left through a 
glass door a logo reading “Department of Cancer Research.” 
As I slowly walk down the aisle to my desk, several of my 
colleagues greet me. “Good morning, Ethan,” says John 
Capstone, a summer intern who I’ve been supervising for the 
past three days. I pull my laptop out of my backpack and settle 
down in my chair. Thus begins the day that changed my life 
forever.
 
“John, could you come over here for a minute?” I asked. He 
arrived promptly with a notebook and pen ready in his hands.
 
“John, today we will be doing a very important experiment. 
Since you are new to this lab, you’ll watch me. Be sure to take 
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notes so that you can help me with the experiments that we’ll 
do next week.”
 
“Ok, sounds good,” John replied.
 
The experiment I was about to begin was extremely 
consequential, to say the least. I would be testing the effect of 
a solution consisting of three proteins on cells from 200 
patients with lung cancer. If the solution were to kill the cancer 
cells in all 200 patients, I would be honored with the title that I 
had hoped to earn for as long as I could remember: the man 
who cured cancer. The mere thought of solving the enigma of 
cancer sent shivers down my spine. Today could be the day 
that I would solve lung cancer once and for all.
 
That afternoon, John and I had to carefully remove all 200 
samples from the freezer. After allowing them to thaw for fifty 
minutes, we spent more than two hours adding the special 
solution to each of the 200 plates that contained the lung 
cancer cells. After pouring the solution into the final plate, I sat 
back with a sigh of relief.
 
I glanced down at my watch and was surprised to find that it 
was already 6:30 p.m. As I peered outside, and I noticed that 
the sun had already begun to set. John and I were the only 
ones left in the lab.

 
“John, I’m sorry for keeping you here so late. You’re welcome 
to go home now. I’ll let you know about the results tomorrow.”
 
“Can I read the results with you now?” John asked.
 
“I think you should go home now. It’s getting late. If you want, 
we can read the results together tomorrow.”
 
“Ok, sounds good. See you tomorrow” John replied.
 
While John slid his computer into his backpack and exited 
through of the glass doors, I cleaned up the counter where I 
had performed the experiment. After tidying up the area, I 
walked down the aisle once more to verify that I was in fact the 
only one left in the lab.
 
I walked over to my lab station and placed all 200 plates into 
the tall machine that determined whether the cancer cells had 
been killed or not. Fifteen minutes later, the results were ready. 
My fingers trembled out of nervousness as I typed in the 
password to the computer that had the results. What would the 
results be? Would I be the one to find a cure for lung cancer? 
Would this be the day that changed my life forever?
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I opened the Microsoft Excel document that contained the 
results and scrolled directly to the bottom of the spreadsheet 
where the percentage of plates with killed cancer cells would 
be displayed. The number “90” was displayed in bold font. I sat 
back in disappointment. Ninety percent was so close—yet so 
far—from 100 percent. The solution killed the cancer cells in 
only 180 out of the 200 patients.
 
What could I do? If I wanted the fame, I had to show that the 
solution would kill cancer cells not in 180, but in all 200 
patients. What pharmaceutical company would care about a 
solution that only works 90% of the time? When I glanced 
down at my watch, I noticed that it was already 7:15 p.m. The 
sun was now just a sliver of orange above the horizon line. 
The building would shut down in fifteen minutes.
 
I walked over to the water fountain and let the cold water flow 
down my parched throat. As I returned to the desk and sat 
down in my seat, an idea suddenly hit me:
Why not just falsify the results?
 
Since I was the only one in the lab, nobody could possibly 
catch me. I could simply modify the results on the computer 
and then act as if I were looking at them for the first time the 
following morning. For a second time, I paced up and down the 
aisle that ran through the lab space, verifying that I was indeed 

the only one around. With less than ten minutes left, I dashed 
over to the computer and opened up the spreadsheet. All I had 
to do was to change 90% to 100%. The task was so simple 
that even a four-year-old kid could do it. But as I raised my 
hand, something stopped my fingers from striking the “Delete” 
key. I remembered the contract that I signed ten years ago 
when I started working in this lab. I had signed on a sheet to 
promise that I would never falsify any results, and that doing 
so would result in immediate expulsion from the lab. “What if 
my plan ends up doing more harm than good?” I worried.
 
At that point, my mind shifted to the positive aspects of 
changing the results. I would be known as the man who 
discovered the cure for lung cancer. I would be known as one 
of the greatest scientists who ever lived. I would gain the 
respect of everyone. I would have it all.
 
The sky was dark now and only three minutes remained before 
the building would shut down. I had to make a decision. My 
mind was racing and my heart was beating so loudly that I 
could almost hear the loud thumping noise. What choice 
should I make? Renown or righteousness? Prosperity or 
principles? Money or morality? Soon enough, I decided that 
the benefits outweighed any possible repercussions. Without 
hesitation, I changed “90%” to “100%” at the bottom of the 
spreadsheet. With only two minutes to go until the building 
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would shut down, I shoved my computer through my sweaty 
fingers into my backpack and rushed out of the lab. I took the 
elevator down to the parking garage, walked to my car, and 
drove home.
 

***
 
The following day, I arrived at the lab before anybody else. I 
opened my computer and checked the spreadsheet with the 
results. After making sure that it showed that the solution killed 
the cancer cells in all 200 plates, I closed the file. About an 
hour later, John arrived and took his seat next to my desk. I 
somehow had to muster the courage to behave as if I was 
about to view the results for the first time that day.
 
“John, why don’t we take a look at the results from yesterday’s 
experiments. They must be ready by now,” I suggested.
“Yeah, sure. That sounds like a great idea,” John replied.
 
I quickly typed in my password and opened up the Excel file.
 
“Alright John, are you ready for the moment of truth? I’m going 
to scroll directly to the bottom of the spreadsheet. Let's hope 
that the solution killed the cancer cells in 100% of the plates” I 
said enthusiastically.
 

I scrolled to the bottom of the spreadsheet and saw the 
number “100” next to the percentage of cancer cells that the 
solution killed. We looked at each other in awe for at least ten 
seconds. He realized that our experiment had found the cure 
to lung cancer.
 
“Dr. Hawkins, I can’t believe my eyes right now. We, we, we’ve 
found the solution to cancer,” John said breathlessly.
 
“Yes, yes, you’re absolutely right” I responded, trying to sound 
astonished by the results. We proceeded to inform the rest of 
the lab about our findings and witnessed similar reactions of 
speechlessness.
 

***
 
During the days leading up to the experiment, I had crafted a 
report of the research project. The manuscript included 
everything but the results and the conclusions. With the results 
in hand, I spent the day writing the results and conclusion 
sections of the paper. The following day, I was prepared to 
submit the completed paper to Nature, the most highly 
regarded journal of scientific research. As I submitted the 
paper, I had to sign an agreement form to verify that I had 
employed ethical methods and that I had not falsified any 
results. In the past, this step had been the easiest one in the 
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submission process. I would just have to sign the form without 
even thinking. This time, however, the step of signing the 
agreement was like a red light that took longer than usual to 
turn green.
 
“What should I do?” I wondered. If I signed the agreement, 
then I would be lying. If I did not sign the agreement, then I 
would not be allowed to submit the paper and I would lose an 
opportunity to communicate to the scientific community the 
groundbreaking discovery that I had supposedly made. My 
fingers began to tremble as they had on the day that I distorted 
the results. Finally, a solution came to my mind. If nobody 
already knew that I had misreported the data, then why reveal 
it now? It made perfect sense to me to keep my falsification of 
the results a secret. I signed the form and proceeded to submit 
the paper.
 
Within just six hours, I received an email from the editor-in-
chief of Nature expressing a keen interest in publishing my 
work. I bounced up and down in my seat with a wide smile on 
my face. I was exhilarated. I couldn’t believe what had just 
happened. My work had been published in the world’s leading 
journal! Before I knew it, the word had gotten out about my 
research and was spreading through the media as rapidly as 
the cancer cells that my solution supposedly killed. Later that 
afternoon, I received invitations from the organizers of several 

national and international conferences to deliver keynote 
speeches at their conferences. I even got an invitation from 
ABC News to be interviewed about my research on the coming 
Saturday. I could not have possibly imagined all of the glory 
that I would get from merely changing the number on a 
spreadsheet.
 
I immediately accepted all invitations, including ABC’s 
interview offer. In order to make the process more convenient, 
Mason Allen, the man who was going to interview me, offered 
to travel to my desk in the lab to conduct the interview. I 
accepted the offer. The following evening I was to report to my 
desk no later than 6:30 p.m. to begin the interview at 7:00 p.m. 
My mouth fell wide open when Mason Allen told me that at 
least one hundred million people worldwide were expected to 
watch the broadcast of the interview the following day.
 
On Saturday evening, I dressed in a suit and tie and left from 
my house at 5:45 p.m. I arrived in the parking lot at 6:15 p.m., 
leaving me with ample time to take the elevator to my desk on 
the seventh floor. But I did not immediately walk out of my car 
and take the elevator to my lab. Instead, I sat in my car for 15 
minutes with my eyes closed. I thought about all that had 
happened within the last five days. The past five days had 
been a mix of fame and fraudulence, of glory and regret. I had 
to stop this. Ultimately, someone or the other would find out 
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about what I had done. After all, secrets can’t remain secrets 
however.
 

***
 
I went up the elevator, walked through the glass door that read 
“Department of Cancer Research,” and sat down at my desk. 
Mason Allen and the cameraman were both waiting eagerly for 
me. Prior to beginning the interview, Mason Allen shook my 
hand, saying, “I never knew that I would get to speak directly 
with the man who cured cancer. It is truly an honor to be with 
you today.”
 
“My pleasure” I replied with a forced smile.
 
The interview began promptly at 7:00 p.m.
“Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, I’m pleased to be 
sitting alongside Dr. Ethan Hawkins, the man who has found a 
cure for cancer. Tonight you’ll hear from him about his journey 
to finding a cure for lung cancer. Dr. Hawkins, tell us about 
what has happened in the last five days”
 
I pulled out a sheet of paper from my coat pocket. I unfolded it 
as if it were a speech and read:
 

“Tuesday was supposed to be like any other day at work: 
Arrive at eight in the morning, work on experiments all day, 
and then go home. But on Tuesday, something special 
happened. That day, I finished the experiment around 6:30 in 
the evening. After everyone had left, I examined the results to 
see how many plates of cancerous cells the solution was able 
to kill. When I looked at my computer, I found that the solution 
only killed the cells in 180 out of 200 patients. At this point, I 
was left with a choice. I could end the study right there, or I 
could continue the study by falsifying the results. 
Unfortunately, I chose the latter. I distorted the results to show 
that the solution was able to kill the cells in all 200 patients. 
After receiving offers for numerous publications and 
conferences, I realized that I had to put and end to this. To the 
millions of you glued to your television screens at this moment, 
there is no better way to reveal the truth than right now. Along 
the way, I have broken the trust of many, including my 
colleagues and everyone who suffers from lung cancer today. I 
am deeply sorry for my actions. I could have never imagined 
that merely adding 10 to a number could have such harsh 
ramifications.”
 
I picked up a blue pen, signed at the bottom of the paper, and 
left it on my desk. The cameraman focused his camera on the 
top of the paper, which read RESIGNATION LETTER. I walked 
down the aisle, and out of the glass doors. Just outside the 
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elevators I was met with a familiar face. I glanced over at the 
man and realized that it was none other than John Capstone.
 
With tears flowing down my cheeks, I patted John on the back 
and said, “I’m sorry, John. I’ve let you down. I hope you can 
learn something from what happened. All the best for your 
future endeavors.”
 
I stood in that elevator for the last time as it slowly brought me 
down to the parking garage. I got into my car and drove away, 
not knowing where the roads of destiny would take me next.
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Pride and Prejudice: A Critical 
Correspondence

The epistolary form is essential to Jane Austen’s Pride and 
Prejudice. The volume of crucial information contained in 
letters advances the plot by leaps and bounds whereas the 
dialogue usually enables only baby steps. From Caroline 
Bingley’s letter to Jane, which informs Jane that the 

Netherfield party has departed for London without plan of 
return, to Jane’s letter to Lizzy bringing news of Lydia’s 
elopement, letters often reveal information that elicits 
emotional responses and changes a character’s course— the 
literal course or the course of thought. Jane becomes 
distraught upon reading the letter explaining the exodus from 
the countryside, and her emotional state transforms, as 
Elizabeth notes when she “saw her sister’s countenance 
change as she read it” (80). Lizzy’s habitually strong 
constitution weakens upon reading that her youngest sister 
has fallen prey to Wickham, and she visibly falters as her 
“knees trembled under her” (184) and she “sat down, unable to 
support herself” (184). While all of the letters in Pride and 
Prejudice are important to the development of the novel, one 
letter stands out. The letter Darcy gives to Lizzy on their 
encounter walking through the park in Kent serves as the 
turning point in the primary plot of the novel: the progression of 
Lizzy’s relationship with Darcy. Darcy’s carefully penned 
correspondence reveals that he influenced Bingley to give up 
on Jane because he genuinely believed Jane did not 
reciprocate Bingley’s love for her. Additionally, he relays his 
true history with Wickham, and Wickham’s gross misconduct 
with Georgiana. The format and content of Darcy’s 
communication is critical to its ability to lead Lizzy to a deeper 
understanding of her own emotions. Darcy’s transformative 
letter is the catalyst that drives Lizzy into a deep, reflective 
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mode in which she reshapes her assessments of Darcy, 
Wickham, and even herself.

The format Darcy uses to bare his secrets to Lizzy, a 
particularly long letter, proves crucial to conveying his 
messages and enhancing the impact of those messages on 
Lizzy. The act of writing a letter requires conscious thought, 
contrasting the often spontaneous replies characteristic of 
face-to-face conversations. Darcy takes care to ensure his 
letter expresses exactly what he wants to tell Lizzy. One can 
imagine him sitting at a desk surrounded by torn up shreds of 
rejected versions, working toward the perfect missive. The 
sheer length of Darcy’s letter, which Lizzy notes to cover “two 
sheets of letter-paper, written quite through” (133) proves he 
dedicated many hours to its writing and editing; there is 
inherent care apparent in the letter’s expanse. Darcy, a man of 
few words, would certainly not have produced such a 
monologue in person; in her first impressions of him, Lizzy 
correctly describes Darcy as “reserved” (10), “silent” (16), and 
as having “said very little” (22). Even if Darcy had overcome 
his taciturn nature and attempted to deliver such an extensive 
speech to Lizzy the morning after his proposal (that she so 
ardently rejected), Lizzy would not have allowed it, and most 
likely would have cut him off or run away to avoid the 
confrontation. By addressing her using the epistolary form, 
Darcy requires Lizzy to read his correspondence, commencing 

his letter by writing: “I demand your attention; your feelings, I 
know, will bestow it unwillingly, but I demand it of your justice 
[my emphasis]” (133). Darcy does not just ask Lizzy to read 
the letter, he “demands” her to do so, and repeats this forceful 
word, determined that Lizzy read on. In contrast to a face-to-
face encounter, Lizzy cannot stop Darcy from expressing 
himself through his letter; the letter is already crafted, and 
Lizzy’s natural curiosity is enough to lead her to read it.

The permanence of hand-written letters differentiates them 
from dialogue, as the recipient is left with pages of words 
penned by hand, rather than dissipating memories of 
conversations. Upon a single survey of the revealing letter, 
Lizzy cannot believe the information regarding Wickham: “She 
wished to discredit it entirely, repeatedly exclaiming, ‘This must 
be false! This cannot be! This must be the grossest 
falsehood!’” (138). If Darcy had revealed his account of 
Wickham’s past in person, Lizzy likely would have responded 
similarly, declaring Darcy’s words impossible (a word she often 
uses). Lizzy attempts to dismiss Darcy’s claims when she 
takes the letter and “put it hastily away, protesting that she 
would not regard it, that she would never look in it 
again” (139). While she may have been able to escape an in-
person dialogue with Darcy, the permanent nature of the letter 
tempts Lizzy to re-read and reconsider; moments later, “the 
letter was unfolded again…she began the mortifying perusal of 
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all that related to Wickham, and commanded herself so far as 
to examine the meaning of every sentence” (139). With the 
ability to “read and re-read” comes the chance to consider and 
reconsider the meaning of every single word of Darcy’s letter, 
one reason the letter plays such a crucial role for Lizzy and 
cements her realization of Darcy’s true character.

The act of reading a letter inherently requires conscious 
internal reflection prior to an external reaction. Lizzy’s 
thoughtful consideration of Darcy’s words precedes any public 
reply she can make; this ultimately proves advantageous for 
Darcy, because only upon deep reflection does Lizzy realize 
that Darcy is virtuous and his actions are honorable. The 
rapidity typical of Lizzy’s physical actions, exemplified by her 
“habit of running” (201), permeates her mental habits as well, 
as she is both quick-witted and quick to judge. Even Mr. 
Bennet, largely disinterested in his children, remarks that 
“Lizzy has something more of quickness than her sisters” (2). 
Darcy’s letter forces Lizzy to slow down, scrutinize his words, 
and consider her own sentiments before drawing a conclusion. 
The letter is like a speed bump or a stop sign; Lizzy must slow 
down or even stop before she can continue.

The letter, through its written word, ultimately corrects Lizzy’s 
inaccurate first impressions of both Darcy and Wickham. 
Reading Darcy’s letter leaves Lizzy in a tumultuous frame of 

mind. Lizzy initially does not know what to think, as Darcy’s 
assertions contradict Lizzy’s prior understanding of his 
character. In a period of deep contemplation, as she analyzes 
Darcy’s words, Lizzy “grew absolutely ashamed of 
herself” (141), and feels “she had been blind, partial, 
prejudiced, absurd” (141). Lizzy realizes how her perception of 
Darcy clouded her awareness, allowing Wickham, a villain, to 
disguise himself as a victim to Darcy, who in reality, treated 
Wickham generously and fairly. For Lizzy, the letter’s content 
reveals truth and also leads her to reconsider how she forms 
opinions of others. Lizzy comprehends how her “abilities” (141) 
to judge others’ character have betrayed her; she evaluated 
each man’s appeal after a cursory first glance, rather than 
allowing herself time to discover the intricacies of their pasts 
and the complexities of their personalities. While reflecting 
after analyzing Darcy’s letter, Lizzy declares her distaste for 
her rapid and superficial discernment of character: “Had I been 
in love, I could not have been more wretchedly blind! But 
vanity, not love, has been my folly. Pleased with the preference 
of one, and offended by the neglect of the other, on the very 
beginning of our acquaintance, I have courted prepossession 
and ignorance, and driven reason away, where either were 
concerned. Till this moment I never knew myself” (141). A 
tangible representation of reason, the letter enlightens Lizzy to 
the danger of forming prejudices after brief, superficial 
encounters. Lizzy recognizes that she allowed herself to 
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become engrossed in Wickham’s likable qualities, preventing 
herself from thinking clearly. The letter clarifies Lizzy’s 
thoughts and corrects her misconceptions of both Wickham 
and Darcy’s characters. Darcy’s words incite in Lizzy the 
recognition that her former method of forming opinions about 
others was erroneous in its quick, one-dimensional analysis, 
leading her to a self-discovery about her tendency to form 
rapid prejudices.

Austen employs a letter for Darcy’s most revealing 
communication to Lizzy, suggesting that the written word holds 
primacy over other modes of communications and can be 
considered a source of truth. For Darcy, the epistle form 
enhances his points and plays an important role in 
strengthening the impact that his message has on Lizzy. Darcy 
puts aside his airs, releasing his pride to inform the woman he 
loves of the truths of his past. The letter is noble; Darcy 
expects nothing in return for baring his soul— neither a change 
in sentiment from Lizzy, nor a reply. However, the letter has a 
major impact; the genuine feelings underlying the letter’s 
creation incite a deep response from the recipient. Lizzy truly 
considers each word of the careful note, and she exhibits the 
courage to allow the truths revealed to change her feelings, 
rather than choosing the easier path of assuming the letter 
false and maintaining her former prejudices. In her essay 
“Knowledge and Opinion: Pride and Prejudice”, Tony Tanner 

asserts that one could easily and truthfully define the novel as 
one where “a man changes his manners and a young lady 
changes her mind” (103). It is the epistolary form—namely, this 
letter—that moves the plot and lays the foundation for the 
changes that Tanner describes.



591

The Great Gatsby: Glitz, Glamour, and Despair
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

The Great Gatsby: Glitz, Glamour, and 
Despair
World War I, a total war that produced atrocities like none 
before it, was a catalyst for the new age of culture and thought 
that defined the 1920s. The "Roaring Twenties" were 
characterized by unprecedented economic prosperity and a 
new wave of modern culture highlighted by the glamorous and 
opulent lifestyles adopted by the upper class. However, after 
experiencing the brutalities and evils of world War I, many 
people were disgusted by the superficial glitziness of the 
1920s. Those who were disillusioned by the empty affluence of 
the 1920s reminisced about the times before the war and 
wished for a return to normalcy. F. Scott Fitzgerald, a veteran 
of World War I who had recently escaped the complicated 
landscape of American culture by moving to France, wrote The 
Great Gatsby in 1924. In the famous novel. Nick Carraway 

narrates Gatsby's complex existence, regarding Gatsby's 
lifestyle with a mixture of awe and aversion. Through his 
choice to tell The Great Gatsby through Nick, a peripheral 
narrator, Fitzgerald manages to assert his own commentary on 
Gatsby's life. In fact, Gatsby’s life mirrors that of F. Scott 
Fitzgerald in many ways; essentially, Fitzgerald comments on 
his own life through Nick's assessments of Gatsby. Gatsby 
represents both sides of the twenties: on one hand, Gatsby 
seems to be the complete embodiment of the ideals of 
consumerism and excess; yet, on the other hand, Gatsby 
longs for a return to a time before World War I, demonstrated 
by his all-consuming desire to relive his past with Daisy. By 
exposing the flaws in each side of Gatsby's life through Nick's 
critiques and the plot of The Great Gatsby, Fitzgerald provides 
insight into his views on the 1920s and even his own life. 
Specifically, Fitzgerald relates his distaste for the opulent but 
empty ethos of the 1920s.

Although the central character of The Great Gatsby, Gatsby 
himself does not appear until readers are nearly fifty pages 
into the novel. Fitzgerald builds up to Gatsby's introduction 
with the thrilling rumors that circulate about him and the 
descriptions of Gatsby's epic parties. Gossip swirls, with one 
woman reporting that Gatsby "killed a man once" (44), while 
another clarifies that Gatsby actually "was a German spy" (44). 
Nick, an anomaly as he seems to be the only invited guest at 
Gatsby's party, is enchanted by the ethereal image of Gatsby 
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created by "the romantic speculation he inspired" (44). 
Gatsby's bashes were packed with guests who were not 
invited, but "came for the party with a simplicity of heart that 
was its own ticket of admission" (41); the attendees of 
Gatsby's parties were largely strangers to Gatsby. The wild 
extravagances at Gatsby's parties included a full orchestra, 
famous dancers, circus acts, and "champagne served in 
glasses bigger than finger-bowls" (46). Finally, at Gatsby's 
party, at the pinnacle of Gatsby's mysteriousness and when 
readers are itching to meet this "Great Gatsby", Gatsby enters 
the narrative.

Once Nick finally meets Gatsby, Gatsby's sublime quality 
endures, and his persona dazzles Nick. Even Gatsby's smile 
amazes Nick, who describes the one-in-a-million grin: "It was 
one of those rare smiles with a quality of eternal reassurance 
in it (48). When Nick first meets Gatsby, for a moment he sees 
the "young roughneck" (48) beneath his glossy surface; later, 
Nick realizes that Gatsby "had little to say...he had become 
simply the proprietor of an elaborate road-house next door 
(64), and at one point Nick even admits that he was sorry that 
he had "ever set foot upon [Gatsby's] overpopulated 
lawn" (68). Nick realizes that Gatsby's preliminary appeal was 
only surface deep upon spending more time with Gatsby, Nick 
reveals that he now knows that "Gatsby could happen, without 
any particular wonder" (69), Nick conveys to readers that 
Gatsby is far from perfect as he comes to understand more 

about Gatsby; however, his glorious entrance into the story 
reveals Fitzgerald's theory that a mysterious aura and an 
extravagant display of wealth disguise a flawed man, so all 
that the public sees is a shiny, spotless exterior.

At a glance, Gatsby's lifestyle of overindulgence and 
extravagant parties seems to signify a wealth and sociability 
that aligns with the mindset of taking advantage of the 
opportunities of the twenties. While Gatsby's money is real in 
the physical sense, Gatsby is of the West Egg brand of ‘new 
money’, and his riches are not seen by New York society as 
being as authentic as those of the old-moneyed East-Eggers. 
Nick describes the disparity between the Eggs: "I lived at West 
Egg, the well, the less fashionable of the two (5). New York 
society viewed East Egg as the highpoint of established 
refinement, while the name ‘West Egg' did not carry the same 
ideals of elegance and sophistication. East-Eggers even saw a 
distasteful quality in Gatsby's wealth, attending and relishing 
his over-the-top parties yet never allowing him to fully enter 
their social sphere. Nick notes that residents of both Eggs 
attended Gatsby's parties, but they never truly mixed, as he 
observes the two factions at the party, with “East Egg 
condescending to West Egg, and carefully on guard against its 
spectroscopic gayety” (44) Additionally, Gatsby made his 
fortune through organized crime, further invalidating his riches, 
Gatsby's "business gonnegtion" to the shady Wolfsheim, his 
constant calls coming from various cities, and his admission to 
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Nick that he ran “a little business on the side...a rather 
confidential sort of thing” (82) add up to Gatsby's involvement 
in the illegal alcohol market during prohibition.

By building up the image of Gatsby and his riches and then 
providing insight as to how in reality, Gatsby's wealth was a 
sham, I recognize Fitzgerald's suggestion that the widespread 
quest for wealth and upward social mobility in the twenties was 
pointless. Gatsby's freshly made fortune does not win him the 
respect of the established aristocracy who earned their 
fortunes before the war. Fitzgerald himself was of the new-
money group of the twenties, and his presentation of Gatsby's 
inability to be of the same standing as the old-moneyed 
reveals that Fitzgerald never felt accepted by the established 
rich. The sense of not belonging also fits with Gatsby's 
isolation from the guests at his parties. Gatsby was never at 
the center of his own festivities, instead remaining to the side 
and simply observing his guests if he was even in off the 
scene at all. Nick describes the flowing social scene that 
accompanies the flowing alcohol at one of Gatsby's parties: 
“Laughter is easier minute by minute...the groups change more 
swiftly, swell with new arrivals, dissolve and form in the same 
breath”. Gatsby takes no part in the “sea-change of faces and 
voices and color” (41) at his party, nor does he drink. While for 
the tipsy party-goers, “the scene [of the party] changed…into 
something significant, elemental, and profound” (47), Gatsby 

was left out, unable to see the party through the glamour-
stricken eyes of the intoxicated attendees.

Even with so many people around him, Gatsby is lonely. Nick 
describes his isolation at his party: “No one swooned 
backward on Gatsby, and no French bob touched Gatsby's 
shoulder, and no singing quartets were formed with Gatsby's 
head for one link” (50). When Gatsby's party ends, Nick again 
emphasizes the seclusion of the proprietor and even the 
property: “A sudden emptiness seemed to flow now from the 
windows and the great doors, endowing with complete 
isolation the figure of the host” (55). I suspect that Fitzgerald's 
focus on Gatsby's solitude enables Fitzgerald to reveal how he 
felt in his own life. Fitzgerald had a wild social life at the height 
of his fame, but Gatsby's isolation implies that Fitzgerald felt 
lonely on the inside, which he then manifested in Gatsby's 
physical solitude. By including the depressing realization that 
Gatsby's apparent wealth and star status were only superficial, 
Fitzgerald begins to dismantle Gatsby's armor: Gatsby's 
attempt to embrace the glitz and glamour of the twenties 
proves unfulfilling.

It soon becomes evident that rather than leading a forward-
looking existence embracing the materialistic and wealth-
guided ideals of the twenties, Gatsby has instead been living in 
pursuit of his pre-World War I past with Daisy. Responding to 
Gatsby's dream of a reunion with Daisy, Nick facilitates a 
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meeting for the two. After an uncomfortable initial reunion, 
Gatsby and Daisy soon seem to be picking up right where they 
left off. For a moment, it seems like Gatsby's dream has come 
true. Nick observes that Gatsby “literally glowed” (89) after 
spending a few hours with Daisy, and symbolically the weather 
complies, with the rain stopping to make way for the sunshine 
that represents Gatsby's joy. While Nick is initially enchanted 
by the romantic meeting of Gatsby and Daisy, he soon realizes 
that Gatsby's dream is gone: the last five years of Gatsby's life 
melt away. as if they had never happened. With the green light 
that radiates from the end of Daisy's dock representing 
Gatsby's dream of Daisy, Nick sees how “the colossal 
significance of that light had now vanished forever...his count 
of enchanted objects had diminished by of his dream of his 
one” (93). With the loss of the green light, a light in Gatsby 
goes out as well the happily ever after with Daisy. Reality sets 
in, and it becomes clear that even the nearly perfect afternoon 
that Daisy and Gatsby share cannot live up to Gatsby's 
idealized picture of what his life would be like with the 
reentrance of Daisy. Nick realizes this, commenting: “There 
must have been moments even that afternoon when Daisy 
tumbled short of his dreams. because of the colossal vitality of 
his illusion” (95). Gatsby cannot settle for anything less than 
his vision of his reconnection with Daisy, and before readers' 
eyes, Gatsby begins a downward spiral that continues until his 
death. Gatsby resembles a lunatic when he paces back and 

forth, exclaiming to Nick, “Can’t repeat the past?...Why of 
course you can!” (111).

Through Gatsby's crazed attempt to relive his past with Daisy, I 
believe that Fitzgerald was asserting that Americans who 
wished for a return to pre-war life and ideals were hopeless; 
the war had changed too much and it would be forever 
impossible to recreate an earlier time. Reminiscent of the 
manner in which Gatsby met Daisy when he was stationed in 
her hometown at the outset of World War I, Fitzgerald met 
Zelda when stationed in her home state of Alabama. However, 
Fitzgerald had another young love: as a college sophomore, 
Fitzgerald met and fell in love with Ginevra King, a rich girl 
whom Fitzgerald is rumored to have “remained devoted to as 
long as she would allow him” (Mizener). Gatsby never stopped 
loving Daisy even though their time together before Gatsby 
was deployed was brief; this most likely parallels Fitzgerald's 
longing for Ginevra. Soon after her relationship with Fitzgerald 
broke off, Ginevra was engaged to marry a man of the same 
social standing as herself, just as Daisy married Tom, who 
could support her luxurious lifestyle. Gatsby and Fitzgerald 
were left with their memories of the women they loved, but 
Gatsby contrasted Fitzgerald in his attempt to win Daisy back. 
Perhaps while writing The Great Gatsby, Fitzgerald was still 
infatuated with Ginerva and wished that he could possess the 
same courage that he instilled in Gatsby: the resolve to 
reconnect with Daisy. Fitzgerald, even at the height of his 
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fame, never felt proud of his accomplishments, and this lack of 
self-worth prevented him from him from pursuing Ginerva. This 
contrasts Gatsby, who was self-assured in his new wealth, so 
much so that Gatsby felt sure that Daisy would accept him 
back and live up to his dreams of the past they shared. 
However, neither Gatsby nor Fitzgerald win back their true 
loves— illustrating Fitzgerald's belief that no matter how hard 
one tries, the past is unattainable. This relates to a larger 
message about the 1920s; Fitzgerald believed too much had 
changed from pre-war times to post-war times to even attempt 
to return to what life had once been.

Gatsby embodies a combination of two common, but ultimately 
non-viable modes of life in the twenties: he embraces the 
indulgences and booming consumerism of the decade yet also 
expresses a desire to relive the past. Examining both 
approaches, I find that each plays an important role in 
Gatsby's life, and neither seems to overshadow the other. 
Fitzgerald's overwhelming message through The Great Gatsby 
is one of doom and despair, as he demonstrates through 
Gatsby his opinion that neither lifestyle can lead to happiness, 
success, or satisfaction. I agree with Fitzgerald's thesis that 
neither a superficial life of opulence nor a life lived seeking the 
past produces any true meaning. For me, a meaningful is one 
lived fully and a life deeply in the present. Endless partying 
and glitter do not allow for any true accomplishments or in-
depth experiences; similarly, spending time trying to relive the 

past prevents one from making the most of the present. 
Bringing both approaches together in a single individual—
Gatsby— Fitzgerald demonstrates that neither lifestyle 
produces true fulfillment. Furthermore, the combination of both 
lifestyles proves lethal, illustrated by Gatsby's demise. Gatsby 
lived at the extremes of both lifestyles— his parties were 
incredibly lavish, and his dreams of his past with Daisy were 
unrelenting. While I recognize that everybody experiences 
moments of frivolity and times of reminiscence, few individuals 
suffer such severe consequences. Living, and then dying 
because he existed only at the extremes, Gatsby was different.

Gatsby's untimely death is Fitzgerald's ultimate statement of 
how both lifestyles doomed Gatsby. In a twist nobody could 
have predicted, Fitzgerald, like Gatsby, suffered a premature 
death. Mirroring Gatsby's existence, Fitzgerald lived at the 
extremes and suffered the consequences.
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Thanksgiving Recipes
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Thanksgiving Recipes

Thanksgiving in my family involves two full days of preparation 
at my house and one day of everyone all together at my Auntie 
Liz’s house. Her Bay Village brick bungalow is stuffed full on 
Turkey Day with 16 people, incessant fighting, shouting of 
commands, and alternately stroking and bruising each other’s 
egos until dinner is served. After the plates have been wiped 
clean, all the male family members find a couch and fall asleep 

in front of blaring football coverage of teams no one really 
cares about. While they snore, all of the girls go about the task 
of cleaning up the massive meal, all the while complaining 
about how little the men do and how rude they are to take a 
nap after gorging themselves. 

Everything surrounding this day – from the meal itself to the 
eye rolling to the secret conversations and not-so-secret need 
for praise – follows a specific recipe and every year it comes 
out pretty much the same.

***

Deep Fried Turkey

Ingredients:

3 gallons of extravagance

Turkey

5 cups of mixed herbs and spices: 1 part little reason, 1 part 
little effort

1 cooler of beers

Honorable Mention
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Directions:

Men are just grown up boys, with a need for unnecessary 
recklessness buried not-so deep inside. Starting at 6am, a 
stainless steel deep fryer, bought four black-Fridays ago 
without permission, is filled to the brim with the 3 gallons 
dangerous extravagance that is heated to the ungodly 
temperature that is bragging-rights-worthy. My two uncles and 
my dad head outside, rolling a blue cooler of beers behind 
them. This daylong affair permits them to sit on the padded 
chairs on the deck outside and talk about only the things they 
wish to talk about (sports mostly), while avoiding lending a 
hand in any way with the setup of the massive dinner. Their 
smartphones are programmed for the ESPN apps to ping with 
constant updates from the Thanksgiving football games, and 
they can effectively put very little effort into their job. No matter 
the temperature, these guys spend most of the day lounging 
around outside “monitoring the deep fryer,” escaping the loads 
of responsibilities placed on their wives’ shoulders, and 
somehow still racking up the most praise for making the meal 
a success.

 

Stuffing

Ingredients:

6 cups of chopped creativity

2 tablespoons of a need for praise

Day-old bread

1 stick of constant activity and involvement

2.5 ounces of desire to assert herself

4 teaspoons of not wanting help

Chicken broth

4 teaspoons of always getting help because “it is too hard”

4 teaspoons of wanting to complain about the help she got

Carrots

4 teaspoons of getting all of the credit, even though she had 
help

Directions:

Every year my sister, Annie, forgets to set out all of the 
ingredients beforehand. And every year, after spending three 
hours at a variety of specialty grocery and kitchen supply 
stores, my mom goes out in her pajama pants and flour-
covered t-shirt to retrieve the last-minute items for my sister. 
She heads to the Marc’s Grocery Store up the street to get the 
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extra carton of chicken broth two minutes before the stove’s 
timer rings, telling her to add it in. She pulls out the large 
kitchen knife to chop the countless herbs and spices, but Annie 
hesitates to make the first cut, waiting instead for my mom to 
take the knife out of her hand and slice into the greenery on 
the white cutting board that bears the indents from every other 
Thanksgiving as the same scene unfolds. Stomping out of the 
kitchen and onto the couch, Annie whines about never getting 
to do anything herself. She conveniently gets over it by the 
time the last sprig of sage is diced. This is the one recipe that 
constantly changes, because when Annie loses the credit for 
cutting the herbs she convinces herself that she must make it 
up by altering the traditional recipe with her own flair: an ever-
changing list of more to add. At this point, the need to assert 
herself is added to the mix, as she shouts orders at my mom, 
telling her what to cut next and how much of a new spice to 
add into the pan. When all is said and done, Annie sits proudly 
at the table on Thanksgiving and whenever anyone mentions 
the stuffing, she pipes up to give the detailed list of how she 
played a hand in its creation. This goes on until no one 
mentions the stuffing besides the grandparents, who are 
ridiculously proud of their “budding chef.”

 

Mashed Potatoes

Ingredients:

12 large heaps of a need for control

3 cups of wanting to appear to “go with the flow”

Potatoes

5 tablespoons of ego gratification

6 teaspoons of inventing new ways to complain

Milk

7 ounces of proof that she does everything

2 cups of tradition

Butter

1 stick of distaste for others’ recipes

Directions:

My mom is in charge of practically all of the side dishes every 
year because neither of my aunts cooks. Not only do they not 
cook for holidays, but they don’t cook ever. The chore/
opportunity of making the majority of Thanksgiving dinner adds 
to my mom’s narrative that she does everything while giving 
her the chance to fuel her need for control, through 
micromanaging every dish that leaves our kitchen 
Thanksgiving morning. By mixing in her egotism, she is able to 
be praised for her dishes, effectively claiming credit for the 
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whole dinner. Combined with these attributes, the fact that her 
homemade potatoes are quite a lot better than the instant 
alternative, she takes one for the team (or family), and spends 
the hour or so mashing, stirring in milk, and folding in butter so 
that all of her other quality Thanksgiving dishes aren’t 
degraded by boxed potatoes. This task doesn’t just last the 
day before the holiday, but carries through to the Thursday 
event as she barks orders and micromanages the way every 
side is carried, unpacked, warmed, and served. While flaunting 
her knowledge and expertise in the kitchen, the oldest of the 
Osborne sisters bosses her sisters around the kitchen, and 
directs all of the able-bodied children (which is really just me) 
on the proper way to be “a help and not a hindrance.”

 

Rolls

Ingredients:

1 trip to the grocery store

Directions:

The morning of Thanksgiving, my Aunt Julie, who lives in a 
house right through the backyard of the home where the 
festivities are held, heads out to the local grocery store to pick 
up the one thing she needs to contribute: the rolls. She shows 
up at my other aunt’s house 30 minutes later than everyone 

agreed to meet, even though she lives the closest by far. And 
she brings with her more work than help. Along with the one 
bag of rolls, she totes three headstrong redheads under age 4 
who need to be looked after, and three 12-packs of beer for all 
eligible members of the family to guzzle. Dressed in holiday 
attire, the kids run over to Annie and me, the cardboard cases 
of beer are shuffled outside into the cooler which is getting 
lighter by the minute as the men man the deep fryer, and the 
red-and-blue-checked bag of rolls is set on the counter until 
my grandma decides to slice them and arrange them in some 
kind of basket or bowl pulled from the cupboard over Auntie 
Liz’s stove.

 

Dessert

Ingredients:

2 cups of a love to adhere to directions

5 tablespoons of pickiness

Flour

1 ounce of joy stemming from planning

4 teaspoons of a need for control like my mom

Whipped cream
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3 sticks of unrelenting perfectionism

1 can of bearing the responsibility for being the most reliable 
kid in the family

Directions:

Every year I find three new recipes for various pies and treats 
off of the most prestigious Food Network website. With 
highlighter in hand, I go to work surveying our cabinets and 
noting what we have (green), and what we need (pink). With 
all the pink ingredients listed, I hit the newspapers and 
frequently visited sites to find any and all possible coupons, cut 
them out, organize them alphabetically, and cinch them 
together with a purple paisley binder clip. At the store I 
methodically head through each aisle, picking up what I need 
and moving quickly along. God forbid I forget to grab a marked 
ingredient and risk losing my title as the most responsible kid 
in the extended family. The truth is that title isn’t very difficult to 
maintain considering I am competing against five cousins 
under the age of 8, a sister who only does what she feels like 
doing, and a brother who fakes incompetence to get out of 
completing any task whatsoever. Being in charge of the 
desserts allows me to monitor what goes into them, so that I 
am sure nothing disgusting like sour cream or dark chocolate 
taints my perfect ending to this meal. I lay out all of my 
ingredients in order of when I need them and I plan out what 
tools to use so I have as few dishes as possible to wash 

afterward. In the end, everyone is so tired from the meal that 
they forget to remark on the pride they feel for my pies. But 
they eat them all, so that’s something.

***

 

When all the serving bowls have been stocked, we sit down at 
the long brown table set up in my aunt’s living room, each on a 
folding chair in our traditional spots. We hold hands as my 8-
year-old cousin leads us in a prayer, followed by my dad 
blurting out “Who eats the fastest gets the most!” and we all 
laugh as if we haven’t heard this same corny joke every 
Thanksgiving of our lives. As we eat from plates overflowing 
with turkey, stuffing, mashed potatoes, rolls, and desserts, we 
discuss how wonderful everything tastes and the current 
events in our family and the world. Conversation may not be 
the correct word for it, though, seeing as everyone in the room 
believes the same things and just repeats the same two or 
three points or stories in different ways. Not only does this 
happen from year to year, but also in one single sermon 
preached to the choir from the head of the table. But each year 
offers some small new twists, altering the recipe and bringing 
us closer together with new family memories. What stays with 
us is not the stress, the eye rolling, the mess, the fights, or the 
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snide remarks. We remember the too-loud laughter, the 
breakout dance parties, the family rounds of board games, the 
inside jokes, the kids in PJs, the too-tight hugs, the leftovers, 
the birthday celebration, the announcement of a pregnancy, 
and the gift exchange name-draw for the next family get-
together that is only a month away. Oh, and my delicious 
chocolate pie. No one could ever forget that.
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My Dream: The Juilliard School
Short Story
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors
#

My Dream: The Juilliard School
I love music, but my fear is stopping me from pursuing my 
dream. I’m in the guidance counselor's office,again, for the 
third time this week and it’s only Tuesday. I sit in the same old, 
red velvet chair every time and look at the same bowl of candy. 
My dark brown eyes look at the sign Doctor James, my 
guidance counselor. I rub my hands through my dark brown 
hair as James is trying to ask me questions about my fear.

***

I was in kindergarten and me being myself, I volunteered to 
read a petition at mass. I practiced every night for a week. 
Finally, the day came. My mom and dad were there, even 
though they had work. I got up onto the altar and I completely 
froze. All I remember is that I ran off completely crying and I 
never did anything in front of anyone ever again.

***

“So, how are you today, Haven?” asked James.

I looked at him as if he should already know. I pretty much say 
the same thing every time.

With hesitation, I said, “ I’m ok. I have had better days.”

He looked at me. Stared at me and said, “You always say that. 
Describe your perfect day.” I took a breath and started, “The 
day where I can come to school confident and not feel 
insecure. The day where I can audition for The Juilliard School 
with my flute. The day I find myself. The day where I actually 
become independent and not have people bully me.” He told 
me to stop when he saw the first tear roll down my check.

When I finally got home, I saw my parents sitting at the table 
with a letter in my mom’s hand. They had a nervous 
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expression on their faces. I silently put my stuff away. Then, I 
cautiously walked into the kitchen and sat down across from 
my parents. They looked at me and then, back down at the 
letter as I watched them carefully place the letter in front of me. 
I looked. Then, my eyes went wide. It was a letter from The 
Juilliard School. I start to open it. My hands become shaky. I 
start to tap my foot. I open it very slowly. Then, I finally took the 
letter out. I started to read it with wide eyes. My smile is so big 
and wide that I think it is going to fall off my face. I got into 
Juilliard! My parents were so happy for me.

The next morning, I went straight to the music and band room. 
I spent 2 hours practicing the piece “Chant de Linos”. My flute 
instructor,Jocelyn, walked in the room with “I have some bad 
news” look on her face. I looked at her with a worried 
expression.

She sat down next to me and said, “ You need to do a live 
audition in front of ten judges.” My jaw dropped. I ran right out 
of the room to see James. When I entered the room, I 
slammed the door behind me and sat down. He came out of 
his office and sat across from me.

He said, “I know. I have heard the audition is in a week.” I took 
a big deep breath.

“I don’t know what to do.”

“Go get your flute,” he told me.

“Why?” I asked.

“You’ll see.” When I returned, the table and chairs were 
pushed aside, except for one chair. There was also a music 
stand set up in the front and center of the room.

“Set your music up,” he said. He sat down in the chair with a 
clipboard and looked at me, watching me set up my music.

“Put your flute together,” he commanded. I did as he said.

“I will be right back,” he said. I wait until he leaves to start to 
play. I focused letting my fingers glide up and down my flute. 
When I finished my song, I realized he was standing behind 
me the whole time. I almost had a heart attack. I start to 
breathe heavily.

“H...h...how long have you been standing there,” I said shaky 
feeling like I was going to pass out.

“The whole time,” he said smartly. I walked over to the only 
chair, in the center of the room, and sat down. “So, I played my 
flute in front of you?”

“Yes. Was it that bad.”

“I mean no. . . not really, but how I am supposed to play my 
flute in front of the judges?”
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“Just practice and I will take care of the rest.”

***

Next thing I know, I am on a plane with my mom, dad, James, 
and my flute teacher. I am so nervous I am playing an invisible 
flute going through the music.

“Honey,” my mom said, “people are staring. You should stop.” I 
looked at her with one of those looks that said, “Did you 
seriously just say that!” She looks at me, shakes her head and 
walks away. I continue to play my invisible flute, until James 
sits down next to me.

“How are you?”

“Nervous,” I said.

“Don’t be. You will do great!”

“Thanks,” I said shyly. I sat there looking out the window 
thinking about the audition. What will it be like? Will they like 
me? Do they like the music I picked out? Am I going to fail? 
This is my dream. 

“All you can do is try your hardest,” James said. I turned 
around in shock.

“I didn’t know I said that outloud.”

“You didn’t,” he said looking at me, winking. I looked at him in a 
weird way. When we were finally off the plane my dad said, 
“We need to find the car The Juilliard School sent us.”

“Here it is,” I said excitedly. I practically raced over to the car 
and jumped in. My family, finally, got in the car six billion years 
later. In the limo, which is the car they sent us, they had 
previous auditions playing on a screen. As I am watching this, I 
am thinking, I am really this good as these people. These 
people are amazing. Then, there is me. I am coming from a 
small town and high school. How am I going to compete with 
adults who have had way more experience than me? I going to 
fail. 

When we get to the hotel, we were told the Juilliard has a 
meeting tonight in Conference room one. After we find our 
rooms and freshen up, we go down to Conference room one. 
After someone showed us to seats, the headmaster started to 
speak. She explained how the audition was going to work and 
all the instructions. Also, how to dress appropriately and what 
to bring.

I went to bed that night nervously thinking about how I am 
going to pull this whole thing off. I woke up with eager and 
excitement. I put my pretty black dress on and flats. As I finish 
breakfast, myself and a bunch of others people names are 
called to get in the car to take us to the audition.
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“Good luck, sweetie. I love you!” shouts my mom. Embarrased, 
I rushed into the car as fast as I can. In the car, I went on 
playing my invisible flute. When we finally arrived at the 
Audition Hall, there were fifty-five acts before me. I was the 
first one after intermission. The judges had a ten minute break 
before I was up. The stage manager told me that I could 
practice, but I would have to face away from the audience.

“Ok.” I replied as I’m walking in to the stage nervously. I turned 
around and took a deep breath. I placed my hands on my flute 
and began to play. The music took me away like I was in my 
own world. I started to tap my foot and slowly turned around to 
see that the curtain was open! Everyone was staring at me. I 
found James, my flute instructor, and my parents in the 
audience just moving their mouths saying, “Keep going!”

I am shocked how am I doing this with all these eye watching 
me. How am I doing this? What is happening? How am I not 
afraid? What is happening? I keep playing. The judges are 
smiling. When I was done, I got a standing ovation. I was so 
happy that I almost cried.

After the audition, we went back to the hotel and got our 
belongings. About an hour later, we were back on the plane to 
going home. That week back at school felt so long and 
everlasting. Everyday when I came home, I check the mailbox 
to see if the letter arrived. After a week of waiting, finally, on 
Friday, the letter came. I opened it slowly and cautiously.

“You open it. No! Wait! I will! No. Don’t open. Mom ,you open 
it. No. Dad, open it. Wait! I will open it!”

“Just open it,” my dad said.

“Ok.” I took a deep breathe. My hands were shaking. I read the 
first line and my eyes went wide.

“I got in! I got into the Juilliard School.”

“I’m so happy for you, baby girl.”

“Congrats, sweetie.”

I called James so fast and told him the great news.

“That’s great Haven. I knew you could do it,” he said over the 
phone. After that, I called my flute instructor.

“Yes, that’s great,” she said.

My parents were so happy for me they cooked my favorite, 
phillycheese steaks. My parents, also, took me to my favorite 
ice cream place, Handles.

That upcoming fall, I will start school at The Juilliard!

***

Now, as you can see, I was scared to when I auditioned, but 
the truth is it is not that bad. I got over my fear. Now, look at 
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me, I work at The Juilliard as one of the best flute players and 
teachers. I hope to help and guide you on this journey. I hope I 
inspire you! Good luck at your audition and break a leg!

“How did James help you when he said, ‘ Just practice and I 
will take care of the rest,’ ” one kid shouted.

“Let’s just say, James’s brother is a stage manager,” I said 
smiling.
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The Duke's Son
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 7
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
#

The Duke's Son
It was a dark, stormy night in the cold, blizzard-blanketed 
northern forests of Secreepour. This land was treacherous, not 
only because of the spiteful winters, but because of the raiders 
that prowled the roads.

Despite the risks in the wilderness, a youthful figure named 
Ulric rode on horseback. His dark blue hair was frosted with 
snow, and a long scar drove down his left eye. Ulric wore a 

long, tattered brown cloak that covered his entire 15-year-old 
body. Under that hooded cloak was an iron grey shirt with a 
large, yellow crest of a wolf head. The crest signified that he 
was a summoner, a person with the ability to summon various 
creatures. Halfway down his thigh, a long embroidered 
scabbard swayed from his hip. Black gems decorated the 
leather capsule, also sporting the insignia.

The land of Secreepour was a mythical land filled with 
summoners who were given quests or jobs in exchange for 
compensation. Ulric’s current mission was to hunt down a 
criminal named Jared the Jester, wanted for various crimes, 
such as mass-murder and torture.

Ulric’s jet black horse raced down the snowy road bordered by 
pine. Without warning, an arrow shot out of the woods, 
piercing the shoulder of the horse. The stallion somersaulted 
forward into the snow, launching Ulric forward, but he easily 
maneuvered himself so that he landed on his feet. The horse’s 
dying body lay contorted on the ground, and a crimson trickle 
of blood stained the snow beneath.

Ulric looked up as a group of bandits sprang from the 
shrubbery. They held various cleavers, scythes, and 
crossbows, but Ulric remained unfazed. He knew they never 
stood a chance against his elite skills and found it very 
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tiresome to deal with these petty low lifes. He took off his 
brown cloak which sunk to the ground, weighed down by the 
coins inside his pockets.

Effortlessly Ulric pressed his hand against the ground until a 
bright flash emitted from it. It blinded the bandits for a moment. 
Now standing in front of Ulric was a large, winged tiger, its 
mangy fur scarred from previous fights. Steam rose from 
where the beast stood, and all the surrounding snow 
evaporated. Smoke billowed from the beast’s nostrils, and then 
a ball of flame the size of a basketball shot from its mouth. As 
a warning shot, the fire flew past the rogue group, who 
screeched like vultures as they sprinted into the forest, 
dropping their weapons.

Ulric stood and shouted defiantly, “You never stood a chance, 
you filthy mongrels. Did you really think you could stand 
against the son of the Duke!”

Ulric searched the ground, looking for clues about the ambush 
and saw a letter in the snow where the bandits appeared. 
Picking it up, he glanced over the note. It read:
 
I would like to inform you that someone has put a bounty on 
my head.

I would like it if you could get rid of him for me. Round up some 
robbers and ambush him. Meet me in Skulli afterward, and you 
know where to be.
Jared the Jester

Ulric had heard that recently bandits had been appearing more 
often than usual on the roads leading north west, and now 
Ulric had a suspicion that these events were tied to Jared.

“Looks like I know where I’m going. Poor planning on his part 
to send petty robbers to dispatch me!” Ulric said delightfully, 
confidence filling his voice.

Ulric mounted his tiger, Trace, and the feline jumped into the 
nipping air, large wings shielding Ulric from the bitter wind with 
every flap.

Hours of flying later, Trace landed outside the city of Skulli on a 
cliff. Luminescent yellow lights looked like giant fireflies in the 
dark city. Sounds of music swelled from below. Ulric looked 
around the wall that surrounded the city. Square holes showed 
signs that it was an ancient fort, but over time it had developed 
into the bustling northern port of Skulli.

Ulric found a cliff to make camp. He stood at the top, trying to 
find a vantage point on the wall to search for Jared the Jester. 



609

Under the tree Trace’s chest heaved up and down with every 
breath. Ulric gathered a pile of twigs and sticks near the edge 
of the cliff and ordered Trace up. It opened its mouth, and a 
small fire ball whipped through the air, hitting the fire dead 
center. A flame erupted.

Ulric contemplated his next steps. He knew that Trace would 
outmatch any of the men or beasts Jared threw at him. 
Pondering whether or not he should use another beast to 
scout the city, he pushed that plan aside, confident that he was 
always one step ahead of his enemy. He searched his pockets 
for a crystal. Transforming Trace into a form of energy could fit 
it into a crystal he carried. This was an easier option than 
leaving Trace out, which slowly drained Ulric of energy. He 
thrust the gem near Trace, who was absorbed into the crystal. 
Ulric then put it in his pocket.

Ulric lay down near the fire, thinking about his bounty, Jared. 
He had chosen him because of the reward of a million gold 
coins. But moreso he had a personal vendetta against Jared. 
Ulric can remember that summer clearly.

It had been a humid evening in his father’s immense log cabin 
in the western forests of Secreepour. The sun was setting, and 
an iota of light cast large, imposing shadows across the walls 
of Ulric’s bedroom. He heard a sudden crash, and the floor 

beneath his bed fragmented, with Ulric plummeting to the floor. 
He saw Jared in his bright red tunic, prancing about as if he 
were at a carnival. An intimidating rock golem stood next to 
him, the polar opposite of Jared. Its face morphed out of 
granite, quartz, and other rocks. It bore no emotion, as if it 
were brain dead. But Ulric saw something else. His father lay 
limp beside Jared. A large, scarlet blade pierced his chest, the 
tip protruding the other side.

The fire flickered and Ulric shuddered, attempting to push 
away the memory, the tears, the heartache back into the 
sinkhole of his mind. Ulric was brought up with only his father 
because his Mother ran away when he was two. He looked 
into the fire, orange and red flames licking at the cold, bitter air. 
His mind drifted into his imagination, envisioning what he 
would do to Jared once he defeated him. Ulric stroked the 
scabbard on his waist, holding the immaculate blade that his 
father once carried with him at all times. Reaching for the hilt, 
he pulled out the unused blade, devoid of stain and rust. Ulric 
dozed off after putting out the flame.

The next morning Ulric awoke, covered in a light blanket of 
frost. He attempted to shake the particles, which melted into 
his clothes, making him cold and wet. He trudged into the 
forest, attempting to find something to eat. Unsuccessful, Ulric 
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stomped back to the campsite, and he pulled out his water jug. 
He groggily laid his hand on the ground and summoned Trace.

He then crawled onto the beast’s back and flew to the city 
gate. Waltzing into the city, he looked for some kind of inn or 
tavern. He entered one. Countless men with tattoos, scars, 
and eyepatches sat around tables in the stuffy room. Ulric 
jumped onto the barstool, his body miniscule compared to the 
behemoths beside him.

“Get me the finest cordial you have,” Ulric ordered, handing 
the attendant gold coins.

She returned with a large mug filled to the brim with a amber 
brown liquid. Ulric sipped the beverage. The warm, bitter brew 
ran down his throat soothingly. Ulric downed the entire mug, 
alighted from the stool, and shouted in the deepest voice he 
could manage, “Everyone, I am looking for a man by the name 
of Jared the Jester!” Ulric pulled the parchment from his pocket 
and exclaimed, “If any of you know this man, please come talk 
to me.”

Except for a group of people, who walked outside, no one paid 
any attention to Ulric, whose voice was drowned out by the 
clatter of plates, cups, and silverware. Disgruntled, Ulric 

walked out of the inn but was then stopped by the group of 
ruffians.

“Hey, we’ve been lookin for you, ya know that?” one of them 
said in a thick accent. “You need to come wit us.”

“Why should I trust you?” Ulric questioned. “You’re nothing but 
a filthy commoner. You mean nothing to me.”

“What did you say!” the man exclaimed loud enough to be 
heard from outside the city. “You’re gonna regret that, 
mongrel!”

The ruffian reached for a bludgeon on his waist, but Ulric, 
short-sword in hand, thrust at the man’s torso. A shrill of metal 
clamored from the mobster’s stomach. The man was unfazed 
while Ulric looked down to see a plated armor under the man’s 
shirt. He raised the club above Ulric’s head and brought it 
down. Ulric felt a sharp pain before blackness enveloped him.

Ulric opened his eyes inside a dark room. He had been 
stripped of his cloak, revealing the summoner’s crest on his 
tunic. His face felt as though it had been beaten a thousand 
times. He heard laughter from the distance, as if it were an 
echo. A man wearing a bright yellow and red leotard 
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approached, his smile stretched from ear to ear. His bright 
eyes danced with excitement.
 
“Well, well, well, what do we have hear? A summoner by the 
looks of it,” the man said as he pranced about. “And I think I 
remember. You're the Duke’s son!”

“Jared, you madman!” Ulric exclaimed bluntly. He struggled at 
his restraints. Trying to contain the rage boiling inside of him, 
he exhaled.

Jared ignored his remark, still prancing around. Other men 
came closer out of the darkness. They closed in on Ulric, but 
he was ready. Ulric pushed his feet against the floor, flipping 
the chair backwards. Hand pressed against the floor, Ulric 
summoned Trace, who awoke from beneath him.

The beast howled and then ripped apart the ropes holding 
Ulric, who sprung from the chair and landed next to Jared. 
Then a battle ensued. Ulric hurled his fist into Jared’s jaw who 
in turn flung his knee into Jared’s chest, but Jared was 
prepared, slicing Ulric’s knee with a small dagger. Ulric 
staggered backward. Trace was fighting the other men. Smoke 
appeared from behind Jared, and a small fire burned a few of 
the men’s clothing. Ulric turned to see that the jester was 
advancing toward him, dagger in hand. Ulric dodged, and then 

dug through his pocket for a smoke bomb. He launched it 
toward Jared and struck him in the face, and almost at once, a 
large puff of smoke spewed out. Jared cursed, blinded by the 
smog, and fell to his knees. Ulric staggered forward. Once he 
reached Jared, he punched him down to the ground.

Ulric called to Trace, who responded immediately and sprung 
to his master's aid. Trace saw Jared laying on the floor and bit 
the man’s torso, making sure that he was dead. One of Jared’s 
arms flung up with a dagger in hand, and stabbed Ulric in the 
arm. He escaped Trace’s jaws and slithered back into the 
darkness, but not before Ulric pulled out his blade and threw 
the projectile into Jared’s shoulder, knocking him off his feet.

By this time the rest of the ruffians scampered out of the 
building, scared for their lives. Jared fell to the floor while Ulric 
struggled to get up and lurched forward. Jared smiled. A bruise 
had formed on Jared’s cheek, but his eyes were wide with 
anticipation. Ulric reached for the dagger and raised his hand 
above his head, savoring the moment he had been waiting for. 
Anger and anticipation boiled inside of him, but he restrained 
himself with great difficulty.

The slight hesitation was all Jared needed. He pressed his 
hand to the ground, and from the floor a huge mound of rocks 
appeared. Ulric was launched backwards, dagger flying out of 
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his hand. Trace ran over to Ulric and lifted him up, but what 
Ulric saw ahead of him made fear creep up his spine.

The golem appeared, except it was at least four stories tall, 
quadrupling its height since last time. The monolith smashed 
its arm down next to Ulric, the impact of the shockwave 
knocking Trace across the room. Ulric’s head pounded. Dust 
crowded the room, blurring his vision. Ulric could barely move.

The golem stayed there, awaiting further instruction. Once 
Ulric got to his knees, the golem swung his arm sideways, 
barely missing Ulric’s head. Its arm smashed into the wall, and 
an avalanche of rocks fell from the roof. Ulric struggled again 
and looked up, his eyes met Jared’s insane gaze, triggering 
the painful memory back into his head.

“Why did you do it?” Ulric questioned. “Why murder my 
father?”

“For the fun of it, of course!” Jared said with exaggerated 
mirth.

The golem’s arm was stuck in the wall, buried deep in rubble. 
Ulric, a sudden adrenaline pumping into him, sprinted to the 
arm, reaching down to grab the dagger on the ground. He 

climbed up the rocks, onto the bridge-like arm. Ulric ran up the 
appendage as Jared stood in shock, but then grinned.

Ulric closed in on Jared. They were now both on the golem’s 
head. Ulric stopped, fatigued by the tremendous effort he just 
put forth. Jared kicked Ulric in the gut who fell to his knees, the 
pain exceeding expectation. Ulric reached for his dagger as 
Jared looked down on him.

“Looks like the tides have turned,” he said.

“Not quite,” Ulric calmly stated.

With meteoric speed he pulled the dagger from the sheath and 
held it to Jared’s heart, the temptation of killing him now hard 
handle, but Ulric knew better.

“You will turn yourself into the guard of Skulli, or this blade will 
be rammed into your chest,” Ulric commanded.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Jared said, fear rising in his voice. “You 
wouldn’t be avenging your father. Don’t you want to honor 
him?”

“That may be so,” Ulric told him. “Either way, it's better than 
getting your blood on my hands or letting you run free.”
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Slowly, Jared and Ulric walked from the rock golem and moved 
out of the grotto. Ulric prodded Jared to the authorities, where 
they locked him up. Having been informed about Jared’s 
sadistic nature and summoning abilities, the guards made sure 
that Jared was put under constant surveillance in chains that 
restricted his summoning ability. Ulric than received the reward 
for the bounty.

After the events that occurred in Skulli, Ulric returned to his 
father’s cabin and made sure that Trace was given as much 
care as needed. He also buried his father’s sword, having 
avenged his father honorably.
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The Boundary Waters Adventure
Short Story
Grade: 7
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors
#

The Boundary Waters Adventure
David Holmes took in his favorite scenery with his bright blue 
eyes. The sign shown Boundary Waters Canoe Area 
Wilderness against the glassy blue and green water. This was 
the moment he was waiting for. It took him eight hours to get 
here by car and he felt woozy as his feet met the damp earth. 
He slung his large pack over his back and briskly walked to the 
cabin where he would check in. The cabin was small, but 
sturdy. It must have been at least a hundred years old for 

David could see the wear of sun, wind, and time on the outer 
walls of the cabin. David grasped the handle of the door and 
flung it open. The wind whirled in and he smelled the smoky 
fire burning in the back of the room. 

“Hello,” said David merrily as he shuffled up to the counter top.

“Hello! How are you today?” greeted the caretaker.

“I’m quite alright. How about yourself?” David responded 
quickly as he raked his hand through his sleek black hair, 
eager to start his journey.

“I’m fantastic! May I see your ID please?”

“Certainly.”

David swiftly handed the caretaker his ID. He checked his 
watch: 4pm. 

I better get going! David thought to himself.

“Everything checks out. You're free to go,” the caretaker 
cheerfully exclaimed.

“Thank you. Have a great day,” David replied as he quickly 
exited into the fragrant summer air. 
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David strutted over to the canoes and plopped his over-sized 
backpack into one of them. He grabbed a paddle and at last 
set out on his trip.

The water quivered into a ring as the canoe waded through the 
immense lake ahead of him. David heard the rustling of leaves 
that belonged to all the trees on the edge of the banks. It 
smelled of campfire and rain that was about to fall from vast 
masses of clouds hanging low in the sky.

David took in all these wonderful sights and smells of the 
wilderness. He always had a special passion for the outdoors. 
Ever since David was a child, he loved to breathe in the fresh 
air and shake leaves off trees to watch them flutter to the 
ground. He loved to stomp his old yellow rainboots in the 
countless puddles of mud and make imprints of his shoes in 
the ground. But most of all, he was always captivated by the 
wondrous animals that roamed the woods when he would go 
camping with his father. Those were the times that he lived for. 
And those were exactly the reasons why David was at 
Boundary Waters.

This area of vast wilderness was unlike any other. It was a 
unique collection of thousands of lakes surrounded by various 
landscapes. Cliffs, crags, and canyons were carved out by 
glaciers over thousands of years. These magnificent natural 
creations also masked the challenges that David would have 
to face. Navigating his way through raging rapids, dense 

forests, rocky terrain, and marshy grasslands would prove very 
difficult to David.

With each stroke of the paddle David’s muscular arms took, 
the canoe picked up speed. After rigorous work, the canoe ran 
up the edge of the banks where the water met land. David 
dragged the canoe through the coarse sand, put his over-sized 
backpack on, and heaved the heavy boat onto his shoulders. 
In no time, David set out on the long hike ahead of him.

Crunch, crunch, crunch went his feet as he treaded through 
the dense forest. The ground was landmined with countless 
boulders and shrubs making it very difficult to maneuver 
himself through the trees with the canoe on his shoulders. 
David’s blue eyes darted to and fro looking for a path to the 
other side of the forest. After searching for a couple of minutes, 
but finding no “official” path, his weary legs took off trudging 
through the dark green canopies that hung above him. He 
could hear the constant chirping of small birds above and the 
chipmunks and squirrels scurrying below and about in the 
shrubbery. He could even hear the faint caw of an eagle, its 
massive figure diving down to the lake, not far from David, to 
feast, its shadow casting aspersions on its prey. Luckily, David 
did not hear nor see any approaching bears. But he had to be 
careful because bears were not uncommon in the area. 

Finally reaching the edge of the forest, David took a well-
deserved break, looking back from where he had come. David 
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gazed up at the enormous trees. Their deep brown, thick bark 
was blotched with silvery green, spongy moss and their 
branches intertwined with each other, almost as if they had 
grown together. After taking a quick breath, David made his 
way over the rocky hillside where he saw the familiar sight of 
the immense body of water.

Back in the canoe now, in a moment it seemed he was halfway 
across the lake. David’s eyes wandered upon his handsome 
reflection sketched on the water. Suddenly, little ringlets 
scattered his reflection, and he realized it was the pitter-patter 
of rain.

“I better get a move on before the rain soaks through my bag,” 
worried David.

He soon reached land and hiked to a place he found suitable 
for a campsite.

David spent two hours setting up camp before scavenging for 
firewood for dinner. Now it was pouring, so he hung a massive 
tarp slung between two oak trees providing shelter for David, a 
scant pile of wood, and a tent crammed underneath it. With the 
little space that was left, David began building a fire. Working 
quickly and skillfully, David made a pile of small tinder then 
arranged the larger branches on top of it. Digging into his front 
jean pocket, he pulled out a matchbook, lighting the match with 
a flick of his thumb..

“Yes! I can’t wait to eat,” proclaimed a famished David.

He wasted no time slipping out his cooler from his backpack to 
get to the rations and pans. Taking out a small steak with great 
marbling, David placed it in the pan to hold over the fire while it 
cooked. Once done, he let it rest for a moment. While it did, 
David served himself some vegetables from another container. 
Sprinkled with a little salted pepper and dry herb mix from 
another baggie in the cooler, the carrots, celery, red peppers 
and tomatoes made a colorfully crisp and tasty salad.

With David well fed and snugly packed into his puffy sleeping 
bag, he fell asleep to the patter of rain falling on his tent and 
the rush of the river nearby.

The dawn came cold and damp, and David awoke reluctantly 
from a deep sleep to assess the night storm’s damage. 
Unzipping the tent, he gazed out to see what the storm had left 
him to deal with. To his great astonishment and utter dismay, 
he could scarcely make out the image of his large hand right in 
front of him! As difficult as it was to pack up his sodden 
belongings, the thick fog just made matters worse. The tarp, 
weighed down and now pouring water onto the ground under 
David’s feet as he untied a corner from the trees, was making 
the campsite a dangerously slippery, puddled mess.

As thick mud sloshed underfoot, brown boots marched due 
north to the borders of Canada. Before David arrived at 



617

Boundary Waters, he mapped out the directions he would take 
from the southernmost area of wilderness to the farthest area 
north. While contemplating these thoughts and straining his 
eyes to see through the fog, heavy rainfall began to pelt the 
bottom of the canoe that faced up as David hiked.

The path that David was currently on was covered in dead 
leaves and mud and was challenging to see through the fog 
and heavy rain. David plodded on, coming to a fork in the path. 
He pondered which way he should take since the terrain was 
uneven. Eyes squinted, and hands tightly grasped on the 
canoe, David took the path to the right.

“Boom!...Bang!...Boom!” went the thunder.

“Good grief! It's raining cats and dogs,” David remarked as he 
hiked on.

“Bang!” 

On this hike, David adjusted his stance as he walked along a 
narrow rocky ledge that dropped off into a deep cavern. The 
cavern was overgrown with a deep green thicket of trees, 
branches, shrubs growing out the side of the cavern walls, and 
a thousand ferns covering its floor. It was so dense and thick 
that you could not see bottom. Therefore, David had no 
knowledge of how deep it was, or of what lurked in its depths.

“Boom!”

Startled by the thunder, David’s large brown boots tripped over 
each other. Unable to catch himself, David lost his footing and 
slipped right over the edge!

Down. Down. Down. Down he went. Breaking the surface of 
the thicket, David slammed into branches, and got caught in 
the shrubs.

“Ahh! Ohh! UGHH!”

Down. Down. Down. Further he went. Falling through the last 
bit of thick branches, David met the cold stone floor at the 
bottom of the cavern. Thump! Snap!

“Ahhhh!” David cried out.

His left leg lay splintered in half, lopsided and facing different 
directions. He tried to move his leg but couldn't. Then, a 
searing pain rushed through his body. David couldn’t move. 
Tilting his head to gaze upon his leg, blood trickled down his 
dirt covered face. This stabbing pain that rushed through his 
body increased rapidly and suddenly went straight to his head. 
Everything went black as David passed out. 

*** 

David's eyes fluttered open, on the edge of consciousness. 
The enormous trees were a blur and he could just see the 
looming branches above from where he fell. Waking up, his 
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eyes slowly began to regain focus. His body aching from head 
to toe was covered in deep cuts, bumps, and bruises. A huge 
gash oozing blood ran across his cheek, over his nose, just 
below his eyes.

“ Hello? … Is anyone there?” David said, expecting no 
response.

“Ow.” 

The pain hadn't stopped, and David needed to act quickly. He 
knew what he was about to do was going to be excruciatingly 
painful, but he had no choice if he wanted to save himself. He 
had to set his leg. Ever so slightly he slipped off his pack trying 
to ignore the growing pain in his leg. He unzipped his pack, 
and groped around for the rope. After fumbling around for a 
couple of seconds, David removed the rope from the bag and 
set it down next to him. His bloodshot, teary eyes scoured 
around for two thick branches. Debris lay scattered about from 
where David had fallen. He grabbed his rope and with all his 
strength he dragged himself to the debris. The searing pain 
began to rush through his body and he cried out. Little by little 
he made his way and at last picked out two thick branches that 
could serve as braces. They were straight, but had gnarled 
knots on them. Because of their similarity, David figured they 
were from the same tree. 

David took these branches and laid them on either side of his 
leg running from the ankle up to the knee. David could barely 
think now with the pain as bad as it was. He drooped his 
sweaty hand into his pocket and drew out a very large knife. 
He then took the rope, unfolded his knife, and estimated as 
best he could the middle of the rope. Sawing at the rope, 
David bit his tongue, holding back his pain. Snap. The rope 
was cut in half. David fastened the first half of the rope just 
below the knee, and the second half fastened above the ankle. 

“Ouch!”

With the pain increasing every minute, David could see that his 
leg had swollen beyond recognition. It looked like an over 
inflated balloon. But now that his leg was set, he would be able 
to get himself to safety. First, he needed to find his canoe. His 
eyes frantically searched, finally finding a dented and mangled 
canoe snared in the bushes. 

Mustering all the strength he had left, David slid his way over 
to the canoe. Dragging the small boat to level ground, he tilted 
it to the side and rolled in.

“Ow! … Ow! … Ahhh!”

*** 

A small dark figure sat hunched over in a canoe rocking from 
side to side as it passed through a marsh thick with tall 
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grasses. Seaweed rose about around brown vegetation. The 
first sign of sunlight pushed through the clouds with a 
brilliance. Through the mist, a streak of a rainbow shone high 
in the sky. It was two hours since David had dragged himself 
into the canoe. He took the paddle propelling himself down 
and out of the cavern by pushing the paddle off the ground like 
he would in water. Soon, he found a lake that looped back 
from where he had travelled. This led into the marshy swamp 
he was now in.

To David, everything was dreary, even with the sun and the 
rainbow. He was so disappointed in himself that he wasn't able 
to complete his journey he had so proudly planned. His broad 
shoulders now slumped over, his head hung low, and his black 
hair stood in a wiry mess. The blood sealed up the gash on his 
cheek, but his face still stung from the dirt and bruises. His 
muscular arms were now fatigued beyond belief, yet somehow 
they did not let David down. David’s leg ached, leaving him 
flustered. Eyes widening and beads of perspiration dripping 
down his face, David began to lose faith in where he is going.

The water of the marshes lay placid as the contorted canoe 
teetered along. David’s stomach became a knot as the vast 
sun gave way to the moon. Losing all hope that he’ll be able to 
make it to morning, his blue eyes squinted shut, his face 
crushed in sullen fatigue, his body in great pain.

As the night drew on, the marshes flowed out into a lake. The 
canoe was approaching an island. David was dosing in and 
out when suddenly his eyes widened and his body stiffened. 
He gazed upon a flicker of light in the distance. Gripping the 
paddle in his weather beaten hands, David began to paddle 
violently, and even though the boat was mangled and dented, 
it glided across the water as if it was brand new. 

The moon cast a silvery glow on the water as David was only 
seconds away from the rocky shore. The flicker was now a full 
flame in the clear night. Sparks whirled around, and with his 
acute sense of hearing, David listened to the crackling of fire 
and the merry chatting on the shore ahead.

“ HELLO!” David bellowed from the canoe.

Everything went quiet, and he could sense the stares of 
bewildered people focused on him.

“Help! I have broken leg and I can’t walk.” 

“AHH!” 

Crunch. Crunch. Pat. Pat. The people were approaching to 
help. David could make out three distinct figures of strong 
stature. 

“Help,” pleaded David as he gazed up at the men.

“What is your name?” said the first of the three.
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“David.”

“Okay. How long have you been out here with your leg in this 
condition?” 

“Close to a day,” replied David in a wearisome tone.

“Michael, go into my bag and grab the morphine, bandages, 
rubbing alcohol, and some rags.”

The second man nodded and hurriedly jogged to their 
campsite where the blazing fire was located. Its seemed very 
strange to David that these men possessed the medical 
supplies that they did, but he was glad of it. 

“How did you break your leg so badly?” questioned the first 
man again.

“And where?” the third man chimed in.

“I fell off a ledge and into a cavern just south of where we are 
now. Ow!” David said shifting to a less painful position.

“Well, you’re lucky I'm a doctor, and can help. I’m John, back 
there is Michael, and this is Charles.”

“I’m back!” Michael shouted out with his hands full.

“Great! Hand me the morphine first.” said John.

He then knelt over David and injected a tiny needle into his 
filthy, bruised arm.

“Ouch, but thank you!” remarked David.

“You can thank us later, but for now, let us focus on getting you 
out of here.”

Within seconds, the excruciating, burning pain vanished.

“Wow! My leg already feels better!”

“Good! But your leg is broken very badly as you can see. Let’s 
see how it feels in a little bit,” said Charles.

The men then took the rest of the materials and began to 
patch up David. At last, David’s pain fluttered away, and within 
minutes, David fell fast asleep from exhaustion.

***

David awoke to the blaring sound of a helicopter as he was 
being hoisted into it. He peeped one eye open, then the other. 
He peered down at his arms and legs. All his wounds were 
bandaged and the tree limbs supporting his broken leg were 
gone.

“Get this gentleman to a hospital. He’s been through a lot,” he 
heard John saying over the rumbling of the blades.
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 # A smile stretched across David’s face as he turned to his 
friends, waved, and gave his thanks. After all, he did have a lot 
to be thankful for. John, Michael, and Charles saved him, and 
David didn't know where he'd be without them.

As the helicopter rose from the ground, David’s blue eyes once 
again gazed down upon his favorite scenery. Even with his 
body broken and bruised, David still felt nothing but a longing 
love for the beauty and adventure of Boundary Waters. And he 
knew, for sure, once healed, this love would bring him back to 
face more challenges in the land he so loved.
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Experiment No. 5
(07/16/2018 09:05:53.67)

Ted sat in his cheap, leather armchair, grasping a bottle of 
warm beer. He had just moved into a rundown apartment in 
Fort Pierce, Florida, and his life was at an all time low. He 
recently lost his job, and the bank had taken his house. He 
used to have a girlfriend, but she wasn’t willing to get caught 

up in all of his problems, so she left him. All Ted had now was 
his tiny apartment and a warm beer.

Since Ted had moved into the new place, his behavior was 
becoming unusual, and his energy was deteriorating. His daily 
routine consisted of eating a toaster waffle for breakfast, taking 
a long nap, watching TV while nursing another warm beer, 
punching the wall, and falling back asleep. This cycle was on a 
continuous loop, until one day, Ted had an unexpected visitor. 
His visitor showed up at around noon, and Ted, being a sight 
for sore eyes, was in no condition to host. He opened the 
apartment door, but kept the screen door closed.

“What do you need?” Ted asked. He hadn’t heard his own 
voice in days, and it surprised him how raspy it had become.

“Hello Ted, I’m Doctor Ward. If you are willing to speak with 
me, I have some things I would like to discuss with you.” 
Realizing he had nothing else to do, he let the suspicious 
doctor inside. They walked into cramped apartment and sat 
down. The doctor studied a sheet of paper he had brought, 
and then he asked,

“Ted, are you new to the area?” Ted seemed annoyed that the 
man kept using his first name, but he answered,

“Yeah, I just moved here about half a month ago. Why?”

Honorable Mention

JACK HARRIS



623

“So do you have any connections in the area? Friends, 
family?”

“Not at the moment. My brother lives up north. Could you get 
to the point?” The doctor was strangely calm, and his face 
showed no emotion.

“Ok Mr. Sharp, I’m here to make you an offer. I have a way to 
get you out of this town, and into a beautiful mansion.” Ted 
listened more intently.

“Here is my offer. I will give you a mansion in Vero Beach. The 
mansion is fully furnished, there is a new car in the garage, 
and best of all, I will give you access to beautiful women. Along 
with all of this, I will give you a check for one million dollars 
every year. All you need to do is sign a form consenting to be a 
subject in an upcoming experiment of mine. However, when 
signing this contract, you cannot ask about the nature of the 
experiment because if the subject knows what the experiment 
is, it will not return accurate results. Are you with me?” Ted was 
still picturing himself in a giant mansion with beautiful women, 
so his judgment was tainted. He figured he had nothing to 
lose, so he said,

“What do I need to sign?” Dr. Ward took out a five-page 
contract and handed it to Ted. Ted flipped to the last page 
without reading a single word and signed on the line. He 
looked up at Dr. Ward. Ted’s eyes fluttered shut, and he 

slumped back in his cheap, leather armchair. Dr. Ward 
observed Ted for a moment, and then he carried him out to his 
car.

(07/17/2018 16:27:15.39)

Ted finally woke up in the first testing room. The room was 
small, and it contained only two chairs and a metal table. 
There was a curtain on one wall, and a door on the opposite 
wall. The door opened, and Dr. Ward entered.

“Hello Ted.” Ted was silent, and he stared at the table. The 
doctor sat down across from Ted.

“You finally woke up.” Ted continued to look down.

“Ok so you’re not going to talk. Perfect I’ll get started then.” He 
propped a leather, black suitcase upon the table and clicked it 
open. He lifted the lid to reveal a rabbit that was crawling 
around inside. He picked up the rabbit and placed it on the 
table. It’s nose twitched, and it made Ted feel safe. Then Ted 
noticed something that made him feel uneasy. One thing was 
left in the case. It was a black Beretta pistol that blended in 
with the case’s lining. Dr. Ward placed the gun next to the 
rabbit and simply said,

“Ted, kill the rabbit.” Ted’s face became flushed, and he didn’t 
move.
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“Did you hear me?” Ted nodded and swallowed hard. His hand 
shook as he reached for the pistol.

“Kill the rabbit Ted!” Ted aimed at the rabbit, as sweat polished 
his forehead. He held his breath, closed his eyes, and… he let 
out a sigh.

“I can’t do it doctor.”

“But you will do it Ted. You will do it because if you don’t, I will 
kill you.”

Ted picked the gun back up, and aimed once again. This time 
the held the gun with two hands to steady it. He looked to the 
side, closed his eyes, and pulled the trigger. His heart sank 
when he heard the shot, but the doctor remained calm.

“Ok on to the next test.” He opened the curtain on the back 
wall to reveal a glass window. Behind the window appeared to 
be water. It was a window into a tank. Ted stared at it for a 
moment, when suddenly something dropped into the tank. It 
was a human. Ted saw who it was, and he went mad. The 
bubbles had cleared to expose Ted’s only brother.

“What the hell is going on?” Ted shouted at the doctor. Dr. 
Ward replied.

“I am going to kill your brother, but you are going to choose 
how. He can drown, he can get eaten, or he can get 
electrocuted. The choice is yours.”

“You’re insane! This is ridiculous!”

“The choice is yours, Mr. Sharp.” Ted looked at his brother’s 
feet kicking below the surface of the water.

“None of them. I want none of them.”

“Drowning it is. Good choice Ted.”

A net tied to weights dropped over his brother and pulled him 
to the bottom. Ted couldn’t watch, but the doctor forced him to. 
His brother squirmed, kicked, and fought against the net, but 
for no purpose. His body went limp, and the last few bubbles 
rose to the surface. Ted turned around in a rage. He picked up 
a chair and held it up in an attempt to throw it, but his legs 
gave out, and he collapsed to the floor.

(07/18/2018 8:57:02.43)

Ted woke up. He was lying in bed but didn’t know where he 
was. He looked around. He was in a contemporary bedroom. 
The walls were gray, and the furniture was black. He heard 
music coming from another room, so he got up to follow the 
sound. He entered a massive room with a marble floor and 
high ceilings. Then Ted remembered what the doctor had 
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promised him. The classical music echoed through the house, 
and it was strangely soothing. He heard the doorbell ring.

(07/18/2018 9:48:12.21)

Ted opened the glass door. There was no one outside, but an 
envelope lay on the steps. Ted opened it then staggered 
backwards when he saw the contents. There was a check for 
one million dollars inside. It was more money than Ted ever 
had. He showed signs of happiness. He smiled.

(07/18/2018 10:05:37.06)

Ted stashed the check away in a drawer and was still smiling 
with joy, when he entered the bedroom. He looked around, 
taking in the details of his new home. He saw light coming 
from another room and walked toward it. He opened a door 
into a giant bathroom. Across the tiled room was a Jacuzzi, 
and it was full of water. Ted walked to the tub to feel the water 
and saw something at the bottom that wiped the smile off his 
face. It was a framed picture of his brother, and it was wrapped 
in a net. It was too much for Ted. He broke down and cried, 
and then he turned and threw up in the toilet. 

(07/18/2018 10:55:17.40)

Wiping tears from his face, Ted walked back into the bedroom. 
The surprises weren’t over yet. On the dresser, next to the bed 
were four lines of cocaine. Ted recognized it from movies and 

TV shows, but he had never had possession of drugs in his 
life. Consumed with sadness and grief, he couldn’t resist the 
thought of escaping reality. He snorted a line, and fell to the 
floor.

(07/18/2018 12:02:38.03)

Ted woke up where he had passed out. He was lying on the 
carped in the bedroom. He staggered to his feet to find the 
next surprise. Lying on his bed was a picture of his ex 
girlfriend. Ted saw it and snapped. He grabbed the fancy 
bedside lamp and threw it at the wall. He tore the picture in 
half. He knocked over the wooden dresser, spilling cocaine all 
over the carpet. He moved to the other room, and his outburst 
continued. All the dishes in the kitchen cabinets became 
victims of his rage. Destruction was his only goal, but then he 
stopped. This wasn’t supposed to happen, but he found one of 
the cameras while ripping the TV off the wall. That’s when I got 
the call.

“Dr. Ward, what the hell is going? Why did you do those things 
to me? They weren’t even experiments. The deal was to be in 
an experiment. You tortured me! What for? Are you watching 
me?”

“Ted, I gave you what I promised I would give you. You have 
the house, you got the first check, the car is sitting in the 
garage, and the women are waiting if you wish to have them. 
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The deal was that I would give you all of these things, in return 
for your consent to be in my experiment. Ted, I never said 
when the experiment would be complete. You are still my lab 
rat, and right now you are ruining my experiment! What do you 
think a scientist does when a lab rat won’t cooperate?” He 
paused, took a deep breath and said.

“He gets rid of that rat and gets a new one, Ted. I have no 
choice but to do the same.” I hung up. "Where am I going to 
find another rat?" I thought to myself. I clicked the button that 
had clicked far too many times in the past. (ABORT)

(07/18/2018 4:30:27.56) (>All cameras: power off)

Note: Experiment Number: 5, Test subject: Ted Sharp, Test 
Results: Failed, TEST ABORTED
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Genesis
Poetry
Grade: 12
Cleveland School of the Arts
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#

Genesis
The Book of Genesis according to St. Marc
(inspired by Miguel Pinero)
 
Before the beginning,
God felt a funny feeling
about a man
so being God
he bottled his feelings

and in the beginning
God created the gay districts
with rainbow flags
and BDSM brothels,
and God thought this was good
just not in his house
 
but he said “let there be more gay districts”
and there were more gay districts
God saw this as fruity
so he made the downtowns around them
And on the second day
God created the twinks
the bears
the butches
the lipstick lesbos
and they were naked
and God gave them leaves to cover themselves
but the Devil granted them tattoos and leather
and this made God unhappy.
But God in his wise ways,
God created the clubs,
which begat party-and-play
which begat nonprotective sex
which begat HIV
and God saw this as good
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But then he realized,
“Oh no, what about reproduction?”
So God created the breeders
and he created their religions
and the clergy members
who begat fear
who begat Leviticus 18:22
who begat gay bashing
who begat heteronormality.
and God saw this was good,
but on the third day,
He was watching his downtowns bloom,
and the Devil had his filthy hands
on the gays again
they were rioting for rights
protesting for power
and God saw this wasn’t good,
in fact, it was bringing back his funny feelings
So God created conservatism
which begat homophobia
which begat gay panic
which begat God Hates Fags
which begat traditional family values
 
and God sat back

with his tina
and he said
“Yaaaaaas, bitch”
But the breeders
were getting tired
and they begged
and they pleaded to God
they said, “Separate church and state!”
And God said,
“Think of me —
I mean… think of the kids.”
And the Republicans thought of the kids
and they kept on thinking of the kids
and they do think about the kids
even as their pastors prey on the kids
and the Bible brainwashes the kids
And God saw this all as FABULOUS
and he put on his glitter makeup
hiding in his fancy little closet
and he kissed the mirror
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How It Feels To Be Free
Short Story
Grade: 7
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors
#

How It Feels To Be Free
The day is March 5, 1956. I gingerly fluff the edges of my 
favorite pearl white dress. I feel honored to be wearing my new 
black MaryJane shoes. I hesitantly gaze into the mirror in my 
room. My jet black bouncy hair is gelled into a tidy braid. I take 
a big breath of satisfaction. I then get my school case, and 
head down to the kitchen.
 

As I walk down the stairs, I smell my momma’s savory cooking 
in the air. As I continue downstairs, I see the usual daily 
routine. It was like a portrait. My poppa was sitting at the table 
with his coffee, and had his nose buried in the daily paper. My 
momma’s apron was immersed with flour. It was always like 
this. I am the only child. Sometimes when I see kids playing 
outside, I wish I had a brother or a sister.
 
After breakfast, I grab my stuff to go to school. Before I go, my 
momma plants a kiss on my forehead. As I walk outside, the 
unruly hot air hits my body. My dark face tenses immediately 
with unpleasant warmth. Relieved, I then draw my attention to 
the rusty yellow school bus coming down the street. As It stops 
at my house, it seems to move side to side before being 
positioned straight. As I climb up, I see the bus driver's face. 
His skin was as pale as a ghost. His beard was all now shaved 
off. And what was left were just little stubbles. His hair was 
never combed, and likely never will be. I never bothered to 
learn his name. He doesn't even talk to me. All he does is 
grunt when I walk by. I try to avoid him the best I can.
 
I then walk towards the end of the bus. “People that have skin 
color like mine” are not allowed to sit in the front of the bus. 
According to the people, we're not allowed to do a lot of things. 
I sit in a seat in a corner in the back of the bus. As that was its 
que, the bus then moved. I see my momma watching from the 
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window on our front door. I know that we both feel the same 
how “we” are being treated in the world.
 
The pace of the bus starts out like a horse trotting. Then there 
is one moment that it just glides on the road. As we get to the 
main area, I see protesters walking down the street. I know 
that it takes a good amount of bravery to tell their thoughts to 
the whole city. But they were not doing it violently. It was not 
even getting in the way of anything, though many people 
debated about it. As my mind fills up with thoughts, the bus 
goes on. I then jolt a little, as the bus takes comes to a halt. 
Everyone pours out of the bus immediately. I am of course, 
one of the last ones to get off the bus. As I get off the bus 
driver, again, grunts.
 
Outside everyone is buzzing around like bees. There are so 
many, but they are all going into different places. As I walk to 
my class, I see people staring at me from the corner of my 
eye. I held my head up high thinking that it was because I 
looked so fancy. That's what I thought. Though, of course they 
then broke out laughing. I quickly head to my classroom. My 
heart beating from humiliation.
 
I am then greeted with relief. My teacher, Mrs. Clarkson is the 
sweetest person ever. Her skin glows with the sun. She has 
flowing golden brown hair. She is the only one that really cares 

about us. I quickly sit down on the ground. As again “we” are 
not allowed to have seats in our classroom. The school says 
they can not afford it. I know they are lying. During break, I go 
to get a drink. There are 2 water fountains. One for the 
colored, us. And one for the “normal” people.
 
After school, I go through the same bus process. A the bus 
finally pulls down by my house. I run to get out. And of course 
the busdriver grunts!
 
The next day we had school off. My momma decided to walk 
to the store. It was a windy hot day. As we walked closer I saw 
a big group walking our way. I realized that it was protesters. 
During walking to the store we saw some protesters. They 
were all holding hands as they walked. Just then I realized one 
of the peole who was leading the protest. It was Martin Luther 
King, Jr.
 
I recognized him because of the daily paper my Papa always 
reads. I tried to listen what they were saying. As they came 
closer, I could make out what they were saying. The were 
chanting, “ I have A DREAM.”

I chanted it to myself a couple times. As they walked past, I 
smiled. And Martin Luther King smiled back. As if it was magic, 
my spirits fill with bravery.
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The next day on the bus, my spirits are still filled with 
confidence. As I walk off the bus, for the first time, I smile at 
the busdriver. As I walk into the classroom I greet 
Mrs.Clarkson. After class, I get a drink. I made a sign that says 
SPECIAL. I replace the colored sign from the drinking fountain, 
and use the one I made. After I placed it up, a kid walks by .

“You can not do that!” he says
 
I Just shrug. I smile at him and walk away. As I see the boy 
walk away, I smile again. I could not believe I just did that. I did 
a little jump for joy. I throw away the COLORED sign. Right 
then I don't care about the bus, or other rights. It might 
because I just changed one. I think to myself, this is how it 
feels to be free.
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Fad Diets
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Fad Diets

Every year a new fad diet gains popularity. Many people post 
on social media what they're doing to lose weight, whether it's 
a fad diet that they're on, a cleanse or fast that they're doing, 
or a workout plan. These diets gain popularity fairly easily on 
Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook, especially when advertised 
by famous celebrities. Many people looking to lose weight go 

on diets that they have seen on social media, not realizing that 
most of these diets are dangerous and unsafe.

A fad diet is a popular diet with a restricted meal plan or list of 
foods that the dieter is allowed to eat. Many people go on fad 
diets such as the Military Diet, the Paleo Diet, or a juice fast in 
order to lose weight. A regulated diet that incorporates healthy 
food and exercise is a better choice than a fad diet. However, 
some people believe that the fad diets they see advertised on 
social media are beneficial and healthy. Most fad diets 
unsafely allow a person to lose large amounts of weight in 
short periods of time by limiting their calorie intake, without 
requiring any kind of physical activity. 

According to the Military Diet website, the Military Diet is a 
three day meal plan with four days off that allows the dieter to 
lose up to ten pounds per week. The idea is that by decreasing 
the dieter’s calorie intake, the body will use stored fat to fuel 
itself causing the dieter to lose weight. This diet isn't safe 
because of the small amount of calories allowed. The average 
women needs about 2000 calories a day and the average man 
needs about 2500. The Military Diet’s meal plan only allows 
1400 calories the first day, 1200 the second, and 1100 the 
third. The military decreases the dieter’s calorie intake to an 
unsafe amount. Forcing the body to rely on only stored fats as 
fuel, is unhealthy. This does result in some weight loss, 
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however it is unsafe for the dieter. This diet also allows for four 
days off each week. This means that for four days a week the 
dieter can eat unhealthy foods and not exercise. If the dieter 
does this, then they can easily gain back any weight they lost if 
not more.

The idea behind the popular fad diet, the Paleo diet , is to cut 
out all foods that were not eaten in the Paleothic era. This 
means dieters eat meat, animal products, fruit and vegetables. 
Grains, dairy, or legumes can’t be eaten because they were 
not eaten during that era. This diet became popular after the 
idea that humans ate healthier during this time. This diet is 
actually unhealthy for people today because the food available 
over two million years ago is not the same food that is 
available today. Whole grains and some dairy products 
actually have a positive impact on health by providing 
necessary nutrients. Without these the diet is unbalanced 
which can result in vitamin or mineral deficiencies. There is 
also no proof of this diet actually working.

Other types of fad diets include “fasts” or “cleanses”. These 
diets involve only eating a drinking something for a set period 
of time. A popular example of this is a juice fast, an extreme 
diet that promises weight lose if the dieter only drinks juice for 
a period of time. These diets can be dangerous if a person is 
on it for too long. Not eating any food and only drinking juice 

essentially starves the body which can lead to dizziness of 
fatigue (UPMC) This also causes the body to lower its 
metabolic rate to burn fewer calories. A lower metabolic rate 
will actually make it more difficult to lose weight because of the 
increased time it takes to burn a calorie. 

A fad diet is any diet that claims to allow the dieter to lose a 
large amount of weight in an unreasonable amount of time. 
These diets do not usually have any kind of scientific proof to 
explain how they work. Fasts or other diets with strict regulated 
meal plans only allow a dieter to lose weight by cutting too 
many calories. Diets that include exercise and allow for an 
appropriate number of calories are generally more reliable and 
much safer. These diets are a way to safely and healthily lose 
weight.

In general fad diets have a lot of health risks. According to the 
University of Pittsburgh Medical Center, fad dieters have an 
increased risk of chronic diseases like heart disease, high 
blood pressure, osteoporosis and cancer. Some people see 
fad diets as an easy way to fix a weight problem. Many diets 
do not provide any long term help, such as guidance on foods 
to eat or ways the dieter can exercise. Fad diets aren't a good 
solution for anyone that is looking for guidance of a long term 
solution to a weight problem. 
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Fad diets have become popular for the wrong reasons. Many 
unsuspecting people go on diets that are popularized by 
celebrities on social media, not knowing how unhealthy most 
of the diets actually are. Going on these diets can actually 
make it more difficult for a dieter to lose weight in the future. 
They are unsafe and unreliable and can lead to many health 
risks. Going on these diets can actually make it more difficult 
for a dieter to lose weight in the future. The key to a successful 
diet is one that includes a well-balanced meal plan combined 
with regular exercise.
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Frost
Fingers tingle with what is left of the door slam,
Who knew such an old wooden frame
would rattle the bones of a young man?
There is a mitten on the sidewalk that doesn’t belong to her.
And the geese have left
in a riot of honking and flapping.
The V cutting a bleak November sky
is far less perfect upon a second glance.

Dead leaves, and hands stuffed deep
in jacket pockets.
Stiff jeans and air replaced
by faint ghosts of breath
Sometimes we are not told to go,
but the seasons change.

Honorable Mention

GRACI HOMANY



636
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Flash Fiction
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

To the Oldest Friend
I am so small, I purple boots with bungee cord drawstrings and 
a nose like a delicate maraschino cherry. You know, the kind 
your mom lets me eat when I come here, the kind I thought 
only existed on Disney Channel; which I can only watch at my 
grandparent’s house. You have a parakeet named Blueberry 
Yogurt and a cherry nose just like me. It’s almost Valentine's 
day, that makes it one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, 
nine, ten, eleven, twelve years since I stood in your laundry 
room with my cherry nose. I am trying to give you a candy 
heart that says, “KISS ME” in letters so pale and blue they’re 
barely visible on the chemical green of this chalky token of my 
affection. Kiss me. I am five years old. Kiss me. I do not tell 
boys I love them because I don’t think love exists, but I’ll tell 
you any day because you’re not just a boy. You’re the 
contractor for the homes I built and sold to our eager 
classmates, you’re the firefighter who saved my imaginary 

family from the imaginary fire that started when we flickered 
the lights too much, like your mom always warned us not to. I’ll 
tell you I love you because you are the brother I wish I had 
instead of the one I do. You name parakeets after parfaits and 
accept my candy heart. Look past your cherry nose, and read 
the palest blue.
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Retrospect
Poetry
Grade: 12
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#

Retrospect
Over and over announcing your place,
like a high school quarterback on
a cold Friday night in October.
Does it hurt when your head
hits your helmet?
Or does your helmet hit your head?
 
Physics was never my strong suit,
but I’m trying to understand
how equal and opposite,
does not mean, that if
you punch me, I hug you.
I’m trying to understand
how shorelines erode,
and rivers change course,
and how fish still know

to swim upstream.
 
Cool rain tickles my face,
hugging my eyelashes like tears.
But I am so happy
to be here,
with the dirt turning to
mud beneath my calloused toes.
How easy it is to change like this
from dirt to mud and back again.
 
Carrot sticks and yellow mustard.
I scrape dusty cracks of mud
off my socks,
and scratch my head
when it itches.
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The Second Season
Poetry
Grade: 12
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The Second Season
In the summer we fry like eggs
on the sidewalks, and rooftops, and pool decks.
We age like wine,
rot like fruit.
Get carried away by the little things,
like ants at a picnic.
We cry sweaty, happy tears,
and laugh in the face of our empty brick school,
with arms draped over tan shoulders
and toes rooted in green earth.
We are barefoot and connected.
Holding on for dear life.
Because the second our toes uncurl
the jokes aren’t funny anymore,
and the tears are salty,

and the rinds of our wasted time
 are carted back on wagons.
 
Accompanied by every would, should, and maybe
We flicker like moths by a porch light
until someone inside flips the switch.
And we wander aimlessly into the night.
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A Glass of Dada's Milk

I can picture it now. All the cousins are gathered in the family 
room of my grandparent’s house playing poker while our 
grandfather works away in the kitchen putting together 
whatever conglomerate of ingredients that makes up the 
spectacular “Dada’s milk” (pronounced tha-tha, the Hindi 
equivalent of grandfather on your dad’s side). It is a long-

standing tradition that when we stay over at my grandparent’s 
house, all the cousins get together before our grandpa goes to 
bed and he makes us all “Dada’s milk.” Dada’s milk is just 
warmed up milk, but as a child I thought it was some magical, 
sugary potion that our Dada made special for us. He would tell 
us that one glass every day before bed would make us 
smarter. Up until very recently, I had no idea why all of us 
loved it so much. I mean, wasn’t it just milk? I have always 
been too preoccupied with my cousins to try and observe what 
my grandpa is doing in the kitchen. In between ping pong 
matches, I may occasionally glance over and see he is holding 
a glass three feet above another glass, pouring milk from the 
top glass into the bottom one. I never understood why he had 
to hold the glasses so far away. Wouldn’t there be less of a 
mess if he just held the glasses right next to each other when 
he poured? Or would that take away from the magic of his 
special milk?

As we have all gotten older, you would have thought that we 
would outgrow the craving for Dada’s milk, or at least not 
demand it every time we stay over at their house, but we 
haven’t. We all secretly love having this childish relationship 
with our Dada. Usually, one of us jokingly mentions having 
Dada’s milk early on in the night because it makes my grandpa 
happy to hear that we want it. However, as the night 
progresses and we see that he is soon going to bed, we all 
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yearn for a glass of his milk and give in to our childish 
cravings.

I was only four years old when I had my first taste of Dada’s 
milk. I can still remember it perfectly. My cousin, my brother, 
and I were sitting around the living room table waiting for 
“Dada’s surprise.” After 10 minutes, Dada handed us a hot 
glass cup wrapped in a napkin so that the glass wouldn’t burn 
our hands. I made a fuss that my brother got the pink straw 
while I got a green straw and demanded to switch them before 
he took a sip. I remember sipping on the pretty pink straw and 
feeling a warmth flow through me as I gulped the whole glass 
down in a matter of seconds. To this day, it remains the best 
drink I have ever tasted.

I recently asked my grandpa what went into his wonderful 
concoction. He laughed and said that he first boils the milk, 
then adds a little sugar and finally to cool the milk down he 
pours the milk from one glass to another. I could not believe it. 
After all this time of wondering what blend of ingredients went 
into its creation, it turns out to be nothing more than milk and 
sugar! At first I was disappointed that there was no secret 
recipe, but then realized it represents something much more 
than just a drink; it brings comfort, routine, bonding, and 
makes everyone happy. Dada’s milk represents ease and 
comfort to us grandkids. It is the comfort of being with our 
grandparents, usually on a weekend or a holiday and not 

having to worry about homework or a test in school. As the 
years have gone by, drinking a tall glass of Dada’s milk has 
become associated with being relaxed and spending time with 
family, and we now unknowingly link a glass of his milk to 
being at ease.

Not only does the milk comfort us, but it also comforts our 
grandfather. All grandparents love their grandchildren, but 
many times it is extremely difficult to get the whole family 
together. Some of us live in Cleveland where our grandparents 
live, but everyone else lives in either Chicago, Houston or 
Manhattan, so coordination is always an issue. When 
everyone is gathered together under one roof, our 
grandparents feel a sense of satisfaction that they have 
succeeded in uniting everyone together at their house. Dada’s 
milk is a reminder to my grandpa that he has all of his 
grandkids with him because it is a tradition that we have 
whenever we are all together.

At first when we were young, we would ask for a glass of 
Dada’s milk to make us happy. It was a pain for my grandpa to 
make late at night and then have to wash the dishes, but he 
did it anyway. As the years go by, we ask for it more for my 
grandpa. For him to feel a sense of satisfaction, comfort and 
routine that comes with having everyone under one roof is the 
best feeling for him as a grandfather. Family is everything to 
him. 
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At first, the milk meant something completely different for my 
Dada. Having come to America when he was only eighteen 
years old, he left his entire family and everything he knew 
about farm life in India to come to the melting pot that is 
America. He left all of the comforts of home in search of a 
better life. As you can imagine he tried to recreate much of 
what he was used to at home, including the food. The only 
problem was that he had no idea how to cook. The was one 
thing he could remember how make, though, was milk like his 
mom made at home. After asking my Dada why he decided to 
make this one drink, he gave me the exact same answer I 
gave as to why I loved the milk; it gave him comfort. The milk 
reminded him of his mom and being back home, giving him 
strength when he was feeling down, worried, or just missed 
home.

Now when I think about this connection we have with our 
grandpa over his “Dada’s milk”, I can’t help but to feel guilty 
that my grandma (Dadi) isn’t involved. Dadi is the one that 
cooks 3 meals a day for at least 15 people when the family is 
in town, yet she doesn’t receive half the praise that my Dada 
does for just heating up milk. Is this because that is what’s 
expected of her? She is supposed to cook and clean and my 
Dada is supposed to make money and support the family. If we 
don’t thank our grandpa for making money, why is it surprising 
that we don’t thank our grandma for making dinner? Is the 
thought of “Dada’s milk” so amazing because it is an innocent 

routine that us grandkids share with our grandpa, or does it 
have a much more patriarchal, traditional Indian background?

My Dadi dropped out of school in 4th grade back in India, and 
from then on she learned how to be the “perfect” wife: cook, 
clean, and take care of a child. Meanwhile in India, my 
grandpa graduated first in his class in college and saved up 
enough money to enroll in post-graduate school in the United 
States. My Dada is so well cultured and educated and the only 
thing my grandma can do is cook, and yet even our grandpa is 
getting the compliments in the food department of the 
household for just making milk. MILK. A grown man, warming 
his own cup of milk, in traditional Indian culture is the 
equivalent of seeing a rainbow. A grown man, warming milk for 
his grandkids, is a rainbow with a leprechaun and a pot of 
gold. Is the fact that this is a rare occurrence in Indian culture 
what makes “Dada’s Milk” so special? To be honest, I don’t 
want to think about it. Because I know for a fact, this is what I 
will be thinking of the next time my cousins and I gather 
around the living room table and wait for our glasses.



642

To Fly
Short Story
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To Fly
She missed her sister, and couldn't help but wonder whether or 
not she was missed too. She spent hours, days, weeks 
missing the warmth of her voice, the gentleness with which 
she treated Eleanor, the love that always penetrated her heart, 
the love that bloomed through her skin like the tallest flowers, 
the love that was no longer with her now. Kathy was her role 
model. Kathy was her inspiration, her guiding light. Kathy was 
her big sister.

Kathy hadn’t gone forever, though, Eleanor knew, for her 
mother had told her so. Kathy sailed through the rolling clouds, 
peeking down to say hello every once in awhile. Sometimes at 
night, Eleanor swore she could hear her sister tapping at the 
window of the next room, formerly her bedroom. It could have 
been the wind. Perhaps it was Kathy’s bird, Howler. Eleanor 
didn't like to think so. Throughout these nights, she dreamt of 
Kathy as well, and while she wished for pleasant dreams of the 
days they spent together in Momma’s hammock or the times 
they reeled in black bass while Dad’s rusty fishing boat tossed 
them back and forth, nightmares were all that would come. 
She considered herself lucky she had missed the scene her 
brain dreamt up so often, the quick motion of the metal shell 
that penetrated her heart, the blood seeping through her skin 
like the petals of a wilted rose, the criminal that did not 
remained with them now. He currently resided behind bars, 
well deservedly. There was no punishment he could receive, 
nothing so horrible that could happen to this man, to this man 
Eleanor knew all too well, that could make up for the 
disgusting, absolutely foul thing he’d done to Katherine.

Eleanor lie awake for the rest of the night; this was no 
uncommon occurrence. Despite her painful sleeping patterns, 
the sunrises following her long, wearisome nights gave her joy. 
They reminded her of the one thing she wanted back, the one 
girl she’d known her entire life, just like this orb of light. Only 
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minutes later did Eleanor hear an all-too-familiar groan, that of 
her mother’s as she brewed the last of her coffee. Rolling 
herself out of a creaky bed, Eleanor wobbled to the kitchen, 
struggling to merely glimpse at the brightness pouring through 
the cloudy windows.

“Good morning, Momma,” she croaked as she sat in her 
rickety chair, unwillingly shutting her eyes, limbs drooping. Her 
mother replied with an incomprehensible murmur. Perhaps 
she’d experienced a night like Eleanor’s. Not wanting to be a 
bother, she grabbed a meal bar and went on her way, returning 
to her room for a fresh suit of clothes.

Digging through her closet, she noticed an odd scraping noise 
coming from Kathy’s room. Furrowing her wispy brows, 
Eleanor hesitantly edged out of her bedroom. She tapped the 
familiar door, sound ringing throughout the atrophic room, 
remembering she hadn't stepped one foot past the corridor 
since February. Slowly, cautiously, Eleanor inched open the 
door; sidling into the room, she observed an empty metal cage 
where Howler regularly perched. Seeing the preened, red-
feathered bird resting on the windowsill where a screen had 
fallen, Eleanor stopped in her tracks. Careful not to make any 
abrupt movements, she cooed at him, clicking her tongue and 
snapping her fingers; Katherine had always done these things 
to calm the bird down. At that moment Howler seemed to look 
straight into Eleanor's eyes, briskly flapping his magnificent 

wings and taking off into the new daylight. As liberating as the 
sight foretold, the girl could feel her heart breaking, as the one 
remaining piece of Kathy had too gone up to the sky, leaving 
her entirely alone.

Crying out, Eleanor darted down the hall and out the front 
door. After a good hour of searching with no avail, she decided 
it would be in her best interest to quit. If only she, a ten year 
old girl, had the ability to fly, maybe she could visit Kathy too. 
As Eleanor sulked about the yard, she pondered the concept 
of flying, opening up a new existence in the sky. To say it 
amazed her could be considered quite the understatement. 
What did she need? How could she possibly say hello to her 
sister?

Wings. She picked up the pace of her meandering upon 
noticing a flash of bright red in her beaten up garage. A 
cardboard box originally encasing a lamp had been flattened 
and propped up against some shelves. Its bright red hue, 
much like that of Howler, did sway her to craft what she did.

With the aid of her mother’s supply of rubber bands and 
superglue, Eleanor strapped her new cardboard wings to her 
arms and trotted over to a grassy area near the park. The 
ground under her feet crunched as the cool breeze ruffled her 
clothes and tangled her cropped short, blonde hair.
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Upon the hill, Eleanor felt like queen of the world. While she 
stood observing the ant-like humans underneath her place on 
raised ground, she recognized Will, a timid boy she considered 
her best friend, by his dark hair and eyes, as well as his 
hunched back and withdrawn nature.

But she wouldn't be seeing him for long- she was prepared for 
her journey to Kathy. But as she began flapping her wings she 
felt a drop of rain dot her nose, roll down her freckled face and 
land on the ground with a splish. Over the trees she noticed a 
dark mass of cloud, streaks of rain visible underneath. These 
drops became more and more frequent until, before Eleanor 
knew it, the rain poured down. Looking down at her cardboard 
flying device, she was devastated at the sight of her soggy 
wings. She bolted down the hill and under the coverage of the 
trees below, uniting with Will.

“What are you up to?” Will asked, motioning towards the 
cardboard on her back.

“I'm going to see my sister. These were going to be my wings, 
but they aren't going to work now; they're soaked!” she 
exclaimed, waving her arms up and down, water leaking down 
them.

“What- how- what do you mean you're going to see her?” Will 
tilted his head in confusion.

“I just have to reach the sky! Then I'll see her,” Eleanor naively 
mentioned, and Will believed her plan would be sufficient. The 
kids decided to try a different method.

“My dad has an old trampoline in the backyard! You could try 
bouncing on it! Maybe you could get high enough!” Will 
shouted. Eleanor agreed that was a wonderful idea, letting Will 
lead her to his house.

When they reached the backyard, Eleanor noticed the small 
rickety trampoline in the corner beneath some trees. She and 
Will dragged the rusty contraption past the back fence and into 
the forest behind the yard.

“There's a cliff past all these trees and it's really high up! We 
could put the trampoline up there so you can reach Katherine!” 
Will, bursting with excitement, enthusiastically commented.

“Good idea!” Eleanor said with strong conviction.

After only short time, Eleanor and Will found themselves at the 
edge of a brightly lit cliff, shrubbery and wildlife surrounding 
them. They set the trampoline down on the highest point of the 
land, and Eleanor, determined to pay her sister a long-awaited 
visit, jumped as high as she possibly could. She felt her body 
penetrate the sky, the warm air around her, the overall beauty 
of the scenery, and her hopes had risen as high as the cliff 
compared to the swampy ground below. Yet, this plan was not 
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a success, as she and Will realized when the surface of the 
trampoline snapped and Eleanor burst through it, landing on 
the earth with a cry.

“I just want to see my sister!” she shrieked, stepping out of the 
mangled trampoline’s skeleton and looking about the cliff side 
for any other high points. The trees. This could be her only 
hope.

“Where are you going, Eleanor?” Will asked, concerned, as 
Eleanor gripped the strong arms of the highest tree in sight, 
pulling herself up. She needed her sister.

“I wouldn't do that if I were you!” Will continued, becoming 
visibly more and more anxious, biting his stubby nails and 
covering his eyes. He was right, for once Eleanor reached a 
high branch, her fingers began slipping. She grunted, using all 
of her strength to persevere but failed, cracking the branch and 
falling to the very edge of the cliff. Will screamed.

“Eleanor! Get away from there!” he cried, exasperated, as he 
sprinted to the side of the cliff. Panting, he met Eleanor there 
and sat beside her. The jagged rocks mesmerized Eleanor as 
she and Will dangled their legs off the cliff’s edge, wondering 
what they could possibly do next. She glanced around herself 
at the peaceful surroundings- magnificent forests and perfect 
winding roads. She missed Kathy. She missed their long 
drives. She missed her bold voice and striking personality, she 

missed her old life. Eleanor sighed. She would do anything to 
get Katherine back.

Eleanor's life, simply put, hurt. There wasn't a thing that didn't 
hurt her. She loved nothing like she'd loved her sister, and 
without her, Eleanor's pain was constant, intense, agonizing. 
Not even her dear mother could fill the gap Kathy left in her 
broken heart; not even her best friend Will could mend her 
broken trust toward the world.

Eleanor was broken and alone, but the thought of her 
happiness was enough to push her over the edge. In the 
distance, she could hear the birds cheering, “Go! Go!” She 
swore she could see the beautiful face of her lovely sister. She 
felt the wet earth leave her toes as she jumped, high, and she 
saw a flash of bright red. Perhaps it was Kathy’s bird, Howler. 
She liked to think so.

Eleanor flew that day. She flew higher than any bird, any jet 
plane, any satellite. Only when she saw Kathy’s open arms did 
she know she'd flown high enough. When she saw the brilliant 
luminescence of her beautiful sister beckoning her, pulling her 
in with a gentle embrace, she was home, and Eleanor knew 
how it felt to fly.
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The Reality of Guantanamo
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The Reality of Guantanamo
Imagine being sentenced to prison for twenty-five years for not 
committing a crime but only being suspected of having 
committed one. This is a reality for a man named Anthony 
Wright. According to the innocenceproject.org, Anthony Wright, 
, was accused of the rape and murder of a 77-year-old woman, 
Louise Talley, and sentenced to life in prison after having a fair 
trial. When he was first taken into custody the police claimed 
that Wright voluntarily signed a full confession to the crime 

within 14 minutes. However, Wright signed so hastily because; 
“the interrogating detectives threatened him with bodily 
harm” (Innocenceproject.org). It was not until August 23, 2016 
that DNA evidence proved Wright did not commit the crime. 
For 25 years, Wright endured the hardships, stress, and fear 
involved with being in prison. Moreover, he was denied the 
basic freedoms we take for granted for the duration of his long 
sentence in prison. The story of Anthony Wright is just one of 
many examples of innocent men who have experienced similar 
hellish nightmares of injustice. However, there is one man in 
particular who has experienced perhaps the worst miscarriage 
of justice without the fairness of a trial. Editor Larry Siems of 
Guantanamo Diary documents the story of Mohamedou Ould 
Slahi, which begins on November 20, 2001 when Slahi turned 
himself in voluntarily in to authorities for questioning about the 
“Millennium Plot,” with which he had no affiliation. He was told 
that he would be back to his family and his job as an engineer 
the next morning. However, he did not know that for the next 
14 years he would be held prisoner by the U.S. Army as an 
innocent man at Guantanamo Bay detention camp in Cuba 
under the control of the U.S. government Mohamedou was 
stripped of everything including his freedom, his family, his 
career, and he never had the chance to experience a fair trial. 
Because America should occupy a position of moral authority, 
the President should close Guantanamo Bay detention camp 
and enforce bans on enhanced interrogation techniques.
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Guantanamo Bay is a U.S. territory located on the east coast 
of Cuba and transformed into a detention camp. With a long 
past, Guantanamo Bay has been a territory of the U.S. since 
1903, when it was leased as a coaling (fueling) and naval 
station explains author Alyssa Fetini. In 1934, former Cuban 
dictator Fulgencio Batista made the lease permanent with the 
U.S. and stated that the lease could only be abolished if there 
was a mutual agreement between the two countries. Fidel 
Castro later tested this agreement in 1959 because he wanted 
to reclaim the territory as Cuba’s. President Eisenhower 
refused to give the land to Cuba, thus escalating tensions 
between the two countries which still persists today. Shortly 
after the horrific attacks of 9/11, the U.S. government decided 
to use the base at Guantanamo Bay as a location to house 
foreign terrorists and carry out interrogations under harsh 
conditions perceived by many as torture. Foreign Affairs 
correspondent, Jackie Northam, of NPR, has seen the 
conditions at the camp on six different occasions. In response 
to the commonly asked question of why our government has 
chosen to carry out such actions outside of the United States, 
she explains the reason why is that, “The federal government 
hoped it could escape jurisdiction of the courts if the prisoners 
were held outside of the United States” (Northam). In addition, 
another act which our government has initiated since 9/11 by 
the Bush administration was to declare these terrorist or 
detainees as “unlawful combatants,” according to retired 

General of the U.S. Army, Wesley Clark. With this label we 
give terrorists the status of “soldiers” when in fact, they are not 
since they do not represent either a country or a state, but 
rather they all share the common goal of harming innocent 
civilians in attempt to commit jihad. In 2006, the U.S. 
Government passed the Military Commissions Act, which in 
summary allowed the government to try “unlawful combatants” 
under military commissions. However, on June 12, 2008, the 
fairness of the Military Commissions Act was challenged in a 
supreme court case, “Boumediene v. Bush.” Boumediene was 
claiming that a detainee should have the right under law to 
challenge his/her detention within the U.S. justice system. 
Boumediene’s challenge was granted and from then on, 
“unlawful combatants” detained at Guantanamo were allowed 
to challenge their detention in a US court. However, despite 
this law, when an “unlawful combatant” is sent to Guantanamo 
Bay, their chances of receiving a fair trial are low and being 
treated inhumanely are high. The Writ of Habeas Corpus was 
created to help prevent a government from detaining someone 
without giving him or her a fair trial. However, in only in six 
short weeks after the attacks of 9/11, the Bush Administration 
passed the, “USA Patriot Act,” stating that suspected terrorists 
(i.e. the detainees at Guantanamo) would not be able to file a 
Writ of Habeas Corpus. To this day, the U.S. government 
suppresses the Constitutional rights and human rights of the 
men who are detained there as “unlawful combatants.” Also, at 
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this location many interrogations, trials, and beatings have 
been reported. However, these alleged horrific acts are not 
only inflicted upon proven criminals, but also on innocent men 
who have not received due process of the law. The detention 
facility at Guantanamo Bay played a major role in the 
interrogations of many suspects who were believed to be 
affiliated with the terrorists attacks on the World Trade Center 
towers on September 11, 2001. A large majority of these men 
were subjected to techniques like, “sexual assault/humiliation, 
sleep deprivation, sensory deprivation, solitary confinement/
isolation, mock executions, forced medication, use of dogs to 
scare detainees, temperature extremes, sensory 
bombardment (Noise), watching others being tortured, and 
psychological techniques” (Justicecampaign.org). One of the 
most disturbing aspects of this situation is that the U.S. 
government is treating some of these prisoners as less than 
human. Yet for every proven criminal at Guantanamo Bay, 
there are others who are innocent. Most alarming is that these 
“unlawful combatants” are under the control of the United 
States of America. One of the most powerful leaders of 
protecting human rights in the world, George Washington, and 
one of our founding fathers and first President said it best 
when talking about the policy of holding a British prisoner of 
war (POW), “Let them have no reason to complain of our 
copying the brutal example of the British army in their 
treatment of our unfortunate brethren” (Barenett). It is 

remarkable that over 200 years ago, President Washington set 
the tone for how Americans of the future should treat POWs. 
Washington’s idea was that Americans should treat the British 
prisoners with human dignity.

Perhaps the most common misconception regarding the 
detainees at Guantanamo Bay is that every one of them is a 
dangerous and rightfully convicted prisoner of war. Not only 
have people with high positions in our government and military 
promoted this idea, but also this misconception has become a 
national trend amongst Americans. After the attacks on 9/11 
the American nation as a whole went into a state of shock and 
began to follow the trend of Islamophobia. General John Kelly 
promotes this new American norm, which simply believes, “We 
can quibble over what they were doing on the battlefield when 
we took them, but every one of them is a bad guy” (Kelly). Not 
only does Kelly’s comments contribute to this common 
misconception that all of the men at Guantanamo are “bad,” 
but because of his position also as a public figure, he 
persuades the public into thinking his claim is true.

By assuming all of the detainees are “bad” and by keeping 
them in custody and subjecting them to torture, the tension 
between U.S. and the terrorists simply gets worse and gives 
the terrorist an opportunity to create propaganda for their own 
cause, featuring the U.S. as the “bad guy” who freely tortures 
their people. As President Obama summarized simply, “It is 
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used by terrorists around the world to help recruit 
jihadists” (Obama). This highlights how Guantanamo is used 
as propaganda by the terrorists’ for their benefits. An excellent 
example of the use of propaganda by terrorists is evident in an 
interview conducted with Ibrahim al Qosi, a convicted 
paymaster for Al Qaeda, captured in 2001. Ibrahim claims, 
“With regards to political consequences [of 9/11]; the strikes 
uncovered the mask behind America's ugly face. That mask 
fell the moment the World Trade Center buildings and the 
pentagon collapsed. Letting the world discover that all the 
claims of freedom, justice, human rights principles and 
principles of the founding fathers that America boast about, 
were but a lie. That mask fell to let the world discover the real 
values of America's human rights violations in 
Guantanamo” (Al Qosi). Ibrahim claims that in the pre 9/11 
world, the U.S. was hiding behind a mask of fake values such 
as freedom and justice. However, after the opening of 
Guantanamo after 9/11, Ibrahim claims that the mask 
disappeared and the U.S. revealed its true values. He 
highlights this by noting the human rights violations and laws 
that have been broken in Guantanamo. The essential point is 
that, if Guantanamo Bay did not exist, the terrorists could not 
use this propaganda opportunity against the U.S.

Supporters of the status quo also contend that if the terrorists 
are released from Guantanamo Bay, they will return home and 
join or rejoin the fight against the U.S. According to 

government records in the Obama Administration, it is said 
that, “as of July 15, 2015, that 17.9 percent, or 117 of all 653 
detainees released from Guantanamo since it opened in 2002, 
have been confirmed of reengaging in terrorist 
activities” (Gore). Such statistics strike fear among the general 
population. Because of the brutal conditions of the detainees, 
they will hate us even more and they will want to seek 
revenge. Therefore, many Americans jump to the conclusion 
that the released detainees will go back and fight us and pose 
a constant threat to our security.

A major concept that citizens of the U.S. often fail to recognize 
is that “the ends do not always justify the means” in the case of 
Guantanamo Bay. Americans must ask themselves the 
question, “Is my comfort now being justified by the torture of 
many innocent men in Guantanamo when in fact only a small 
percentage of them are turning back to terror when released?” 
The answer is no. Under no circumstances should anyone be 
subjected to torture under the control of the United States. 
Many view America as the “home of the free.” How can they 
continue doing so, if places like Guantanamo Bay exist and 
thus create a disturbing image of what America represents. 
The next important fact restated from the records from the 
Obama Administration is that many fail to understand that 
there are only 117 prisoners men going back to join the fight 
along with 10 million other fighters. These margins seem 
infinitesimal. Potentially one could argue that in reality, only 
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20% of detainees return to combat making their contribution 
insignificant.

Another common belief held by many Americans is that torture 
leads to valuable information and intelligence. Bill Harlow, a 
CIA official, explains that rather than referring to the actions at 
Guantanamo as “torture,” the U.S. should regard it as a form of 
“enhanced interrogation, also known as EIT”. Harlow argues in 
an interview with Gwen Ifil of PBS that enhanced interrogation 
at Guantanamo produced evidence, which helped lead to the 
capture of Osama Bin Laden. Harlow justifies the use of 
enhanced interrogation techniques at Guantanamo when he 
explained the following story: “There were two detainees who 
were subjected to EITs, enhanced interrogation, who provided 
vital information. Afterwards, he gave us great, detailed 
information that told us for the first time that a particular person 
was carrying messages to bin Laden outside of 
Afghanistan” (Harlow). Harlow claims that no other detainee 
would give information leading to Bin Laden’s courier without 
the use of EIT. Harlow later argued that the use of EITs was a 
justified mean to an end. Others have also argued that torture 
can be used as a social threat to scare the threat of extremists 
from planning or carrying out an attack. Naomi Klein believes 
that torture can be used a propaganda tool against the 
terrorists. Such a scare tactic might frighten enough terrorists 
to stop them all together. She also argues that the fear 
imposed by the threat of being tortured must be present, “but 

this fear has to be finely calibrated. The people being 
intimidated need to know enough to be afraid but not so much 
that they demand justice. This helps explain why the Defense 
Department will release certain kinds of seemingly 
incriminating information about Guantánamo” (Klein). Klein’s 
statement proposes the idea that if the U.S. releases small 
amounts of information about torture in Guantanamo Bay this 
may help persuade the terrorists to halt their attacks. 

Torture or Enhanced Interrogation Techniques (EIT) are 
commonly thought to be effective in obtaining valuable 
information. However, there are many scientific reasons why 
this may not be true. Shane O’Mara, a neurobiologist at the 
Trinity College Institute of Neuroscience in Ireland, explains 
that when the brain is under extreme stress from pain due to 
torture it is unable to think rationally, causing the victim to say 
anything to make the pain stop. O’Mara goes in depth into the 
neuroscience behind this explanation. When tortured, the 
ability to produce credible information is impaired because, “To 
recall information stored in the brain, you must activate a 
number of areas, especially the prefrontal cortex (site of 
intentionality) and hippocampus (the door to long-term memory 
storage). Stress such as that caused by torture, releases the 
hormone cortisol, which can impair cognitive function, 
including that of the prefrontal cortex and hippocampus. 
Studies in which soldiers were subjected to stress in the form 
of food and sleep deprivation have found that it impaired their 
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ability to recall personal memories and information” (O’mara). 
The results from these studies provide scientific evidence of 
how torture may not produce the reliable information many 
think. This is yet another reason for the US to cease using EIT 
at Guantanamo because of the potential for producing 
inaccurate intelligence.

Torture is an act inflicted upon other human beings in hope of 
gaining information. However, this barbaric tradition takes 
place under the jurisdiction of the U.S. It is time for the U.S. to 
initiate the close of Guantanamo so that the image of the “land 
of the free” may be preserved. The U.S. must become a 
country, in which torture is not allowed, under any 
circumstances. The biggest situation that has yet to be solved 
is related to the current war on terror. In a traditional war, for 
example, in World War II there was the U.S. and Germany. 
When a German was captured, they would be brought back to 
a camp in America and released when the war was over. The 
big question is, how long will the war on terror last? Because 
given the tremendous amount of religions freely worshipping, 
when will extremist quit their attempt to jihad. How and when 
will the U.S. determine when the war on terror is over so the 
detainees at Guantanamo would have no purpose anymore? 
Perhaps the war on terror will never end because of the 
persistence of extremist and the perseverance of the US in 
applying ineffective and unlawful remedies to the problem.
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In Response to the Election
You are to blame.
It was your first election, and in your mind you could not 
decipher who would be the lesser of two evils, so you took the 
coward’s path.
You do not get to distance yourself from a disgusting man who 
will lead our country into the gallows,
Because in remaining silent when you should have been loud, 
you put us in there and tied our noose.

You sat idle, and you lost your chance.
You did this. You let hate and fear win, and I cannot, for the life 
of me, understand why.
You didn’t even think about standing in line to cast the first 
ballot of your adult life.
What you call a lapse in human judgment
I see clearly as a lapse in your intentions.
Because good intentions don’t do a thing
When the people holding the lighter ask you to bring a match 
and instead of leaving,
Or bringing a bucket of water,
You just stay there,
Another twig in the pile of kindling.
I see too much of our father in you.
Maybe if you saw the world as what it is –
imperfect, an asymmetrical mesh of greys that bleed into each 
other –
and not as the black and white, clear as day, solved puzzle 
you seem to think it is, I wouldn’t be mad at you.
Maybe we could be mad, together.
But you sat back, and you let your apathy be hijacked by 
hatred.
You’ll never understand why this isn’t fair, because empathy is 
something you have lacked from the day you sent me into the 
hospital to get stitches and then complained when you were 
grounded.
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Actions are not without consequence,
Well, neither is inaction.
Choosing to do nothing is the same as doing something,
When that same someone doing that same something that you 
pretend you are immune to
Is breeding hate, and violence, and is taking a sledgehammer 
to every
Law and amendment and democratic right
That stands in his way.
And to you who said that your one voice wouldn’t matter,
You’ve clearly never tried screaming,
Though I hope to God one day you learn,
That a sore throat and burst lungs and bloody fists from a lost 
fight
Are worth every heartache they cause,
because they mean you found your backbone
And you chose to use it,
Rather than let it turn to ash from neglect.
Because they mean you stood up for what matters,
And for once, for once,
You understood that being detached means attaching yourself
To the one with the bulldozer,
To the one who wants to roll me right over until I am just a 
crack in the sidewalk,
You step over, to save your own spine.
I hope one day you find something that is worth fighting for,

Because I learned today,
That you never thought I was worth a damn thing.
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To Bend Sweet Definitions
Being doctors, the natural tendency of my parents was always 
to over worry, especially when it came to health issues. So, 
just before my sophomore year, when I got a diagnosis of pre-
diabetes, due to heavy family history, they freaked out just a 
bit. They jumped to extremes: only letting me eat healthy 
foods, keeping me away from desserts, and even telling me 
that if I didn’t exercise more, they’d pull me off the debate 
team.

The way they wanted to see it was that this is how life would 
be from now on, and that I just had to suck it up and deal with 
it. Diabetes had been in my dad’s side of the family forever, so 
in the back of my mind, we always expected it to come down 
to me as well. It wasn’t because I didn’t exercise, or because I 
didn’t eat healthy enough, it just came down through the family 
and ended up with me too. As someone who loved to bake and 
to share food, keeping up with the diagnosis meant, at least for 
my parents, that I had to leave behind what I loved, just to 
keep my health stable.

The general conception of diabetes is someone who doesn’t 
eat sweets, or mac and cheese, a person who doesn’t get to 
eat fun foods, someone who’s always on edge about their diet. 
I, on the other hand, had been baking since I was in 3rd grade. 
My mom had put me into a cooking class over the summer, 
and there, my love for cooking for others started. I have always 
been known all around for my baked goods, whether it was 
bringing in chocolate chip cookies for review classes before 
tests at school, or making pans of brownies for debate 
tournaments, or making my brother’s cakes for all his friends at 
his birthday parties. For me to leave the kitchen seemed 
impossible, yet for my parents, seemed like the only route to 
keeping me healthy.

Slowly though, I got back in the kitchen. I got back to baking 
every once in a while, only as a treat, and I was determined to 
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make my parents see that my diabetic tendencies didn’t have 
to mean I had to give up something I loved. With time, I started 
to figure out new recipes, to make both my parents and me 
happy. I started cooking, making organic homemade pasta 
sauce, substituting butternut squash in with macaroni and 
cheese. I even came to adapt my baking habits, making 
avocado fudge brownies and using almond flour in chocolate 
chip cookies.

While originally, a diagnosis of pre-diabetes may have seemed 
like the end of my favorite hobby, I learned from it. I learned to 
twist a diagnosis, which originally seemed like a burden, in my 
favor, so that I could keep my love for baking and sharing food, 
and even control my diet a little better. My being known as a 
baker, which normally wouldn’t get along well with the standard 
definition of a diabetic, didn’t have to change, and even today, 
I still get orders of cookies for people’s birthday parties.

I still get to eat fun food, and I still get to share the joy of it with 
others as well. A diagnosis of pre-diabetes didn’t have to 
change anything I did. I just had to learn how to make a more 
straightforward diagnosis, one previously thought to be 
relatively rigid, work for me, and how to shape the situation to 
be more unique.

Because regardless of the diagnosis, I am not my diabetes. I 
get to define that condition however I want, but my love for 
cooking and baking won't be compromised because of it.
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Langar 
I watch eagerly as my mother throws the flat pancake-like 
rolled out dough or roti onto the hot black surface. Sitting 
amongst other similar rotis, the intense heat from the blue 
flames quickly cooks them. In quick succession, the other 
women standing at the long, steel table rolling huge mounds of 
brown flour and dough together, throw other rotis onto the hot 
surface. I see steam rising lazily from the edges of the rotis as 
they are expertly flipped over by my mother's friend. The rotis 

swell up like an eggshell with dark brown and black spots 
reminiscent of the spots on a Dalmatian's back. The woman 
standing next to the gas stove picks up each hot, steaming roti 
with a pair of iron tongs and stacks them into a neat pile on a 
hand woven, cream complexioned, wooden basket. The aroma 
of the freshly cooked rotis makes my mouth water, but I know 
that no one is allowed to eat any of the food without getting the 
benediction by the priest. Finally, it is my turn.

I take the basket of rotis and slide it close to where I am going 
to be working on them. I grab a stick of frozen butter and 
slather both sides of each roti with it. I like to watch the frozen 
butter melt with the heat. I have always loved the texture of a 
stick of butter as it reminds me of the times I cut and melted 
the butter when making macaroni and cheese with my sister. I 
put the buttered rotis on a piece of shining aluminum foil 
counting quietly under my breath, "twenty three...twenty 
four...twenty five, that's all for this batch." I wrap up the now 
soft rotis in the aluminum foil and place the package on one 
side of the counter. I wipe my hands on a brightly printed-
paper towel to take off the mixture of butter and flour that coats 
them. I hear the sound of a priest in the background, singing 
melodious Sikh hymns that are always music to my ear. 
Intermittently, some of us in the kitchen join in with the priest 
and sing along. I look over to see what my siblings are doing.
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My sister is cutting up different fruits and laying them out in a 
design similar to what a graphic designer would do. I have 
watched her arrange fruit into strikingly attractive floral shapes 
before. Although she prefers flowers, today, she wants to try 
and make different animals from the fruit pieces. However, to 
my chagrin, she won’t reveal the identities of the animals she 
wishes to create. I walk over to observe her. She is making 
one of the animals out of honeydew, cucumbers, and the juicy 
watermelon. The green and orange pieces make an interesting 
array of shapes on a huge steel tray. I spot piles of cut 
strawberries, grapes, and apples. I am anxious to watch my 
sister as she deftly maneuvers the fruit pieces. I know that the 
result of her endeavors will be delicious to the tongue and a 
feast to the eyes. I tear my eyes away from the fruit sculpture 
to see what my brother is up to.

I discover that my brother has snuck up behind my sister and 
is watching how she is arranging the pieces of fruit. I smile as 
my sister brushes his hand away when he tries to sneak in a 
piece or two. My brother's head is adorned with a bright red 
piece of cloth called the patka. Sikhs are expected to never cut 
their hair. Their hair is covered by a patka or turban, so that 
every Sikh always has a clean and groomed appearance. My 
brother loves to help to distribute the food to the devotees after 
the prayer service. Everyone sits next to each other in straight 
lines on the floor, as the boys walk down the rows ladling the 

food on to the plates. I am blissfully happy because Sunday is 
the best day of the week for me. I love to participate in the 
making of the community meal or langar, which is an integral 
part of the Sikh religion.

My friend, Gurneet, comes with a little girl who looks up at me 
with big, brown eyes and a shy, nervous smile. Gurneet asks 
me to explain the significance of langar to her cousin, 
Harmeet. I smile, because Gurneet knows that I love to talk 
about Sikhism and Sikh history. I ask Harmeet to stand beside 
me as I return back to working on my rotis. I explain to her that 
Sikhism is the fifth largest religion in the world. It is a 
monotheistic religion akin to Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. 
Guru Nanak Dev Ji started the Sikh religion in the early 1500’s. 
Guru means teacher or spiritual guide. Guru Nanak Dev Ji laid 
down three basic principles of Sikhism, which are to work hard, 
to earn an honest living, and to donate to charity. He also 
denounced the caste system, which had divided Indian society, 
along with other rituals such as idol worship. He emphasized 
equality through the langar or the shared community meal. The 
affluent and the impoverished alike sat down side by side and 
partake in the same meal. Langar thus epitomizes the Sikh 
rejection of the inequality enforced by the caste system. In 
India, langar has been served at gurudwaras or Sikh temples 
to members of all faiths at any time of the day for over 500 
years. In America, the Sikh community comes together and 
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prepares the langar every Sunday morning. The food for the 
langar is prepared and distributed by members of the 
congregation while listening to and singing hymns.
 
It is five years later, and I am rolling the fluffy dough into thin 
pancakes so that they can be cooked into rotis. I suddenly feel 
someone tapping my right hand. When I look down, I see a 
young girl of about nine years standing next to me. She asks 
me if she can help. I lead her towards the table where the rotis 
are lying in a stack on the wooden basket. I show her how to 
butter the rotis and cover them up in the aluminum foil before 
storing them. I smile as I walk back to my station. The next 
generation of Sikhs has just been indoctrinated to help with the 
langar.
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A Poem from the Other day
Driving through the rolling roads of Waite Hill
-along the spindled and windy, cracked
long trails.
 
Without notice, I am encapsulated in a chamber of gold.
Cascading pillars of gilded auburn leaves
pour down like melting honey.
 

The sun so gushingly tangerine
Its rays leave a warm pool of orange glaze
leaking into the lovely sky
that is painted gentlest summer linen blue.
 
The browns of the earthiest kind,
the deepest most defined crevasses,
the brimming full of the darkest ebony
 
all contrasted by a heavy blanket of fall leaves.
 
I felt if I was to jump
anywhere on the ground
 
I would fall
and fall
and fall through
the endless plethora of fallen leaves
 
That remain sprawling throughout
the favorably untouched terrain
 
This must be the pinnacle of the season,
there could be no finer day
of the fall.
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Pain, Practice, and Produce
“No pain, no gain” is a phrase I’ve heard more than too many 
times in my life. The many females in my family (my mom, 
aunt, grandmas, and others) like to use this phrase whenever 
someone must endure a rough situation for the better. For 
instance, when I got braces my mom and aunt would cajole 
“no pain no gain” whenever I complained of discomfort or pain. 
When my mom grumbled of the difficulties of losing weight we 
would both look at each other and recite “no pain no gain.” 

When I was doing homework: “no pain no gain.” When I got 
my period: “no pain no gain.” Basically “no pain, no gain”, 
which I believe was actually first coined by some pill 
advertisement, became the female household version of 
saying, “you have to endure it if you want to blossom.” If 
anything, I thought it was more of an indication of some 
brutalities that only the female population of the world endures. 
Perhaps it was a method of comfort, that by climbing up to the 
top of the mountain, someday somehow the pain and suffering 
will end and the view of the surrounding landscape below will 
be so beautiful, so exceedingly gorgeous that everything would 
be okay. Or perhaps it was a way to toughen up and live life. 
Nonetheless, the phrase “no pain, no gain” has proven to be a 
surprisingly effective aid in endurance. Endurance not as in 
stamina, but as in ENDURance endurance. The grit-your-
teeth-and-push-through-it endurance. The you-have-to-endur-
braces endurance or the don’t-eat-dessert-or-you’ll-get-fat 
endurance, which, as anyone who has tried avoiding unhealthy 
foods understands, is quite painful. Yet this ability to comply 
with pain and suffering for a greater outcome has proved 
effective in not just losing weight, having braces, or some other 
female/life struggle—but in certain long term struggles. For 
me, this largely translates into the violin.

Now, the violin is not only (along with any other string 
instrument) an exceptional piece of work but quite tricky and 
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often manipulative. The ability to produce beautiful sounds is 
difficult and the practice—challenging. Although the rewards 
are great, the journey to playing a violin well and maintaining a 
level of high skill becomes demanding, in addition to the costs 
of purchasing a violin and lessons. So what? Why the heck 
does anyone bother with it? What’s the point? What’s the point 
of doing anything? Yes, well maybe everyone can all just live 
together in a happy socialist world, no one has to do any work, 
and pain and suffering just goes away. Everyone can be 
happy. Why not?

 Why not?

As a twelve-year old, I pondered over these exact questions 
and more. Examining life’s miseries and philosophical 
questions while holding a violin in one hand, the other grasped 
tightly around a bow, toes unconsciously tickling the ground, 
butt haphazardly stuck on the arm of an old, hand-me-down 
sofa, eyes blankly fixated on a bird resting on a tree, my 
twelve-year old self could not possibly understand anything 
about life. At that moment, I would pick up my violin, rest it 
between my chin and shoulder, lift up my bow and start to play 
scales. In the beginning, every note sounded terrible, squeaky, 
and amateur. But as I began to press harder with my left 
fingers, articulate better, spend more bow and relax, I began to 
start playing beautifully. So beautifully that droplets of water 

rolled down my eyes and my parents would come up and start 
clapping. I would smile and the world felt safe and secure.

No, it isn’t really like that. When I began to press harder with 
my left fingers, articulate better, spend more bow and relax, I 
only improved by a marginal amount. I couldn’t expect to get 
better in one day because I knew that it takes weeks, months, 
and years to improve greatly. Like any other activity in the 
world, violin practice is relentless.

Yet despite my realistic amateur violin playing, I kept going 
because I knew that I would improve little by little. How did I 
know that? Well there were some days when I thought that I 
could play better than I really could, perhaps because of a few 
lucky nice notes, or my own false pretense, or a lack of better 
judgement, which, to be fair, comes to the best of everyone—
in the end the produce of my own violin playing would be a 
harsh indicator of where my really skills lay in the authentic 
world of violin skillfulness. And it was quite a hard slap in the 
face. Nevertheless, the days where I actually, thoughtfully, and 
seriously practiced violin without any regard to overestimation 
of ability or façade were the days that truly brought home the 
rewards of the run. And ever so slowly but surely, the long 
overstated phrase “no pain no gain” began to make more 
sense.

So that’s why I’m the master of practicing. I know how to do it 
and I know what it truly requires because of what I’ve 
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experienced in practicing violin. I never have known or ever 
will fully comprehend countless important things like the 
human mind and personality, babies, real-time conflicts 
occurring in the other half of the world, or politics, to name a 
few. Heck, I still don’t even understand what it is that I don’t 
know. Perhaps I will never know even that. But there’s at least 
one comforting thing I know that I understood: how to practice 
the violin.

The violin. It’s certainly exceptional, tricky, manipulative, and 
difficult. But it’s also a well-deserved challenge that, when 
combined with time and dedication (and money), yields 
something quite beautiful and satisfying: the rich harvests of 
diligence, the germination of motivation, the fruits of labor. So 
in some strange way, my amateur practice of violin actually 
redeemed the family catch phrase “no pain no gain.” To 
comply with pain and suffering, to climb up to the top of the 
mountain—that’s ENDURance. With endurance hand-in-hand, 
pain and suffering will end and at the top of the mountain, the 
view below will be so beautiful, so exceedingly gorgeous that 
perhaps everything will be… okay.
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The “Importance” of the Third Party
It’s not Mr. Gary Johnson asking MSNBC interviewers, “What 
is Aleppo?” that makes me concerned for third party 
candidates, but rather the precious ballots cast to them by us, 
the citizens-equivalent of a vote disappearing in thin air. The 
Editorial Board of the New York Times in their article, “In A 
Tight Race, Every Party Matters”, explains how a vote for the 
Libertarian Party, Green Party, or any other minority group is a 
vote for the main two-party candidate you don’t support. The 

writing dives into the beliefs of these smaller parties, 
emphasizing their more moderate views on serious issues, 
making the readers question why they, themselves don’t vote 
for them. However, it later pushes the fact that this year is not 
the time to break apart potential votes when paired head to 
head against the evil himself, Donald Trump. And for this, I 
couldn’t agree more.

Admittedly, third parties do make good democratic change to 
pressing policy, legitimizing their presence in government. But 
when looking at a presidential race: the impact is unsolicited. 
As the Editorial Board explains, genuine growth of a minority 
group is based on winning elections at lower levels and 
progressively gaining higher positions as local support 
increases. Randomly throwing candidates without a strong 
base should not be the crux of the effort. Even President 
Obama tries to block this practice stating, “If you vote for a 
third-party candidate who's got no chance to win, that's a vote 
for Trump." Because the Green Party is far left and the 
Libertarian Party supports more moderate opinions than 
Donald Trump, voting for one of them is essentially taking a 
vote that would most likely go to Hillary. Testing the waters with 
the Green or even Libertarian Parties is just too dicey in an 
election that decides the next twenty or so years in the 
Supreme Court.
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Le Clame Avant l'Orage and 
Serpentine
J’aime si bien le ciel en colére 
Les poids des nuages qui accrochent en l’air
Ils cachent quelque chose comme l’ire d’enfance
En criant les mots dûrs au transport du vent

Tant que la grisaille appuye sur moi

Et la foudre fait le jour de ce soir 
Je repose, avec un cœur allegé 
savourer l’amas que La Nature a fait

I bask under the wide angry sky
The weight of the clouds suspended in the air
They hide something fleeting, like childish fury
While screaming empty words carried hollowly by the wind

As long as the grayness presses softly into me
And the electricity-drenched sky makes day of the night
I rest, with a heart breathless and light
To savor the chaos that nature has created

It creeps round the edges of grand outer space 
No haste, only grace in its celestial face 

It sits upon Mercury’s hot little head
And drinks the bright tears that sweet Venus has shed

It covers the moon with a shroud dipped in ink
And waits for the sun not quite ready to sink
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It falls to the Earth in the pulsating dark
And gorges itself on the blood of a lark

It slithers to man and in the ear of its muse
Whispers dark orders he cannot refuse
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My Fear
The dwindling afternoon sun bathed into my living room, 
staining the furniture with a tint of crimson red: birds chirping 
along with children blankly flocking around echoed in the 
background. Among the different sounds ringing in this quaint 
afternoon, a hoary clock can be heard rotting in the top corner 
of a sickened bookshelf. Ticking, gently, as it counted down my 
limited days. A grim reminder indeed, I found comfort drowning 
in the endless dull comedy reciting from the television. Scenes 

of classical movies flash frame-to-frame taking me on a 
journey away from my reality to a place where I can be 
enshrouded by pure ignorance. Living false pretentious lives, 
facades in my head, I carried out the rest of the day, dancing 
between the lines of sanity and insanity. Nightfall soon came.
 
The moon lit up the room as the sun abandoned its duty. The 
silver lighting breathed a fresh air into the rotting core of my 
home. The television was still on, the only light source aside 
from the moon. Staring intently, I began to imagine a different 
life, one where I was the main character; where I was unique, 
individual. I can see it now, a young boy detective frolicking in 
the joyous adventures of solving cases, challenging cheats.
 
Ecstatically thinking about my new pompous life, the television 
blacked out. The electricity bill had not been paid in a while, 
and watching television all day isn’t going to help out. So, I 
must determine the source of error. Actually, if I do recall, 
sometimes I would see shadows in the corners of my 
backyard; hence I would assume and conclude that someone 
is stealing electricity from me. It might be from the young bloke 
that I showed a couple days ago to the law. Quickly, I ran 
outside. The wind tenderly pricked my pale body as I stood in 
the middle the backyard, surrounded by tall shrunken weed. 
The wind whispered unheard words that night as I hid within 
the blond meadow.
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The sun soon came up, bleaching my surrounding. Tired and 
confused as to why I was sitting outside of my house, I went 
over to my neighbor to plug back in the power cord. A Good 
Samaritan or suspicious neighbor might have taken it out. 
Timidly, I digressed back to my couch continuing to watch and 
enjoy my shows. Somehow this has become a religion for me; 
one where I am God, and hope was simply my dreams.
 
The story begins on a gloomy day. The grayed cloud outlined 
by the moon crisply pierced through the curtains that overlaid 
my room. The sounds of raindrops dripping in a binaural 
course soothed my tense mind. Staring hollowly into the void 
of my ceiling, I began to recount my life. Noises of machines 
pumping life into my limp body soon masked out the 
diminishing rainfall. My body had become frail, weakened by 
the weapon of God: time. Distraught by my state, the television 
started once again, overwhelming these thoughts, enchanting 
me with new ideas, offering me a new life. A crease began to 
form on the sides of my face. I was young again.
 
Typing away, I was just finishing the company management 
spreadsheets. The boss had ordered me to finish it by tonight, 
but it would seem to appear that I would be able to finish them 
earlier. Joyfully, I entered in the last few names. The people 
around me were all furiously working, however, I was finished. 

A conceited smile formed on my face as I sent in the 
completed project. Leaping up, my next destination was a 
diner located a few blocks away, as it was late and I was 
famished. The moonlight guided me through the dark alleys as 
I tried to avoid what appeared to be dangerous people. Not 
much time passed before I entered into the diner. It somehow 
felt different.
 
The lights were blinking hypnotically while no one was in sight. 
The counter was empty along with the customers. The 
surroundings soon began to twist and turn, as the reality of this 
world was breaking apart. Colors began to switch, forming odd 
pairs such as a blue banana or a green apple. Frightened, I 
sprinted outside. The moon was yellow; the surrounding trees 
were all frosted gold. The menacing neighborhood that was 
filled with empty buildings now stood merrily dancing around in 
my head. It felt crazy, yet beautiful.
 
Lying in the simple comforts of my couch, I stretched my 
stiffened body. The creaking noises produced from the rigid 
bones followed by a loud yawn thundered the house. The 
television was off again. Standing up, I tiptoed to the curtains. 
Looking outside at the youthful families fooling around, I could 
not help but release a subtle chuckle. However, this was 
quickly replaced by guilt and panic as my head began to 
dream of nightmares, places that I greatly feared. Sweat 
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formed on the sides of my face. Memories flashed before me, 
things that I wished entirely would have disappeared.
 
A young boy lay before me. He was recently in a car accident 
and received a great amount of trauma within his body. The 
scan did not report anything dangerous, except for some 
internal bleeding. The surgery was immediately held, and I, 
being the only available doctor at the time, was put in charge 
of the case. His young delicate body made it tough, but we 
were able to successfully identify the entering spot. As we 
opened him up, however, the sight was outlandish as his liver 
was punctured greatly, and blood was everywhere. The 
pressure furthermore from his body forced blood outside, 
commanding large amounts of blood to spur onto the surgery 
table and surrounding surgeons. Never encountering such a 
situation, I froze. The men and women around me were 
screaming for me, but I stood there, dazed by the occurring 
events. The boy later died, and so did both my career and 
sanity.
 
Darkness filled my view along with flashes of memories both 
real and fake. A light heaviness occupied my chest as I tried to 
identify my surroundings. A clock sat sitting facing me ticking 
away the remaining time that I had left. The cruel world that I 
called reality and the false protector that I called God were 
also sitting facing me. Staring at them vacantly, I felt fear.
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Stories, It's Plural
Poetry
Grade: 10
Orange High School
Instructor: Joe Paris
#

Stories, It's Plural
“What’s Your Story?”

 
  

You ask this
as if it has

A simple answer
 
 

I can easily sum
up in one pretty
to look at poem.

 
 

But it doesn’t
So I can’t.

 
 

I can’t take
Everything
I’ve done,

 
 

Everything
I stand for,

 
 

Everything that
makes me

Me,
 
 

And break it into
Neat little
Four line
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stanzas
 
 

With an
ABAB rhyming

pattern
 
 

It takes more than that
 
 

Because I’m
More than that.

 
 

“What’s Your Story?”
 
 

Well, like any
Good story it’s

made up of
Some really

 
 

Good characters,
And a really nice

Setting, with
 
 

Struggle to
keep it interesting

And, I hope,
 
 

A Happy Ending.
 
 

And like any
Good story there are

The amazing moments
 
 

That will stick around forever,
(I was Peter Pan, I

got to fly)
 
 

There are the not
So amazing moments

 
 

That simply won’t leave,



673

(I didn’t have my inhaler
I couldn’t breathe)

 
 

And there are the moment
that aren’t good

Or bad
 
 

They’re just there
(Eating dinner, going

to school, taking a selfie)
 
 

But every one of
These moments is

Important
 
 

Because they’re
My

moments
 
 

My
Memories

 
 

My
Story

 
 

“What’s Your Story?”
 
 

You ask this as
if I should be telling

My life
 
 

From the day I
Was born

 
 

To the day I
Wrote this poem

 
 

But that’s not my story.
 
 

My story is the moments
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In my life
That I will always

remember
 
 

Good or Bad,

It doesn’t matter
 
 

“What’s Your Story?”
 
 

I can’t answer that
Question

 
 

I don’t have just
One
Story

 
 

“What’s Your Story?”
or

“What are Your Stories?”
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Real Fake Smiles
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Real Fake Smiles
I loved it when people told me I always seemed happy and 
energetic. I loved to make the people around me happy. It 
made me feel like I accomplished something impressive. My 
parents made jokes about my hair that was always half straight 
and half curly, which according to them, looked like a bird’s 
nest all the time. My friends thought it was funny when I 
accidentally tripped over my shoelace; even I laughed and 
called myself an airhead afterwards. My family made fun of the 

angry faces I made when I was irritated; they told me it was 
adorably amusing. I was good at making people laugh. I didn’t 
make an effort to hide most of my emotions. I was seven years 
old and had no idea what ‘other people’s opinions’ meant.

I was eleven when I first started to question my public image. I 
had always been a girl with basically no filter – I cried when I 
felt sad, and I laughed when I was amused. I didn’t think there 
was anything wrong for being my true self. But an accidental 
overhearing of a conversation placed slammed a question 
mark on my belief. One day, I heard a group of girls trashing 
one of their friends for being sad over a breakup. The line of 
“Why is she crying over nothing?” resonated in my head. I 
started to wonder whether the “why is she crying over nothing” 
line was said about me too, when I teared up because I got a 
detention, or when I burst out crying due to a disqualification of 
a competition. That was the first time I thought, maybe, it’s 
good to put on a little filter.

I was fourteen when I first experienced the consequence of not 
having a filter. My supposed ‘best friend’ referred to me as 
“annoying and weird” behind my back. I treated her like the 
sister God forgot to give me. I shared the jokes that made me 
laugh for hours with her; I helped her out even when I was tight 
on schedule; I talked to her about all the things that I couldn’t 
bear to tell anyone else. I tried to be the best friend I could 
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ever be. Yet, this is what I got for being open to my best friend. 
But every story needs a resolution, so I thought, maybe, a 
mask could seal up everything. If I’m never open like this to 
anyone again, then I won’t get hurt like this again. 

I learned from my friends and classmates and everyone 
around me. Some say it’s a sign of maturity when I’m able to 
control my emotions and seal up my thoughts, but I didn’t think 
so. I thought it was just a mask that I had to put on in order to 
protect myself. I thought it was disturbing to give an automatic 
answer of “good, thank you,” every time I was asked the 
question, “how are you?”. But before I knew, the mask already 
became a part of me that I could not get rid of.

On one occasion, Mom happened to call me and ask, “How 
are you?”

The answer I gave was certainly not automatic. Actually, in that 
millisecond of my life that my brain processed the question, 
“How are you?”, countless answers passed through my mind. I 
was going to say, “I’m really stressed out because my essay 
due next week is going nowhere;” I wanted to tell her, “I feel 
upset because I said something stupid in front of my teacher;” I 
wished to let her know that there was so much going on in my 
life that I had no clue how to keep my crap together and make 
it through junior year in one piece.

But none of these slipped out of my lips.

She couldn’t see me over the phone, but all I managed to do 
was smile and say, “Good. How are you?”

Mom babbled on about how the stocks she bought recently 
were looking fine. I listened half-heartedly and told her that I 
felt happy for her.

I didn’t know then why I didn’t say the answers aloud. But I 
know now. It was the mask that I thought I’d never use. I put 
the mask on to zip up the stress, the insecurity and everything 
else that I didn’t want my mother to associate me with. I 
wanted to be an optimistic, confident, kind and hardworking 
young lady that my parents would be proud to see me as. I 
wanted to be the kind of child that every parent would wish 
their own children to be like. My parents spent all the things 
that were more valuable than money on me; they spent all of 
their time and put all of their love and gave all the things they 
never got the chance to experience to me. And I was scared. I 
was scared that they set all the expectations on the wrong 
person. I feared that I wasn’t good enough to make them 
proud. I wished the “constantly getting worried, having many 
insecurities, and sometimes a little air-headed” me, would just 
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disappear. I wanted the “messy-haired and easily irritated” me 
to be taken out of my persona. I wanted to be a perfect child.

Gradually, I mastered faking smiles and giving automatic 
answers like “Good, thank you.” I was the master of faking 
smiles at school, at the mall, with my classmates, in front of my 
parents… Only when I was alone at home, I could take a 
second and look at my authentic self. It was the only way that 
my imperfections wouldn’t be revealed. I didn’t notice then that 
I was trying to erase the image of the real me. Though, I really 
couldn’t care less.

The mask used to be like makeup. I put it on every day when I 
went out, and took it off when I came back home. But the 
busier I became, the longer I had my makeup on.

It was only a few days ago, when I was washing off my make-
up just after midnight, I realized no matter how much cleanser I 
used, the remainder of the mascara still darkened my eyelids.

It made me look like a clown, but who was I trying to fool?

I felt tired, and annoyed.

I wondered for the first time, if I really made the right decision 
to put on so much make-up.

I couldn’t give an answer.
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The Wounded One
Short Story
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors
#

The Wounded One
The jovial people, holiday music,the clan of people crowding 
me, towering buildings above, and the fluffy, white flakes falling 
upon me made my spirits high.

It was Christmas time, and it was the hour I have been waiting 
for, the annual Christmas lighting downtown. My whole family, 
which included my mom, dad, sister, and grandfather loaded 
into the car early to get Downtown for dinner and find a good 

spot to stand. This was always my favorite time of the year 
because my grandmother passed a year ago, and I liked to 
think of what happens during Christmas time to make me 
cheerful. The whole image of people giving and receiving 
made me smile.

Dinner ended late, and my family was running to find a spot. I 
felt like I was running a mile. The whole city was filled, and 
there were no spots to be found. The mayor, with his blue 
eyes, started to countdown from twenty seconds, holding the 
plugs that would slam together and light the whole city.

I was keeping a good eye on my sister's hot pink winter coat 
because I was falling behind.

I called, “Wait up ,guys!”

I couldn’t hear a response, which meant they couldn’t hear me. 
As I picked up my pace, a tall man came running from afar and 
knocked into me. I lost sight of my sister, Ava.

I tried to fight through the crowds of people and look for the 
pink coat, but it was nowhere to be found. As I crouched down 
to sit on the curb, my bright blue eyes couldn’t hold back the 
tears. 5..4..3..2..1, the lights finally lit the city. Out of the corner 
of my eyes, I could see a blur of colors thrown at me.
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“Somebody, please, please help!” I called to anybody that I 
thought could help find my family before they left downtown.

My hands on my head, I felt a gentle tap on my shoulder.

I looked up, and it was a lady officer, “Dear, I heard you cry for 
help. What seems to be the problem?”

My spirits lifted at the sight of somebody willing to help me.

“Well, you see, my family was rushing to find a good spot to 
see the majestic lights, but…. a tall man ran straight into me, 
and I lost my sight of my family, so now I am all alone.”

“Do you know any of their phone numbers?” she questioned.

With a deep breath and feeling embarrassed, I said, “No, I 
never took the interest of learning.”

“Officer Linda, help!” shouted another one of her partners.

“I will be right back to help you, I promise,” Officer Linda said 
and turned away with a nervous jerk.

“But wait!”

Officer Linda turned back at the sight of me almost in tears.

“You promise you will be back in time?”

“Of course!” said Officer Linda with a smile on her face.

With her ginger hair and freckles, she ran like a gazelle. I didn’t 
understand what was going on, but I think she did, and she 
didn’t want to tell me because of my age.

Smoke drifted towards my nose. I thought it was the roasting 
peanuts behind me, as dark, gray clouds began forming above 
me. I looked towards the casino and the immense buildings 
were dropping like flies.

The city scattered, people running here and there and 
screaming wildly!

Should I stay and wait for Officer Linda or try to get to safety 
on my own? 

I felt like the fire was approaching me, so I ran to a restaurant 
called “Winking Lizards.” I put my hands above my head to 
catch my breath. I journeyed around the restaurant in search 
for my sister for about twenty minutes, but she and her pink 
coat were nowhere to be found.

As I opened the door to go to the next restaurant in search for 
my sister, an older gentleman cried, “Don’t go out there!”

My eyebrows raised in confusion, “Why?”

The man responded calmer, “The fire is making its way down 
by us.”
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Standing by the door, I wondered if I should make a run to the 
next restaurant filled with people. All for my family, I dashed as 
I could smell and see the roaring fire. The blades of orange, 
red, and yellow flames, were shifting from side to side making 
it seem like it was getting closer.

Relieved to make it to the next restaurant, I walked into the 
door and a glimmer of pink caught the corner of my eye. I 
followed it. I didn’t want to lose sight, so I began to jog, which 
turned into a running pace.

Confident, I tapped the girl that could be my sister on the 
shoulder, and she quickly jerked her head to one side then 
another. Sadly, it wasn't her. Tears built up in my eyes, just as 
an idea jumped to my head! I figured I would take a rest first.

***1 hour later***

I wanted to try to get back to the other side of the fire, but 
how? As I stepped out of the restaurant, my gentile ears heard 
the sirens of the ambulances and the fire trucks. I could hear 
the big, burly voices of the fireman.

“Hurry, Mike! Get her in the truck!”

Her? The siren was getting closer and closer. I was holding the 
door open with my foot, as about three trucks came rushing 
down the sidewalk, passing the fire by. The girl that looked 
about fifteen had scrapes on her face and her eyes were 

wilted. She was trying to slowly open her eyes, but she was 
struggling.

The truck was getting further and further away, so I let go of 
the door and sprinted after it. My legs began to start to give 
out, and I was huffing like a dog, but I couldn’t stop at the sight 
of the girl in the truck.

“Stop, stop, stop,” I called one after another, trying to get the 
attention of the truck drivers, but it was no use.

As I began to get closer, I could see brown bangs rising to the 
window. It was my, my sister! My mouth hung in awe at the 
sight. I couldn’t hold back the salty tears. I had mixed emotions 
of joy since I found my sister, but also sad because my sister 
got beat up from the fire and she was being rushed to the 
hospital.

I could hear her call our parents, “ Mom , Dad , it’s Payton!”

The next thing I know, I saw jolly smiles from both of my 
parents in the windows. A big, bright grin spread across my 
face, with my dimples sticking out. I was still rejoicing, when I 
realized that the ambulance had stopped. The two wide doors 
opened and my mom shouted, “Come on; jump in.”

I ran and jumped into her strong arms. The drivers started to 
drive once again when my seatbelt was fastened. I looked my 
sister in the eyes for a good five minutes. Her eye began to 
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twitch, it had black and blue marks around it, and the sight 
made me want to cry. I whispered to my dad, “Is she going to 
make it?”

My dad just looked down at me, shook his head, and said, “It’s 
going to be a close call.”

I squinted my eyes in confusion, and saw that my sister had 
fallen asleep. We arrived at the hospital at eight fifteen, and 
they rolled Ava out on the stretcher. As they hit the bump, she 
jerked herself awake.

When the nurses were walking her down the hall to her room 
she would stay in, Ava heard a man say, “Mrs. Ross, Ava is in 
a hard situation for her age. It is hard to tell her circumstance. 
We are going to need her to stay four to five days over night.”

“No, no, I am not staying overnight! Mom, tell the man I am 
going home with you, please!” she screamed.

Ava ended up crying herself to sleep. The doctor wouldn’t give 
her any sympathy and still made her stay overnight. Bright and 
early we returned back to the hospital, and I walked down to 
the office with my dad.

“Good morning, I have Ava’s condition diagnosed. While in the 
horrendous fire, she did suffer a lot of damage to her right eye. 
The bones around it all have been deeply broken. If she keeps 
blinking, she may lose sight.”

I couldn’t back down, so I had to say, ”But, how does she not 
blink her eye?”

The doctor responded,” We may have to perform surgery on 
her eye because the eye is so fragile and hard to work with. 
This still means she will have to be careful while maneuvering 
around during the day.”

All I could do was walk away.

Shaking my head in dismay, I told my father, ”Why do bad 
things happen to good people?”

“Well, it’s just a coincidence, I guess.”

I ended up falling asleep in the couch in Ava’s room, but when 
I woke up, something didn’t seem right. Ava, Mom, and Dad 
were not in the room. There was a doctor ambling through the 
hallways, so I asked with no patience, “Do you know any place 
my sister, Ava Ross, may be?”

“Nah, sorry, kid.”

Well, that was no help at all, I said to myself. I began to 
wander the halls in search for my sister. I peeked my head in 
the tiny glass windows as I walked past the beige doors.

I got to the end of the hall on floor three, and I still hadn’t found 
my sister. I shrugged my shoulders and got on the elevator to 
floor four. When I peeked in the window of the first door on the 
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right, it looked like a surgery was taking place. I squinted my 
eyes to look closer. I thought I was seeing things, but I wasn’t. 
My mother and father were behind the glass door, and my 
sister was laying on the hard covered table. It looked as if the 
doctors had given her medicine to fall asleep.

“Her eye just wouldn’t stop moving,” a voice behind me quietly 
said.

“What’s going to happen to her?” I asked

“I am ashamed to say it, but,” the nurse took a hard, deep 
breath and continued,”her right eye was damaged so much 
that she lost her vision.”

I slowly began to slide down to the ground against the wall. 
The tears, once again, began to roll out. The door opened, and 
it was my mom. She comforted me by giving me a hug.

“It is going to be alright, Payton.”

“I know, Mommy!” I said as I sniffed my nose.

***three hours later***

After waiting, Ava came out of the dark room with her eye 
patched and looking very tired. She was finally able to go back 
home to her own bedroom. It was a very quiet ride home. I 
was still soaking in all that had happened in the last few days.

We arrived home, and I went back up to my room, when Ava 
came in.

“I love you, Ava!” I said

“I love you too!” she replied joyfully.

***six months later***

As time passed, all of my family and Ava’s friends got used to 
the sight of her wounded eye. My family got a German 
shepherd to lead Ava around everywhere she went, but the 
horrible images still drifted in my head. Life as we knew it 
would never be the same.
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Natural Rhythm
Poetry
Grade: 12
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Diana Snyder
#

Natural Rhythm 
African drums,
Something 'bout your culture hums.
The way you push life into the drummer
Through fingertips
Ancestral freestyle rehearsed within self
Unconsciously conscious of rhythmic value
Beats speaking as if chanting
Names of lost

Ancestors reincarnated through music
Drums of cottonwood and elkhide
Clear, strong voices that sang out to
Must be your people,
must be your time,
Must be the rhythm
of your feet beating rhyme.
My body senses rhythmic presence
Heartbeat synched
Connected through history
Yet separated by genesis amnesia
You can take a brotha outta Africa
But you can't take Africa outa me

Dancers praise drummers
With each/hit
Liberation inhaled through ears
Beats/hit like Ancestral spears
My drum ricochets
Rebounding off dancers bring
Spiritual inspiration in its return
We burn sage in cohesion
Dancing while smoke leaves in the breeze/
And we allow the song of our melanin
To play through our skin

Honorable Mention

SHAQUIEL LYNN



684

Celexa and Other Fun Topics
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Laurel School
Instructor: Megan Weiskopf
#

Celexa and Other Fun Topics
I read somewhere that you can buy a coffin that makes you 
into a tree when you die. Sometimes, my limbs feel as heavy 
and fragile as blown glass, and I find solace in the fact that 
there are organisms with 1000 wooden limbs that lift each 
hand up to praise the sky when the wind blows softly on their 
pine needle skin. There is so much lightness trapped in the 
caverns of my ribcage and when the wind tickles the nape of 

my neck, I can feel the light climbing up my throat. I don’t know 
when I became so full of love.
 
I do know when I began flicking light switches on and off and 
counting the seconds in the shower, and the six months I had 
to reassure myself I was a good person every time I looked in 
the mirror. The months in 8th grade I spent rewriting my 
geometry homework, erasing words so my that skin felt less 
tight, the poems I didn’t write about this because it made me 
feel unclean. I don't like to talk about it.
 
But I keep talk talk talking, til my mouth is a leaky faucet 
instead of a flood. I wish sometimes that I scrubbed at floors 
until even the memory of the dirt was gone; instead I wash my 
hands over and over til the skin grows brittle in the winter and 
spit 14 times in the sink. It's not that bad I swear, don’t worry - 
it’s not severe (don’t worry, don’t worry). I know when I began 
to shake like a leaf, but honey, I am so much more than flimsy. 
 
I’m much more like a tree myself: battered and bruised and 
clinging to cliches like carbon dioxide. I’ve torn my leaves off 
one by one, but I must remind myself that only means I’m 
surviving winter. My leaves will continue to grow back, and 
finally, I'm beginning to let myself breathe again, to view the 
seasons as more than just harbingers of winter. I cried the first 
time I read list of side effects for my medication. Isn’t it funny 
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how your mental illness stops you from treating your mental 
illness?
 
So, now, in my backpack pocket there dwells the clinical 
orange bottle of Celexa. I've started taking it in plain sight to 
remind myself that it is not the Middle Ages and I will not be 
burned at the stake because of my mental illness. Though I 
never worried too much about being burned anyways, only 
about being the pyre. ( Now I’ll finally have an interesting fact 
to say about myself during icebreakers.) Of course, honey, 
there are still some words that I find it hard to write, but it 
doesn't stop me from loving the world so much sometimes it's 
hard to breathe. I used to be so much better out of my head, 
but I am learning now to grow a garden in it. One day my mind 
will no longer be a crater but a forest.
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Backyard Mystery
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
#

Backyard Mystery
It was a bitter, cold fall day. My sister Christine and I, secretly 
snuck out of bed to finish our chess game. Playing the 
classical pawn to E5 opening, I spotted my opportunity when 
my sister floundered and left her king exposed.

I moved my knight close to the corner of the board as I 
chuckled, rubbing my hands together. My sister then 

reluctantly moved her rook to a nearby square as I captured 
her king with my queen.

“Checkmate,” I rejoiced, knowing that it was the fifth time she 
had fallen into this same trap. Seeing the crestfallen look on 
her face, however, I moved closer to solace her. “It’s ok, I’m 
sure you’ll learn one day. It just takes---”

“What was that? Did you hear that?” my sister gasped as a 
loud boom resounded from our backyard.

“Yeah, sounded like something crashed nearby,” I said 
apprehensively while fiddling with my sweater’s zipper. “Let’s 
go check it out.”

My sister, wearing a pink sweater and sweatpants, dashed 
ahead of me to the kitchen, where we had a clear view of the 
backyard. Thick smoke arose from the end of the yard, and the 
alarming smell of fire warned us something unusual occurred.

I raced toward the garage and slipped on my old pair of 
sneakers. I quickly followed her out and sprinted toward the 
crash site. From afar I could see the wooden fence, which 
previously encompassed the garden, had been obliterated. A 
nearby tree had also been knocked down like a fragile stick. 
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Trying to figure out what caused this, I glanced at my sister 
who was wasting no time approaching the location.

“Alex, would you look at this?” she exclaimed. “ It’s a 
meteorite. In our backyard!”

I inched toward the rock and scrutinized it closely. “Amazing! A 
meteorite in our backyard!” I said as I tapped the rock in 
astonishment.

“Wait, do that again,” my sister ordered.

“Do what?” I asked. I patted the rock two additional times.

“That sounds like… some sort of metal but disguised so 
perfectly nobody would realize it,” she exclaimed as she 
moved her hand across the surface of the rock. As she was 
about to say something, I thought I heard a voice calling my 
name from inside.

“Let’s go. We’ll check it out later.” As I walked back to the 
house I added, “ And top secret, or else…” Before darting 
inside, I made a throat-slash gesture, knowing my sister was 
very bad at keeping secrets.

While I was quenching my thirst with a refreshing glass of 
water, I thought I heard a noise and worriedly glanced in the 
direction it came from. About to dash toward the light switch, 
another sound reverberated from the glass window, and I 
couldn’t resist looking. A black metallic drone-like creature 
hovered above a bush, gazing with its single ominous eye 
directly into my face. A chill crept up my spine. All I could do 
was stare as if the entity had immobilized me. Before I could 
even interpret what was happening, the creature suddenly 
vanished from sight.

A quarter of an hour later, I decided to go in the backyard. I 
bundled up well with a winter jacket, hat, gloves, and a scarf. 
As I rounded the corner, I managed to avoid several misplaced 
trash cans but then bumped right into my sister. Gasping for 
breath, I exclaimed, “Those weren’t there earlier; someone 
obviously moved them. And what about the open door to the 
shed?” I paused and asked. “Could this be related in any way 
to the meteorite crash? And did you hear those noises? And 
---”

“Ok. Slow down. The creature has ears you know,” my sister 
responded.

“I'm not so sure about that!” I joked, “But Mom and Dad and 
Grandma do!”
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“Shh! Not so loud. It’s right over there.” She pointed to a large 
wood pile in the corner of the backyard. In the moonlight I 
could make out a vague figure moving back and forth across a 
pile of wood.

“Could it be looking for something?” I asked as the creature 
hovered back to the meteorite and slid under a small opening. 
As it moved away again, I whispered, “This is our chance. 
Go.Go.Go!”

As we were about to make a dash for it, the creature spun 
around, having noticed our presence, studying us with its one 
alarming eye. Slowly, we inched back toward the door and 
darted inside.

I immediately turned on my computer, which was painstakingly 
slow. My sister slid into the chair beside me as I browsed the 
information online. Outside, the wind whistled and pounded 
against my window.

“How can we help?” I pondered. I went into the backyard, 
hoping to find something, when I spotted an uncanny half-
finished sort of vessel. “What is that?”

An echo reverberated from the non-geometric structure in the 
back. “Hello, is anyone there?” my sister asked.

“Don't wake up Mom and Dad!” I said.

“Now’s not the time for jokes,” she responded.

A weak beep answered. When I dared peek between the trees, 
I spotted the creature, which now seemed to be so transparent 
I could almost see through it.

“It’s sick,” she said. As if it had understood, the creature 
nodded gravely, and for a moment it almost disappeared from 
view but immediately recovered and glided to a pile of stone 
slabs. After gazing at the spacecraft, the creature nodded 
again and looked at us. After a while, I straightened up and 
skipped over to the wood pile.

“Can we help?” I pointed to the pile. “One beep for yes and two 
beeps for no.” The creature remained silent. “Rebuild your 
ship,” I elaborated and pointed to the meteorite, wondering if it 
understood what I was saying. The creature beeped once but 
then doubled over with pain.

“There isn’t much time,” my sister said while the creature 
remained thrashing on the ground. Worriedly, I walked over to 
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the pile and began considering all the possibilities why a 
vehicle wouldn’t work.

 Fighting against my own fatigue and a painful headache I 
cried, “I don’t know what to do!” The wind almost seemed to 
drain away my voice.

“Then he’ll die,” my sister said sadly. “You can’t just give up. 
C’mon, I have an idea.”

We darted past the frail and feverish creature and after hearing 
my sister’s plan, I was filled with renewed determination. I 
scrambled to get the needed materials, and I attempted the 
repairs. “We’ll be lucky if this works,” I muttered to myself.

“Now! Go get the old generator from the abandoned windmill. 
We’ll need it as our power source,” my sister ordered. “GO!!”

I then zoomed to our backyard, which abutted a small forest 
and a creek. Sticks littered the ground, and vines entangled 
the ancient trees, breathing heavily with the fierce gale. The 
narrow path had gradually worn away over the years, and 
grass and ferns dotted it. I jumped over a broken wheelbarrow, 
some rusty pots, and a straw basket before I came to a 
stream. Turning, I sprinted as fast as I could through the forest 
as the wind whipped against my face until I reached the old 

windmill, where I had spent many idle hours. Unfurling the 
mill’s gigantic cloth paddles, I snuck through the door and 
climbed up several steps. I had to duck (because of how much 
I grew the past few years), opened a hatch, and replaced 
broken wires before heading back down with the generator. 
The wooden windmill began to creak as its sails picked up 
momentum from the strong wind.

I hope this works, I said to myself.

I sprinted back to where the creature, who seemed weaker 
now, was gasping for breath. He lay on the ground. I quickly 
took him to the shuttle, laying him on the white floor.

“C’mon, what’s taking so long?” I muttered to myself, noticing 
that the house was pitch black. I had expected my sister to be 
back already. Momentarily, everything was frozen in darkness, 
except a beam of moonlight that illuminated the pod. My 
fingers were as cold as icicles from the wintry wind and my 
face was red. My legs sore from running and my heart 
pounding, I wondered if I would freeze to death before my 
sister arrived. To my relief, I spotted her running toward me 
and screaming, “You did it! Press the button!”

I glanced down at the button in my hand. Raising my arm, I 
slowly brought it down onto the red button, hoping my sister 
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had performed a miracle and that the creature would safely 
return to its home planet. A monstrous roar echoed throughout 
the whole neighborhood as the structure, to my surprise, 
blasted off into the starry sky, becoming smaller and smaller as 
the night enveloped it in utter darkness. The wind finally died 
as the clock struck midnight. We knew that the creature had 
returned to its home planet.

I rested my hand on my sister’s shoulder and she did the same 
as we slowly ambled back to the house.

“Quite a surprise Mom and Dad didn’t wake up with all this 
commotion!” I exclaimed as I slid into bed.
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She's My Girlfriend
It was still dark outside when my alarm went off in the morning 
which is not unusual during the fall. I groaned not wanting to 
get up but managed to pull myself out of bed. I had stayed up 
all night texting Janice and had barely gotten enough sleep. I 
forced myself to do my daily routine.
 
First, I would take off my cozy pajamas and change into 
something more fitting for school. Next, I would find my way to 

the bathroom to fix my hair but not before taking a selfie of me 
with my messy, brown hair to send to Janice. Finally, I would 
make my way to the kitchen to pack my lunch and fix myself 
some breakfast.
 
It was the same deal as every other morning. My parents 
would usually wake up a half an hour after me and by the time 
they made it to the kitchen I would already have been on my 
way to school by foot. I always made sure I was by waking up 
before them every day.
 
It seemed as if every day I drifted just a little bit farther from my 
parents but I was only sixteen and wouldn’t be an adult for 
another two years. It’s not that I didn’t love them. I just couldn’t 
bear to be around them knowing they didn’t approve of who I 
was.
 
I hadn’t told them about Janice yet. About how she was my 
girlfriend. I wasn’t going to until we planned on getting married. 
But then again it may just have been better to elope then tell 
them after we had already gotten married. Many would say 
we’re too young to decide we’re going to get married to each 
other. But we already knew we were the moment we met each 
other.
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I had tripped and fallen as I had been walking past her house 
because I had been gawking at her as she watered her plants. 
She noticed me trip and came to my aid by bringing me a 
bandage and some disinfectant for my scraped knee. She 
dabbed at the scrape with a cotton ball soaked in disinfectant 
then looked into my eyes and that’s when we knew we were 
meant to be together.
 
“Does it sting?” She had asked me.
 
The only thing I managed to choke out was a stupid pick up 
line, “I’m glad you had a Band-Aid because it seems I scraped 
my knee falling for you.” She laughed at that and gave me her 
number telling me to call her sometime and I did later that 
night as well as every day after that.
 
On our first date I took her to the park for a simple picnic. She 
wore a blue dress that flowed down her body to just below her 
knees, some fancy sandals, and had a pretty bow in her 
blonde hair that matched the color of her dress. I wore my only 
nice pair of pants which were a pair of khaki’s I wore to church 
every Sunday, a blue dress shirt that was required to be worn 
at choir concerts, and had brushed my usually short, ruffled 
hair back as neatly as possible. I hated to wear dresses but I 
did know how to admire a pretty girl in one.
 

The date didn’t really go as well as I had planned. Some ducks 
from a nearby pond stole our sandwiches and Janice’s dress 
got all wet as I splashed her chasing after them. I thought for 
sure she would want nothing to do with me after that but she 
just laughed it off. She took us to a local pizza shop for lunch 
instead and I never felt so relieved in my life.
 
By the end of our third date we had had our first kiss. It was a 
magical experience. We were out together at a drive thru 
movie theater when she had grabbed my hand and pulled me 
close to her. 
 
“I love you, Katie.” She whispered in my ear then kissed me. 
 
I leaned into the kiss and after we broke the kiss we held each 
other close whispering soft nothings to each other. 

I guess I should have known that it was all too good to be true. 
 
As I walked towards the school I felt my phone buzz in my 
pocket. I pulled it out expecting a text from Janice but instead I 
saw a text from my dad. 
 
“Kathryn! Are you gay?!?” It read. 
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I felt my heart drop in my chest and didn’t know how to 
respond at first. After a couple minutes I sent him a text back.
 
“Why are you asking, Dad?”
 
“Don’t act innocent, Kathryn! Explain this!” My dad responded 
with a picture of me and Janice holding each other close and 
kissing each other’s cheeks. I stared at it with dread felt tears 
begin to leak into my eyes. “Who is she, Kathryn!”
 
 I responded back with a short and simple sentence. “She’s my 
girlfriend.”
 
“I knew it!” Dad responded back. “You're gay! Don't bother 
coming home tonight! You're no longer welcome in this house!”
 
I stared at the messages on my phone for a couple of minutes 
before sending a text to Janice explaining the situation. She 
came back very distraught and kept telling me how sorry she 
was. She told me that I could stay with her and her parents 
until the situation was settled. I clutched the phone to my chest 
and told her thank you.
 
As soon as we saw each other at school we embraced each 
other and cried. We both knew that it would happen eventually 
but we weren’t prepared for it to happen so soon.

 
The only good thing to come out of the situation was now we 
could be together all the time. Now we could be able to be 
together without fear of my parents finding out about it. We 
could now just love each other fully and not have to hide 
anything.
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Nightmares
She whimpers as the creature in the window taps. It lightly 
paws at the glass with its nail and the barrier crumbles as if 
made from dust. Without a sound, it puts one long leg on the 
wooden floor then the other before it quickly squats down to its 
resting position. Never once does it take its eyes off her. The 
woman is trembling fiercely as the creature’s smile widens. At 
first, the grin took up nearly half its face, but now it’s 
expression literally tears its skin, revealing its fleshy throat, 

gums, and more sharp teeth. In one swift move, it’s on the 
bed, casually making its way to her. Although she is terrified of 
watching the demonic being before her, she feels as though 
she cannot peel her eyes away for a moment. But she does. 
He said he would always be there. She turns her head quickly, 
just for a fraction of a second, to see an unoccupied portion of 
the mattress. Now she knows for sure there is no hope. When 
she turns her attention back to the nightmare, it’s horrific smile 
is merely inches from her face but that is no longer it’s scariest 
feature. The eyes, the dark eyes are ones that she recognizes. 
The eyes of a more human monster she killed many years 
ago…

She sat straight up, internally screaming. The woman tries to 
push her worse memory out of her mind. Sweating and 
breathing heavily, she glanced around the room, scanning for 
a threat. Her hand reached to her right and she feels the T-
shirt and back of her boyfriend, her partner. He also had 
nightmares but the difference was he wasn’t afraid of seeking 
comfort at least, not the same way she was. Even though all 
she wanted right now was for him to hold her close and remind 
her everything was alright, she hesitated. It felt so stupid, so 
childish to wake him. To complain about a silly dream. She 
shivered remembering the monster’s smile….it’s eyes.
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The woman turned on her side and tried to fall asleep but she 
felt as though the demon was slithering from under the bed, 
embracing her from behind as she let her guard down.

“Another nightmare? Just wake me up next time,” he had said 
earlier that week.

When she flipped onto her back, her ears became tuned to the 
smallest noise, each one screamed danger. Was she 
imagining the sound of someone breathing beneath the bed? 
Was there really someone lying in wait in the hall?

“It’s no big deal, I wake you up sometimes, don’t I?”

She wiped the gathering tears in her eyes before hesitantly 
prodding his shoulder. “Hey,” she whispered half hoping he 
would wake up and comfort her, half hoping he would stay 
sleeping so she would have another chance to suck it up and 
go to sleep.

He was also once a soldier with habits never to be forgotten. 
He became alert as soon as he felt her hand and his name 
being called.

Four months after her trial he took a seat next to her at her 
local watering hole.

“Not interested,” she said at the same time he asked, “Army or 
marines?”

“Excuse me?”

“Come on, what kind of girl periodically checks exists and 
doesn’t come here to get drunk or laid? You are not the 
average bimbo?”

“Infantry,” she replied. “What about you? Takes one to spot 
one.”

“Marines. Two tours in Afghanistan.”

“Wha-what is it?” he sat up and rubbed his eyes.

“I-I,” she felt like such a baby, like a little girl waking her father 
but wasn’t that what fathers were for? “I had a nightmare and-
and…” she replayed the entire thing in her head, recalling 
each moment in lurid detail but eventually one specific thought 
rolled off her tongue, “you weren’t there.”

She didn’t see his hand but she felt his arm pull her body 
closer to his. His other arm gently gripped the back of her 
head. For a while, they stayed there like that, with him offering 
protection, safety, peace, and warmth, while she nestled in it. 
Eventually, he peeled her head off his chest and tipped up her 
chin so he was looking at his face.

He paused, considering his words. “Was it about him?”

She nodded, tears streaming down his face. He sighed a long, 
empathetic sigh.
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“You were found not guilty, it was a dark mosque in Iraq, your 
platoon was being shot at, and he wasn’t even supposed to be 
there."

“He was one of ours,” she protested. He didn’t say anything as 
she cried into his shoulder. “I keep seeing his eyes, they were 
so empty. I went to check him for a gun and I-his tags…his 
eyes.”

“Shh,” he comforted.

He stroked her hair and kissed her head for a while.

“Here’s a tip to tell if things are real or fake,” he whispered. “If 
you are alone, then it can’t be real because you’re not. You’re 
not alone.” He pulled her closer, “I love you. I won’t leave you. I 
love you.”

The words were soothing to her. They chased away the tags, 
the trial, the eyes. She fell asleep curled against his chest, and 
he with an arm draped protectively over her waist.
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Dandelion Refugees
Her name was Dorthia Brooks, and my mother hated her with 
a burning passion. She was our stout old neighbor, with grey 
hair, a free flowing attitude, and a nonexistent desire to 
maintain her lawn up to my mother's standards.

She would drive down the property values.

Ruin the reputation of this fine neighborhood.

Any bad thing that happened on Ochre Lane was because of 
her unkempt lawn and drooping porch.

Dorthia had lived in Ailey, in the same house on Ochre Lane, 
her entire life, at least that’s what my grandmother says. Even 
in high school she was strange. That woman was obsessed 
with plants, to the same extent that her future entomologist 
boyfriend was obsessed with bugs. Day in and day out you 
could find her planting and maintaining her garden that 
spanned the entire length of that stupid crooked porch. 
Daffodils, yellow columbine, and bulbinella were just a few 
species that made home there. She even nurtured the damn 
weeds. To her they weren’t pesky foreigners seeking refuge in 
her beloved garden, but guests who she welcomed to spend 
the night. Even now her garden is a safe haven to dandelions.

Robert Brooks, her husband, was supposedly even stranger. 
He was a four eyes and was always examining something in 
Mr. Engle, the biology teachers, room. I’ve never met Mr. 
Brooks, he passed long before my language skills developed, 
but everyone says I wouldn’t have wanted to anyway.

He talked to himself.

Couldn’t make eye contact.

Just uncomfortable.
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I always wondered why my mom bought the house if she felt 
our neighbors were so primal.

She said it was because Mrs. Brooks yard was immaculate 
until Roberts death. Now it was just a home to beetles, crab 
grass, and dying daffodils.

It was exactly seven days before the start of school when I had 
my first encounter with Mrs. Brooks. You see I’ve only ever 
seen glimpses of her, she wasn’t exactly the kind of neighbor 
who I could go and borrow milk from. I was attending to the 
lavender and violet in my own garden and she was about to 
climb into her beat-up, golden Buick when she stopped and 
slowly made her way across my freshly cut grass.

Her faded eyes and weary smile warmed my heart as she 
stood and appreciated my flowers for a moment.

You’ve always had the most wonderful lavandula.

After that, Dorthia Brooks climbed into her faded car that 
matched her faded eyes and faded garden and faded house, 
and she didn’t come back.

It was four days before school started that I noticed a FOR 
SALE sign hung in her front yard and there was a man with a 
big riding mower, evening out her grass.

Mrs. Dorthia Brooks has passed. 

Car accident. 

She had terrible night vision.

You know how those old folks are.

My mother and all the other neighbors feigned discomposure 
as they stared at her house. But even through their “hysterics,” 
you could see the happiness about that wretched lawn being 
mowed.

I still had to weed and water the garden that evening. Her 
death was not enough to put things to a standstill on Ochre 
Lane. The lavender l stood tall that night as I pulled thistle and 
sorrel and thistle and sorrel, and a dandelion… He hid in the 
between two rocks, concealing himself from the blades of 
grass and mighty purple violets, he was meek, and although I 
knew my mother would find him tomorrow and wrench him 
from his current home, I let him have the night. A floral refugee 
being kept safe by my wonderful lavendula.
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Hatchet in the Wood
There is a hatchet in the wood. He used to hold it tight, his 
thick-skinned hands wrapping around the oak grip, resting 
firmly on his shoulder as he walked away at dawn. The village 
would laugh and wave, and the pretty girls would follow him 
until the edge, hoping to catch his wandering gaze before he 
disappeared into the trees. As my brother faded into the 
darkness of the woods, my skinny arms would tend to the 

crops alone, squinting through the sun, watching the people’s 
lives go by. They loved him, and he knew.

Each night he came home, the hatchet by his side. It swung by 
his knee precisely, and he grinned as he stepped into the 
village square. We had the same black hair, blue eyes, thin 
lips, but only his demanded second glances; only his could be 
seen. He would open the door and tell me to come with him, to 
fall into spirits and people and stories, but each night I 
wouldn’t. I could never bear to see their adoration up close.

But that night he didn’t ask me to join him. His eyes were wide, 
his breaths unsteady, and there was no hatchet by his side,

“It’s gone.” Though his body showed fear, his voice did not 
waver.

“What is?” I asked. I had never seen him afraid, and it made 
my skin crawl with dread.

“The hatchet.”

“Perhaps you left it in the woods.” He could just pick it up in the 
morning.

He hardened his jaw, dropped his brows, and slunk towards 
his bed. I waited until he was still, and I retreated to my own.
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I had a dream that night, at least, that’s what I decided to call 
it. In reality, it was as if a beast had slunk into the cabin, across 
the dirt floor, and crept around my left ear, whispering,

“There is a hatchet in the wood.” I saw my brother, hands 
shaking, over a ragdoll of a man. The tree collided with his 
back, and it seemed as though the man had been set up, 
positioned with his chin facing up to the canopy. The hatchet 
was buried in the tree, inches above the man’s rough, brown 
hair. “Imagine their adoration” said voice-beast, “if anything, 
they’ll think he’s lost.”

My brother pursed his lips, pulling in breath and pulling out the 
hatchet. It looked weightless in his arms; it attracted the light to 
his chest, making him seem taller, stronger, better. In less than 
a second the ground was red all over. His thick fingers no 
longer shook. He let his breath release. The hatchet swung by 
his knee, pristine, as he wiped off his scarlet-dyed shoes and 
walked back home.

I woke up. The beast retreated, and I stared long at my brother 
across the room. He looked skinnier; his blanket draped 
around his shoulders in heavy folds. Would they still adore him 
in the morning? Sitting up, I buried my forehead into my palms. 
They only loved him for the hatchet. Although the voice was 
gone, it still echoed in my mind. There is a hatchet in the 
wood. I wondered how its oak handle would feel in my white 
hands. 

When my brother’s eyes fluttered open, mine were suffocated 
in pink, fallen back into my skull. I placed my hand on his 
shoulder, and he shuddered at my touch.

“We should look for it.” I said.

He nodded.

As we made our way out of the village, I noticed no one said 
hello. They avoided our gazes equally; neither head of black 
hair, pair of blue eyes, or thin lips received a single glance. 
The ladies kept to themselves, and interrupted their 
conversations only to throw shy grins towards the baker’s son. 
I smiled. My brother was silent.

We came to the edge of the woods, the images from last night 
still vivid in my mind. I found my feet tugging me forward, as if 
they had followed this path for years. Wandering away from my 
brother, I stepped into the unknown, surrounded by trees that 
scraped the skies. It was dark and quiet, but the voice-beast 
led me forward, twirling around my body, carrying me deeper, 
deeper.

I saw the hatchet in the wood. It was buried in the same tree, 
but there was no man to be found. I traced the handle with my 
fingertips, I heard the village’s cheers. I felt the hellos, the 
spirits they’d share, and the shy glances that would all be 
mine. But heavy footsteps shattered my daydream, and panic 
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seeped through the cracks. My brother was asking me if I’d 
found it, and the beast wrapped my hands around its firm, oak 
grip. My brother emerged from the shadows, his blue eyes 
meeting mine. His thin lips moved, but I couldn’t hear a word.

It was as if the words were not even my own, “If anything, 
they’ll think he was lost.”

My brother did not move. I tried to lurch towards him, soak the 
ground in red, but the hatchet remained in the wood. He came 
closer, my throat closed, and the beast clawed against my 
chest. The beast shoved me down, I fell limp under his grip, 
helpless as he tilted my chin up towards the canopy. Released 
from the hatchet, my fingernails scraped the earth. I was left 
paralyzed, nailed to the tree, my breaths so shallow no one 
would think me alive.

My brother came closer still.

He pulled in his breath and pulled out the hatchet.
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Review of David I. Kertzer, The Pope 
and Mussolini: The Secret History of 
Pius XI and the Rise of Fascism in 
Europe

David I. Kertzer provides a revolutionary insight into the 
relationship between the Roman Catholic Church and Benito 
Mussolini’s Fascist regime during the 1920s and ‘30s in The 
Pope and Mussolini: The Secret History of Pius XI and the 
Rise of Fascism in Europe. Challenging the traditional view of 
early 20th century Italian history where a “heroic Church does 
battle with the Fascist regime,” Kertzer spent over seven years 
digging through ancient Vatican and Fascist archives in search 
of the truth of the relationship between Pope Pius XI and 
Mussolini, otherwise know as Il Duce, meaning the Leader 
(2nd cover). Who would be better to tackle such a 
controversial Italian topic than David Kertzer, winner of the 
Marraro Prize from the Society for Italian Historical Studies for 
his outstanding work on Italian history and Professor of Social 
Science, anthropology, and Italian studies at Brown 
University? Kertzer employs a writing style that incorporates 
direct quotations, historical photographs and gripping stories of 
tragedy to establish his argument. The result is a Pulitzer 
Prize-winning account of history, providing an all-
encompassing picture of the mutual dependence between 
Pope Pius XI and Il Duce.
 
In the early 1920s, the Vatican was an active force against Il 
Duce’s Fascist Regime. Its main weapon of choice was the 
press, publishing journals that denounced Fascism. The head 
of this effort was Father Enrico Rosa, editor of a journal called 

Honorable Mention

ERIC MIRANDA



703

La Civilta Cattolica. He declared Mussolini was “one of the 
Church’s worst enemies” and that the “Fascist movement was 
violent and anti-Christian” (47). His work was effective in 
stirring up Catholics against Mussolini. However, the Church’s 
crusade against Fascism ended when Pope Pius XI stepped 
in. Pope Pius XI stopped Father Rosa from writing any “critical 
piece on Fascism,” and instead, La Civilta Cattolica would 
work on behalf of the Vatican “to legitimate Fascism in the 
eyes of all good Catholics” (49).
 
While Pope Pius XI’s actions shocked Father Rosa, Kertzer 
clearly explains the reasoning behind Pope Pius XI’s decision 
to support Mussolini. After the March on Rome and being 
appointed Prime Minister, Mussolini’s main obstacle was the 
Catholic Church. Not only was the Pope the leader of the 
entire Catholic world, but also “the Catholic Popular Party” 
hindered Mussolini’s “efforts to portray himself as the country’s 
best hope” against the Socialists (27). Mussolini needed Pope 
Pius XI “to eliminate” the “Catholic opposition to his rule” (56). 
To accomplish this, Mussolini appealed to Pope Pius XI’s 
rational side. Mussolini knew that “many of the privileges that 
the Church enjoyed” were lost after the “Italian 
unification” (50). Thus, Mussolini’s goal was to prove to Pope 
Pius XI that the Fascist regime could be the Church’s greatest 
ally in returning it to its previous glory. In the end, Mussolini 

succeeded in convincing Pope Pius XI that the Fascist regime 
could be a net benefit to the Church.
 
Kertzer explains that Mussolini used the “carrot and stick” 
approach to convince Pope Pius XI. Mussolini claimed two of 
the main goals of his Fascist regime were “ending the liberal 
democratic regime” that Pope Pius XI was against and 
“imposing an authoritarian Catholic State” (28). Indeed, during 
one of Mussolini’s first speeches to the public, Mussolini 
exclaimed Fascism would work to restore the strength of 
Christian Society. Upholding his promise, Mussolini provided 
money to organizations “closely tied to the Vatican”, such as 
the Bank of Rome “which was on the verge of bankruptcy” and 
churches damaged during World War I (61). He also added 
Catholic holidays to the state calendar and erected crosses 
around the country. Most importantly, he made it mandatory 
that Catholicism was taught in every elementary school, and 
he baptized his three children. Mussolini was indeed on his 
way to building a “Catholic state befitting a Catholic 
nation” (27).
 
However, while at day Mussolini might have supported the 
Catholic Church, at night, the squadristi, the military wing of 
the Fascist party, beat “local priests and Catholic activists” with 
their literal stick, a wooden truncheon called the 
“manganello” (28). Kertzer vividly describes some of the 
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multiple raids that occurred on Catholics in 1922 and 1923. In 
December 1922, seven Blackshirts infiltrated a Catholic youth 
club, threatened twenty Catholic youths with their rifles and 
forced the two residing priests to “drink bottles of castor 
oil” (55). In the same month, forty Fascists broke into a Church 
in Aosta, Italy, smashing the crucifix and artwork on the walls 
with their clubs. Publically, Mussolini denied any connection to 
the “bloody nighttime raids” (28). Instead, Il Duce adapted, 
stating, “He was the only one in the country who could” protect 
the Church and keep the order in Italy (28).
 
Despite the fact that Pope Pius XI knew that Mussolini was 
responsible for the raids against Catholic organizations, Pope 
Pius XI also knew that no other government “would have in a 
single year alone been able to do so much in favor of the 
Catholic Religion” (64). Essentially, the benefits simply 
outweighed the harms. Pope Pius XI also believed that “Italy 
was mired in crisis,” and only Mussolini was strong enough to 
bring order to Italy. These reasons led to Pope Pius XI’s deal 
with the devil.
 
The support of the Church was “priceless” to Mussolini (61). 
Before, Italians were suspicious of Mussolini’s takeover. 
However, the Vatican calmed their fears and “legitimize[ed] the 
new regime” (51). Because of the Catholic Church, Mussolini 
was welcomed and praised “by all of Italy as the rebuilder of 

the fate of the nation,” and he was free to rule as he pleased 
(51).
 
Truly worthy of the Pulitzer Prize, Kertzer’s biggest 
accomplishment is not only in encapsulating an era but also in 
encapsulating the personalities and motives behind Benito 
Mussolini and Pope Pius XI.
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Emperor Of Fortune
Prolog

“My lord, my dear Emperor I know I should let you rest, 
however I must chronical your story for the history books 
before your passing. Are you well enough to do so?”

“Please son, of course I am. You historians know what I’m 
capable of.” I explain sitting up, “So go on. Ask me any 
questions you have, I’ve only a short time left.”

“Your Imperial Majesty, take your time. Maybe soon after your 
passing those who question a uh…the rule of someone such 
as yourself.”

“You mean an Orc? My dear boy you may say it. It’s the name 
of my race and I’m a warrior first, and I don’t need to justify my 
actions to humans, dwarves elves or even my own kind. But I 
shall tell you of my deeds. So that decenters recede in their 
course. For my son.”

“Long live the Empire then.”

“Yes, for the Empire.” 

***

Chapter I

If I remember correctly I set out on my first journey away from 
my village. It was the 3rd of Ikko’naz I think, 1235. Orcs in 
general don’t like venturing out of our fortress’. High Orcs even 
less so, but normally it’s a rite of passage to go out at the age 
of 20 and engage with the world, aside from the normal 
hunting of course. Being combat trained by my father, the war 
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chief and being terribly shitty at farming, I did what I knew. I 
became a mercenary. A sword for hire. I spent days just 
walking passing through villages and taking small jobs. Scare 
off a few Dire Wolves here, kill a outfit of bandits there. You 
know simple stuff. Even helped this old human woman find her 
skillet. It was in her hand the whole time. I know I know.

Things took a turn when I a village to the south of here, called 
Izendorf. I first place I went was to the local tavern. The 
waitress, a cute red deep headed human offered me a menu.

“What’ll you be having today sugar?” She asked

“Leg of mutton, and is there a notice board around? I’m looking 
for work.”

There’s one notice up there. I’ll bring it to ya with your food.”

She walked off swinging her little hips. Why do you humans do 
that? Anyway it took a few minutes but I got my food and the 
notice. It said “Missing daughter”, with the print of the 
blacksmith guild. “Report to the smithery as soon as 
possible.” So of course after my meal I headed down the road 
and spoke to the smith.

“Hello sir. I understand you’re in need of someone to 
investigate the disappearance of your daughter?”

Submerging the piece of metal-work he was working on into 
the cooling pool he wiped his brow and removed his smithing 
gloves. “Yes, yes. You’re a mercenary correct? You saw my 
notice down at the Inn?”

“Yes I did. Is there anywhere I could start looking? Anything 
strange goings on around the town?”

“I don’t know too much about any strange goings on, there has 
been a few knights coming by over the past few weeks, but we 
get travelers all the time due to being two days’ ride from 
Van’Zadra.”

“Can you give me a description of these knights and tell me 
when your daughter disappeared?”

His face turned up a bit. Thinking, but clearly uncomfortable 
and nearly in tears. “The knights I saw work a red-brown 
colored armor. With an insignia of cracked shield, set a flame. 
No horses so they must be close. The come from the north.”

“Describe your daughter please, and point me to anyone I 
could get more information from.”

Holding back his discomfort he clasped his hands together. 
“My daughter, Bella… is raven haired, violet eyes. She’s petite, 
slender she has a scar on her chin and her wrist. Burn scars 
from getting to close the forge. She’s around 17 years old. 
Now about more information, I suppose you could of course 
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check the tavern or ask my neighbor. Boarder Paulisius, BP for 
short.”

“I’ll be sure to do so. I’ll find your Bella.” I headed to the smith’s 
neighbor first, a quaint little hut, standard wood and thatch, 
unlit caged lanterns. There was a sign on the door, “Gone out 
drinking”. Of course. When you’re in a small town with not a 
damned thing to do, what’s your favored pass time? Ale, mead 
and food. I headed down and approached the waitress who 
served me and pointed me to his whereabouts. Drinking alone 
it seems, so I sat across from him.

“What brings you friend?” He asked

“Boarder Paulisius?”

“Twas the name my ma’ gave me aye, friends and family call 
me BP though.”

“Well met, I am Vandall. I’ve been told you can help me with an 
investigation. The blacksmith’s daughter Bella. I’m sure you 
know she disappeared.”

“Yeah, a sad thing. I got a few ideas about that. I overheard 
those strange knights talking about a cave to the northeast. 
And something about sacrifice.”

“What? Sacrifice? Hmmm where’s this cave?”

“Somewhere in the Boar-tusk forest I suppose. I have a 
general idea, but I’m not sure. I’ll show you the way up there.”

“Thank you. You should gather any weapons or armor you 
have just in case. I’ll meet you at the north gate.”

BP nodded and left. I talked to the Inn Keeper and rented a 
room for about a week. It was relatively cheap for a pass-
through town. But that’s not important.

I met Boarder at the Northern Gate, he dressed in shoddily put 
together leather armor and I in my thin but sturdy steel, for his 
weapon… by the gods his weapon was terrible. A butcher’s 
cleaver for hacking apart game. It’d be terrible against any 
half-assed quality armor, but since he can’t afford better and I 
spent most of my Imperial crowns wandering around looking 
for more work we had to just work with it. He led me through 
the forest with a fair amount of earnest, I could tell he was a bit 
terrified by running into a dire-boar so we never even set up 
camp. We ended up close to a clearing that edged against a 
rocky mountain side, guarded by the same knights as was 
described to me.

“There,” I whispered “Is that them?”

“Yeah. I didn’t know about that tunnel that they’re goin’ down 
though. I’m not sure what I is.”
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“From lookin’ at it, it looks like an abandoned mine.” I craned 
my head around hearing boots behind us. Two sets, a patrol. I 
pushed BP into a large enough bush to conceal us both. I 
unsheathed my sword and BP readied his cleaver. I gave him 
a nod as the two patrolling guards walked past the bush. We 
emerged from cover, BP slit the throat of the soldier close to 
him and I decapitated the other with my broad sword.

“Messy shit. Come on BP lets strip these guys.”

“What, why?” His face scrunched up with distaste and 
confusion.

“So that when we go in there we aren’t attacked of course. 
Ready that sack you brought we can keep our armor in there 
and hide it in a bush. This is better anyway.”

We quickly switched out our armor and hid the bodies within a 
thorn bush littered with blood berries. The thick and deep red 
juices would do well to mask the blood from the bodies. We 
took up their weapons and ventured into the mine. It was oddly 
dark place, minimal torches, shadowy and ominus. 
Nonetheless we pushed deeper and were met with a small 
network of halls and rooms. The main hall had two ends. One 
leading to what seemed to be a “war room” and the quarters of 
their leader the other to an armory and treasury.

Within the main room there were four men as well as a cage 
containing a girl, the apparent leader and three guards, one 
appeared to be second in command. I pulled BP back and 
asked him to follow my lead, then rushed in putting on an act.

“Sir! Sir! The main entrance is under attack; by how many I do 
not know. Requesting reinforcements for the entrance.”

Without the sound of combat, it took the leader a moment to 
buy my theatrics, but within a matter of minutes two of the 
three other men were sent outside to take a look and both he 
and his 2nd returned to their business. The commander 
removed his helmet revealing his human face, but something 
was off. His veins were visible, the blood coursing through him 
was not the usual human red and barely visible, it was a deep 
black with piercing visibility through the skin. Behind him, a girl 
in a cage, dirty, adorned with ripped clothes and chained to the 
floor, hair of a Raven however her head remained down so I 
could see no visible face scars.

Staying relatively out of sight of our prey I turned to BP and 
signaled to pounce at the countdown of three. Three…two…
one, counted by on my fingers and we lunged at the two who 
remain. I had taken my quarrel by surprise cutting through half 
of his neck with my blade. Though blood spurted he remained 
terrifyingly functional, his head lopsided upon his shoulders, 
his blade attacking with precision. However, it wasn’t long 
before I was able to fully decapitate and kill my assailant. BP 
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wasn’t as entirely lucky. He took a small injury to his right leg 
but he’d live. I removed my disguise helmet and got to eye 
level with the caged girl.

“Hey! Hey, can you hear me?” I whispered

I got a slight response by the movement of her head, as if she 
was waking from unconsciousness”

“No! No no no…Don’t kill— “

“Shhh shhh! I was sent by your father. The Blacksmith from the 
village to the south? You are Bella correct?”

Her breathing went from rapid hyperactivity to simple and 
heavy. “Yeah, yeah that’s me.”

With a nod I searched the corpse of the knight-commander 
whom I’d decapitated finding three things; a pair of keys, an 
amulet and a journal. After freeing Bella, I recommended we 
take a look about the refurbished mine, to search for anything 
valuable or otherwise useful. While they went ahead searching 
the room and the other corpse I opened the knight-
commander’s journal and read a passage dated a week ago:

	 Date: O’roren, I’zenkor 9th 

	 Entry 1:

	 I know it’s here, I bloody well know it. I swear if I find 
# out that damned sage in Wolvek was lying to me I’ll #
# fuckin’ kill him! The amulet vibrates while I’m here so 
# it the secret is here in the mine. I’m hoping a sacrifice 
# to the Demon Lords will provide me the insight I #
# require…They’re coming and I must stop them. Or die 
# trying. ‘Ind’wen ashvo andara’

	 ~Ikshire

“Looks like this Ikshire—The Knight-Commander—was after 
something pretty powerful. Something a sage told him about.”

“Any idea what it is?” BP asked me as he laid out a few 
pouches of gold upon the table and distributed the six semi-
large pouches to myself and split three between he and Bella.

“No but…” I held up the amulet that began to vibrate wildly as I 
leaned against a wall. I stood up tall and turned towards the 
wall I was leaning against. As I drew the amulet closer the 
jewel began to glow a bright red “Hmmm…Ind’wen ashvo 
andara.”

Runes across a small section of the wall glowed the same red 
as the jewel and slowly detached and slide to the side. I looked 
over towards Bella and BP. We all gave each other a shrug 
and slowly crept through the small hallway that emerged from 
behind the wall. At the end of the passage we were greeted by 
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an ancient armory nearly stripped of all of its contents, except 
for a few chests. We each picked a chest and opened it, taking 
the respective weapon from the chest. I found a sword of black 
iron with inferno inscribed across the blade. BP, a Warhammer 
that was capable of lightning strikes and Bella received a bow 
to enhance and enchant arrows and her aiming.

“Well, well. Looks like we stumbled upon some treasure. If 
we’re ready you two we can head back to the village”

Bella was strong enough for the journey so we immediately 
decided to head out. However, the real person behind these 
rouge knights had a different plan. We were stopped right 
before the exit to the mine by a man dressed in the robes of 
nobility, he was accompanied by two reanimated corpses. 
Necromancers could prove dangerous as everyone knows. 
And of course, he sicced them on us.

The battle against the corpse guards was short but intense. I 
suppose we should’ve expected much from those who couldn’t 
feel pain, but they were also stupid. No form, no grace in 
combat. It was only blind swinging. However, our human 
assailant had summoned a pet demon, an utterly terrifying 
figure of dark mist that could materialize at will. Just as we 
were about to defeat said pet he summoned another. Whom 
was intent of finishing off the one that remained.

“You dare betray me?”

The unnamed demon roared, turning attention to his former 
master and the new pet. With a great display of power the 
second summoned demon disappeared into dust due to a 
burst of a dark flame spell cast by the betrayed. As his former 
master remained distracted because of the demonic blood 
shed BP managed a lucky swing with his war hammer 
crippling the mans legs.

“Who are you?”

“What makes you believe I’ll tell you anything Orc? I maybe a 
dead man but I am no fool. Be gone, leave me to the demon 
lords.”

“So you’re a servant of the fabled Demon Lords of Azendale? 
You must be mad.”

“I am no servant! I only herald what is to come. The wars of 
chaos are at our doorstep boy…The sky shall be ruled by 
perpetual darkness; the oceans of this world will run red with 
the blood of the gods! And ash will rain from the sky as the 
armies of chaos march through these lands…You cannot stop 
it. They are coming!”

Bella tired of his monologuing put two arrows in his chest from 
behind BP and I. Though he seemed to be done he could’ve 
been questioned more. Now there was the betrayed demon to 
attend too.
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“Wait,” he pleaded “I was bound to his service. When he cast 
me aside the bond was broken, I am in your debt. How may I 
repay you?”

I pondered for a moment. Making deals with demons is almost 
never a wise decision, however he looked sincere so I 
indulged him.

“Help me stop the chaos armies.”

He chuckled

“Oh my boy, you’ll need your own armies to stop them, not just 
one demon… and from pervious excursions to your world, it 
seems this empire is ripe for a coupe. I will assist you as I can. 
Pick an easily hidden weapon type.”

“Uh, short sword?”

With a blaze of orange light the demon lord morphed his own 
body into a short sword on my back, inscribed with 
“Conqueror”, his summons.

“I’ll get you two home now. But whatever this is really. It’s a 
danger to all the realms. We must stop it”

***

“That is all I can muster for today my boy, I do hope you’ll 
return tomorrow for I am tired.”

“Are you positive Emperor Vandall? You may not have to long 
left with us.”

“Then I shall return as a phantom and finish my recanting 
then…begone my boy. Be with your family. It’s the most 
important thing you have besides that quill.”
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Visitors in the Night
How did he get here?

The man swore he heard these words whispering through the 
night like the sibilant sound of whiskey when he gently twirls 
the bottle. It was almost as if the figure standing in the glass 
directly in front of him spoke, some ghostly figure who was just 
barely visible and who oddly reminded him slightly of himself, 
only cleaner. That is, a version of him that shaved his beard 

every morning and constantly fought the ragged look that was 
natural to the man. A form that ironed his clothes, perhaps, for 
he didn’t appear to have a single wrinkle tainting the image of 
his perfectly-tailored suit. A form with a look of responsibility 
deep within his pale eyes, that look of knowledge of both good 
and evil, a look of wisdom and experience.

The man stared back into translucent eyes in daze as the 
crowded sidewalk began to fade away, as the hundreds of 
people storming to their destinations behind him began to slow 
down. As he breathed in the cool air, he couldn’t help but feel 
like he was exposed to the image in the glass window—as if 
everything he had ever done was laid out for his careful 
scrutiny. The whining of the cars on the street was now 
completely out of earshot. Slowly, still staring into the 
reflection’s eyes, he extended his hand, reaching out to the 
glass. The reflection nodded, as if encouraging him to 
proceed. Time seemed to come to a complete halt, leaving just 
the man and the reflection alone like a single tableau tumbling 
endlessly in a void of darkness. But just when the man 
expected to feel the cheek of the man in the glass, that warm 
sensation on his fingertips, he felt nothing but cold, hard glass.

The world around him reappeared in a flash of red light. A 
chorus of various noises screamed in the man’s ear—honking 
horns, laughter, and other indiscernible sounds. Someone 
harshly bumped into him and almost sent him sprawling on the 
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sidewalk. The man felt a feeling of insecurity rise in his chest, 
a feeling that he needs to escape. Snatching the whiskey 
bottle he had set on the ground when he saw the reflection, 
the man hastened down the street to his home.

Or at least the closest thing he had to a home.

The man sharply cut of the main street into a cold, motionless 
alley. He leaned against a brick wall, gasping, feeling his heart 
rate gradually slow down. With his whiskey still in his hand, the 
man stumbled deeper into the alley.

The malodorous fumes spilling out of the dumpsters did not 
bother the man anymore—he had grown used to it. As he 
walked deeper into the alley, he felt the darkness lovingly wrap 
him up in a thick blanket, and the man began to feel safe. The 
blaring nose of the street began to dwindle to a tolerable 
volume. The man walked until he could no longer hear the 
busy street. Exhausted, he collapsed on the ground.

Looking up, all he could see were the silent, somber stars far 
ahead, framed by the buildings surrounding him. The cool air 
mixed with the sharp smell of alcohol seemed to cut his lungs 
as he gazed around him, as if seeing for the first time the 
terrible squalor he called home. Not a single thing stirred in the 
sepulchral alley—it truly was a wasteland where all things rot.

Suddenly overwhelmed with a sense of indignation, the man 
bitterly snatched his bottle off the ground and drained its 
contents away. The tasteless liquid warmed his throat and 
planted the temporary seed of pleasure deep within the man’s 
stomach. He felt his mind begin to dull. For a moment, he 
seemed like the luckiest man in the world. He laughed in the 
choking silence, his voice echoing down the dark alley. The 
man knew it was coming, and it couldn’t have come at a better 
time. He knew that, for the time being, all his thoughts would 
merge with the surrounding darkness and flow upward into the 
freckled sky, as far away from him as possible. He would be 
free as his mind flushed upward into the unknown, banished 
into oblivion where he knew it couldn’t come back for a few 
solid hours…

Freezing cold water splashed over the man, and he shot up off 
the ground, gasping for air. Confused, he couldn’t see anything 
in the blinding dark. He instinctively began searching his 
surroundings with his hands for something—anything—that he 
could use to defend himself.

As the man’s fingers wrapped around his empty whiskey 
bottle, he began to stabilize his breathing. The temperature 
seemed to cool down as the man’s eyes adjusted to the dark. 
Soon, he could make out the outlines of the dumpsters 
surrounding him under the moonlight.

Only the man’s quiet breathing could be heard.
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“Hello, old friend.” A figure stepped out of the shadows, his 
face masked by the dark. “Did I wake you?”

The man shrieked in surprise. Holding his bottle out in front of 
him, the man fumbled to find words. “Wh-who are yo-you? Wh-
why are yo-you here?” The man was painfully aware of how 
pathetic his voice sounded.

The figure stood, arms akimbo, as if genuinely offended. He 
was in a dark grey suit lined with thin, vertical stripes of black. 
His tie was hanging perfectly from his collar; not a single spot 
spoiled his black leather shoes. He was twirling what looked 
like a pocket watch with one of his hands. “Now is that a polite 
thing to say?” The gentleman’s baritone voice was soothing 
and stolid.

The man continued to trip over his tongue. The gentleman 
chuckled softly and stopped twirling his pocket watch.

“You don’t need to answer that, old friend,” the gentleman 
reassured.

The man felt like, somehow, he had just made a fool of himself 
again. Frustration squeezed his chest as his cheeks grew hot
—he felt like a child. The gentleman began to examine his 
pocket watch. “My daughter bought me this for my birthday. 
Told me that she thought I needed it. Said that I don’t visit her 
enough.”

The man could feel the gentleman’s cold eyes on him, even 
though he couldn’t see them. A thick shadow acting like a 
curtain obscured the gentleman’s face. His face seemed to be 
darker than the shadows surrounding them, if that were 
possible. It was like a thick stygian tar against a starless sky—
although the man couldn’t see it, he could feel its invisible 
depths.

 He shivered, remembering how he was still drenched in cold 
water. He felt his untamed beard plastered against his chin.

The gentleman chuckled, “Whattaya think’a that?” In one swift 
motion, the gentleman slipped the gold pocket watch into his 
pocket.

A long silenced ensued as the man stared at the ground, trying 
to control his emotions. He couldn’t help but feel a slight pang 
of jealousy for the gentleman. After all, his daughter wouldn’t 
care if he fell off of the face of the earth.

The gentleman began slowly lopping down the alley, whistling 
a tune that the man somehow recognized but could not 
identify. He began, “Work is going well, thank you for asking. 
Couldn’t have been going better, actually. And my wife…oh, I 
still leap with joy when I see her eyes.” The gentleman sighed. 
“Life’s good.”
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Suddenly, the gentleman disappeared in the dark. Lifting up 
his eyes, the man could no longer see him, but he somehow 
knew that he was still there.

The gentleman stepped out of the shadows directly next to the 
man. The man yelped again, instinctively putting his hand on 
his chest.

The gentleman laughed melodically. “Why so tense?”

Silence. “But enough about me. How’s your life?”

The man felt like he was being toyed with. He felt a sudden 
defensiveness rise in his chest. What gave this man the right 
to treat him this way? What qualifications did he have to judge 
his life? Clenching his fists, the man looked straight at the 
gentleman’s pitch black face.

Finally, after a long pause, the man coldly asked, “Why do you 
mock me?”

The words rang through the night, bouncing off the walls and 
up into the sky. Although the man couldn’t see his face, he 
could tell that the gentleman was scowling. “Why are you so 
pathetic?” the gentleman enunciated vehemently, the change 
in his diction painfully obvious to the man. “Why do you drink 
your life away every single evening in this disgusting place you 
call home? Why have you not seen your wife in months? Why 
don’t you get a job?”

The man winced with every single philippic that slapped him in 
the face. He felt his confidence die and hot embarrassment 
once again drowned his senses away. How did the gentleman 
know that? How did he seem to know so much? He was 
nobody to stand up to a successful, utterly happy gentleman 
like this. He was a mess, and he knew it.

The gentleman seemed to understand what the man was 
thinking, for he calmed down. Carefully, as if trying not to break 
the silence, the gentleman whispered, “That is why we don’t 
ask such questions.”

The gentleman bent down. The man cast his eyes down in 
fear, avoiding the gaze of the gentleman. Breathing in his ear, 
the gentleman said simply, “Don’t you see? I am what you will 
be. Once you let go.”

And with that, the gentleman stepped back into the shadows 
and was gone. Silence filled the alley. Assured that he was 
alone, the man rested his head on his knees and stopped 
resisting the urge to cry. He felt his eyes swell as he sobbed as 
he began to wonder where it all went wrong. When did his life 
begin declining to this moment? The man tried to think back 
throughout his life, but his tears seemed to aid the alcohol in 
restraining his ability to remember.

In a burst of distress, the man reached out for his whiskey 
bottle, which had been lying sideways right next to him. He 
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pressed his cracked lips against the dry bottle, hoping for just 
a small drop to assuage him.

But no drop came.

Screaming, the man threw the bottle against the wall directly 
opposite of him. The bottle exploded into a symphony of chaos 
that pierced the silence like a knife. Aggravated, the man 
curled into a ball and buried his head into his stomach. Closing 
his eyes, he tried to calm himself. He felt his muscles relax and 
his heart slow down, and for a moment, he almost fell asleep.

But then a cold finger tapped his head.

Ready to attack the gentleman, the man leaped up and 
tightened his fists. He clenched his teeth as he prepared to 
pound the gentleman, to show him who he was and what he 
can do.

But to his surprise, the gentleman did not stand before him. It 
was a much smaller figure that was probably half as tall. His 
visitor was dressed in what looked like clean, striped pajamas. 
Like the gentleman, the visitor’s face was covered by a thick, 
black mist. It became clear that his new visitor was a boy.

The man scratched his chin uncomfortably and avoided the 
boy’s gaze. “Uh, what do you want, kid?”

The boy remained quiet and flexed his pale, chubby hands.

Unsure what to do, the man summoned up all the strength he 
had and shouted as menacingly as he could, “Beat it, kid!” His 
voice echoed a thousand times down the alley like thunder.

But the boy did not flinch. Instead, he squeaked simply, “What 
are you doing here?”

The man scratched his chin again, unsure what to say. He felt 
embarrassed once again, even though he was only talking to a 
boy. Suddenly feeling that maybe he should just spend the 
night somewhere where he wouldn’t be disturbed, the man 
sped past the boy towards the street. 

He heard a small voice call behind him, “Do you know why 
snow is white, sir?”

The man stopped and turned to face the boy, who was a few 
paces away. “Why do you ask?” he said softly, touched by how 
the boy called him “sir.”

“Just wondering,” the boy said shyly. He began playing with a 
button on his shirt.

The man thought for a moment, then said, “Snow reflects all 
colors of the rainbow. All the colors that hit it bounce off the 
crystals in the snow, creating the color white.”

The boy stopped playing with the button and gazed at the 
man. Although he couldn’t see his face, the man knew his 
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expression—that expression that he had adopted himself so 
many times during his youth, that same expression he used to 
see in his daughter and the other kids.

And for the first time in a long time, the man felt a sense of 
accomplishment.

“Wow!” the boy breathed happily. “How do you know that?”

The man chuckled, slightly self-conscious. “I used to be a….”

He stopped himself.

“One more question,” the boy said, interrupting his thoughts. 
“Where do the stars go in the morning?” The boy tilted his 
head up, as if gazing wonderfully at the peppered sky.

The man laughed, amused by how little the boy knew about 
the world. He was so…clean—so unsuspecting. A blank slate 
that didn’t care from where it bought paint, so long as the 
colors were vibrant and the painter capable.

The man felt his heart leap with joy as he realized that maybe, 
just maybe, he could be that painter again. He replied, “They 
don’t go anywhere. They’re just outshined by the sun.”

The boy, still staring up at the night sky, let out a sigh of awe. 
The man looked at the boy with a warmth deep within his 
stomach. He remembered when he used to make kids feel this 
way on a daily basis.

The boy brought his chin down and looked directly at the man. 
The man felt his eyebrows knit together. The boy’s face was no 
longer an empty void of black: two twinkling specks of golden 
light shone from where his eyes must have been. The lights 
reminded the man of the stars up above, but they were 
different—they offered a sort of warmth devoid in the night sky. 
They showed not only prominence but intelligence—not only 
beauty, but desire to be something more. A desire to rip itself 
out of the boy’s face and burst into a ball of light a thousand 
times stronger than before.

The man felt his face relax as he gazed into the two lights. The 
tips of his fingers warmed as the lights grew more intense and 
the world faded away. His mind grew sharper—he quickly 
began to feel the effects of the alcohol deteriorate. The man 
felt himself smile as he confidently stared directly into the light. 
He felt free, as if he had broken out of some barrier, some kind 
of shell that had been binding him for years.

The mistakes he had made in his life seemed to all go away, 
like burning darkness with a candle. No, it didn’t matter that his 
wife had left him—in fact, she didn’t leave him. He had never 
quarreled with his daughter—she actually gave him a brand 
new pocket watch for his birthday last year. And, most 
important of all, he never traded his chalk for a bottle. No, 
none of that ever happened.
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And in a burst of warmth and color, the boy was gone, and with 
him, the light faded away. The world slowly dimmed away back 
into the alley the man so confidently thought he had left. Yes, it 
was the same alley, but he felt different. That warmth inside 
him was still there—that sense of aim, of knowing where he 
was.

The man realized that he was no longer wet.

 A new energy roared in the man as he fixed his tie and 
straightened his jacket. He strolled back to where he was 
sitting on the ground before, whistling a tune he had not 
whistled in a long time. When he arrived at where he was 
sitting earlier, his forehead creased in surprise.

Something was lying there flat on its belly.

As the man continued to stare, the figure began to manifest 
into what looked like a man, yet it bore no other resemblance. 
The figure was made of nothing more than a swirling, black 
cloud of smoke constantly flowing outward into the open air. It 
was the blackest thing the man had ever seen—the figure 
made the surrounding shadows look remarkably bright and 
elicited a sense of coldness.

The man felt a sense of pity for the poor thing. Lying there, it 
looked so small, so insecure. If only he could do something, 

tell him that everything was going to be alright, that what he 
was wouldn’t be forever. If only he could find a way to wake it.
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Baby Bottle Summer
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Baby Bottle Summer
Three little girls sit on driftwood steps leading up to the faded 
yellow beach house. It’s the kind of summer night where the 
sun just melts into the horizon like an ice cream cone melting 
onto your hand. There is a gentle sea breeze in the air, just 
cool enough for your mother to threaten you with no dessert 
after dinner unless you put your sweater on. Families walk 
towards 3rd avenue where the allure of restaurants, t-shirt 
shops, candy parlors, and ice creameries draws the crowds. 

Laughter intermixes with the caw of the seagulls as they 
swoop in towards the bay for the night.

All the kids are showered and clean – only the faint smell of 
salt water on their skin and little clumps of sand in their ears 
remain as proof of a long day at the beach. Their eyes are 
slightly red from the sting of the ocean’s salty water. While 
waiting to depart for dinner, some of the kids ride around the 
driveway in circles on their Schwinn bikes and Razor scooters. 
Others crouch by the neighbor’s pebble lawn and search for a 
smooth gray stone to take with them as a souvenir. The dads 
drink beer on the back porch while they film their kids and 
nieces and nephews on their black, chunky video cameras. 
The moms fix their hair and smooth their dresses while saying 
they’ll be “ready in a minute!”

My mom and aunt emerge from the glass French doors 
leading out to the deck. They announce that they want to take 
pictures before we head out for dinner – possible shots that 
could be used for Christmas cards. It seems strange to me that 
they would want to use pictures taken in the summer for a 
Christmas card in the winter, but I don’t say anything. As they 
descend down the porch steps, my dad and my uncle glance 
over at each other and take a final swig of beer, knowing that 
this could potentially take a while.
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I follow my mom as she scopes the perimeter of the house, 
looking for a patch of pretty flowers to serve as the backdrop. 
She resolves on choosing the front steps and calls Catherine, 
my dad, and Caroline (whom my dad is holding) over. 
Catherine and I make our way up the steps, stopping in the 
middle to sit down. As I turn, I am careful not to scuff my new 
Hello-Kitty sandals on the dark wood. My dad leans over and 
plops Caroline in between Catherine and me. As Caroline 
kicks her legs back and forth, the heel of her white baby 
sneakers smack against the steps – prompting Catherine to 
hold them still. I straighten the creases of Caroline’s dress as 
my dad pulls her bottle out of her hands – the first mistake.

Caroline loves food. As a baby, she devoured everything in her 
sight. Born weighing 10 pounds, she was definitely what you 
would call a chubby baby. She never turned down a bottle or a 
snack. She clutched onto handfuls of cheerios in her chubby 
palms so tightly you would think that she pulverized them. 
Whenever she finished a meal, her face resembled a sad 
puppy, begging for another treat. Her full cheeks, rolled thighs 
and large baby belly served as a prominent example of her 
exceptional appetite.

Her caring nature and kindness emerged early on. During 
those weeks at the rental beach house, she never hesitated to 
share with Julia (our cousin who is a few months younger than 

Caroline) and always played nicely. At the beach, Caroline 
gave all of her beach toys to Julia whenever she asked, 
regardless if she was using it at the time. When Julia got hurt, 
Caroline hugged and rubbed her boo boo – she didn’t like to 
see anyone else upset. Due to all the love she devoted to 
others, Caroline became pretty sensitive. If someone was 
mean or if something didn’t go as planned, her big brown eyes 
would well up with tears and her bottom lip would quiver, 
instantly alerting my parents that something was wrong.

Consequently, when Caroline’s eyes began to swell with tears, 
my mom realized that her chance of having the “perfect” 
Christmas card photo was going to be slim to none. Her 
window of opportunity was dwindling and my mom knew they 
had only a limited time to snap the picture. Instantly Caroline 
was bombarded by a triad of voices; my mom loudly 
encouraging her to “look here, look at mommy,” my dad 
singing “peek-a-boo” behind my mom as he moved side to 
side to make her smile, and my aunt exclaiming, “Caroline! 
Caroline!” as she pointed at the camera. None of their tactics 
worked. Caroline’s wails continued to grow louder and louder 
as her face became as red as my cherry water ice from the ice 
cream truck.

Catherine and I hesitantly looked at mommy and daddy. I kept 
my hands folded in my lap and my knees crossed as I awaited 
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some action on behalf of my parents. Catherine held her arm 
around Caroline’s waist, restraining her from standing up. 
Catherine knew we had to take the picture and was trying to 
do her part, as the big sister, to keep order. She kept a 
sideward glance at my mom while I looked pleadingly at my 
dad, hoping Caroline’s crying would cease soon.

Finally they gave in. My dad walked over in defeat and granted 
Caroline her bottle. The perfect Christmas card picture would 
have to wait. My uncle let out a sigh of relief in the 
background, grateful that we could finally leave to get our 
dinner. Caroline ensnared the bottle in her little hands, gripping 
to it with her life. A slow smile crept to her face and she emitted 
a small giggle, knowing she had gotten her way. Catherine and 
I looked at her and smiled as my mom took the last picture.

Caroline often got her way. Whether it was to stay up past her 
bedtime to watch a movie or get a lick of the icing beater, she 
always won. But, when Charlotte came along, she was no 
longer the baby. She was no longer the center of attention – 
my parents had someone new to look after. It was very hard on 
Caroline – her sensitive nature increased and she would start 
to cry at the drop of a pin. My mom and dad always 
sympathized with her, being the third child in their families as 
well. I was continually jealous of how they always took her side 
and how they coddled her. When Caroline and I engaged in 

stupid little fights, I always bared the brunt of the punishment, 
no matter what wrongs Caroline had committed. However, I 
began to realize that there was no point to fighting as every 
time I hurled an insult at her, I would immediately regret it the 
second afterwards. Fighting became a waste of words and air. 
Even if it seemed unfair at times, I resolved that I should not 
be envious of her but rather appreciative of her. Through the 
years of my parent’s empathy towards Caroline, she 
developed an innate sense of compassion and understanding 
for others. She became my solace and comfort. I began to feel 
comfortable sharing my worries with her as I knew she would 
make me feel better. Her big brown eyes could hold tears for 
the both of us.

It was finally declared that we should start walking to dinner at 
Marabella’s. I knew I would have to be careful not to get 
spaghetti sauce all over my white sweater. I succeeded at 
dinner but let my guard down at dessert. My strawberry ice 
cream from Springer’s dripped right down the front of my 
sweater. But, since the pony on my sweater was light pink, just 
like my ice cream, I concluded that it made a nice accent.

 As we strolled back to the yellow rental house, I gripped onto 
my dad’s free hand as he pushed the stroller in the other. I 
didn’t know then that in 5 more summers he would be pushing 
a new baby in that carriage. I didn’t know that we would move 
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to New Jersey and then Ohio. I didn’t know much about the 
future, but I knew that the people I loved wouldn’t change. I 
would always have my mom (the people pleaser), my dad (the 
calming presence), Catherine (the concerned worry wart) and 
Caroline (the sensitive girl with big brown eyes and an even 
bigger heart).
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A Lost Chance...
Flash Fiction
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors
#

A Lost Chance...
I opened my eyes from a long rest. My mother slowly walked 
into my hospital room, her tired self-standing like a wilted 
flower.

“Sorry, hon! Dr. Cooke pulled me out to talk to me about--” she 
started.

“Is Layla okay? You know she’s my everything,” I interrupted. 
Layla...oh, Layla. My best fellow fighter and companion on the 
journey.

“Chill! Layla is okay; it’s just--” she continued.

“I don’t care for anything. All I need to know is if she is okay,” I 
interrupted once again. “I don’t want to listen to what you have 
to say. I don’t care. Therefore, there is no*---- point.”

“But honey--”

“Nope. Don’t bother.”

She walked out of the room, an anger wave washing over her 
small face. Her long, brown hair followed her on the way out. 
Tears filled her brown eyes, falling slowly, finding their place on 
the ground.

The doctor soon came in.

“What your mom was trying to tell you is that there is a 
medication that you can take to try and cure you. But, it is 
costly and not guaranteed to work,” the doctor said.

“Okay. And?” I asked carelessly.

“And? Well, don’t you want to feel better? Get cured? Try hard 
to take away this torture that has been making you struggle for 
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the past several years?” he questioned, clearly not thinking of 
my dysthymia. “It’s now or never. There are no more 
opportunities of this medication.”

He has such a positive mind; it disgusts my insides. Trying to 
lure me into a world of happiness and comfort, eh? Well, 
comfort hasn’t hit me in a while.

“I’ve been fighting this stupid cancer and I just want to get it 
over with and die. I don’t want to fight anymore. I’m done…”

 

***

 

“Hey, babe,” Layla said. Her big, blue eyes shine bright, even 
though she has been suffering.

“Did you hear about the new medication?” she asked me.

“Gah, yes. I don’t care. I don’t want it,” I replied in disgust.

She then continued, “Why? You know I want you to stay with 
me. I am getting better. I want you to get better as well.”

“Well, I don’t care. My dysthymia is taking over me. I’m always 
sick. I’ve been suffering all these years. I need a break. 
Just….may death come my way already?” I answered in reply.

I took a bite of my grilled cheese sandwich and glanced 
outside. The clouds covered the sky and floated around lazily. 
The sun stretched out its rays to catch my sight. It stared at 
me, mocking me. How does it shine so bright? I guess I need a 
sun in me.

 

***

 

“Guess what?” Layla asked in great joy. I’ve never seen a 
person so happy. Her eyes twinkled and her smile was as wide 
as the sky.

“Well, look who woke up on the bright side this morning! 
What’s up with you?” I asked her. Huh. Happiness seems to be 
contagious. I can’t seem to wipe this smile off my face. Just 
look at her! She’s so beautiful and happy…

“Everything is about clear. I’m almost cancer-free!” she 
exclaimed. She started to jump around in joy. Her hands shook 
quickly in excitement. “It’s the medication, Daria. It’s the 
medication!”

 

***
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Today is the test to find the status of the cancer...fun! I walked 
to the laboratory. I greeted the nurses.#  

“How did you sleep last night, sweetie?” Nurse Laura asked.

“The real question is...Did I sleep last night?” I replied.

 

***

The doctor walked in slowly. His face was focused on his 
clipboard as if he didn’t know he walked in.

“Hello, Daria,” he said in a sarcastic tone. “How are you 
doing?”

“How am I doing? You always know I’m not doing well. What is 
going on?” I ask, my tone getting more frustrated.

“I’m going to say it straight forward.We got the test scores. 
Not-so-good results. Sorry to say. But...the cancer has spread. 
It’s all over. We are at a point where we’ve done everything we 
could possibly do. The medication, again, was a ‘now or never’ 
situation.”

“You-you mean. I’m left to die? Just, stay here...t-t-til I die? You 
can’t do anything?” I began to question.

“Remember when you said ‘I want to get over with it and die’? I 
told you. We have no more medication,” he recalled. “All you 
can do is pray. Sadly, you may end up losing your-”

“DARIA!” Layla shouted, interrupting Dr. Cooke. “I heard 
everything.” tears came out of her blue eyes. She held my 
hand and wept. She cried, as her head was laying on my 
shoulder. “I told you. I told you to take it. Why didn’t you take 
it? The opportunity was wide open. You could’ve just taken it 
and possibly got better.”

“And the money? Where would we get that? We are already 
tight on money.”

“I don’t know what to do at this point. I can’t imagine you 
leaving me….”

 

***

 

I lay quietly in my room. It was dark. My mother stayed outside 
in the waiting room. I stared at the ceiling. I began to cry. Is it 
really the end? Will it really be the end? The questions swam 
around in my pool of tears. There is no sun. There is no sun in 



726

me. There is no sun in the sky. Just a dark moon….a dark 
moon taking over the sun’s chance to shine….like my lost 
chance to live…….

Collection: A Spring Wedding, My Lovely Little 
Creature, and Fall's Canvas
Poetry
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors
#

Collection: A Spring Wedding, My 
Lovely Little Creature, and Fall's 

Canvas
"A Spring Wedding"

  
My little stem sprouts out, two leaves at my side,

Proving that the bitter winter has died.
  

My foundation strong and filled with care,
Glad that I am put here and not elsewhere.

  
I carry a flower bud with my sepal arms,
Blocking away anything that will harm.
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My sepal arms curl out to let my flower grow and shine,
No longer a bud that is only mine.

  
I let my arms out, my baby’s time to bloom,

Her time to take away April’s gloom.
 

Petals slowly blossom, becoming larger,
And showing a beauty filled with color.

  
Letting my new one shine, with the sun at our side,

We have now just raised spring's new bride!

***

"My Lovely Little Creature"
 

As I walk through the pond,
I hear a little creature

Making a quiet, little noise
Which gave away his kind through this feature.

 
I picked him up; it was a frog.

Smooth, wet, and bumpy was his skin.
He shot a smile right at me.
I knew I found a new friend.

 

We jumped into the water.
His fellow friends arise.

I'm feeling very welcomed,
And we play until sunrise.

 
As the sun peeks at us,
It's time to end our play,

For I know that we will play
Again another day!

***

Fall’s Canvas
 

Leaves stick to the brush,
Painting the fall masterpiece

Filling the canvas.
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Messages in Rust
Poetry
Grade: 9
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Messages in Rust
It turns glossy young hands to scabbed wrinkles,# # #
# a clock
scraped knees to arthritis. 
Rust, the harbinger of footprints on the moon 
that will never disappear.# # # # # # #
snow is falling

Like grating swings 

on the playground, pushed by a phantom child, 
or was it the wind? Like peeling paint on a shed 
with piles of hula-hoops and 
BB guns.## # # # # # # # strewn.
 
                                                                                                    
                              
Rust is all of us
turned to dust. 
*
Skidding along we drive, 
an array of naked trees, 
dull against a pure 

white
sky. 

Once green, a car 
                                                                                                    
  
turned red with locomotion.
Engine puffing ash with every speed bump.# # # #
# cogs to 
Fog creasing the 
distance, howling streaking the dampened hills, 
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or was it the wind? ## # # # # # #
tumbleweed
A charcoal landscape, 
all umbers and siennas, 
drawn by a cold hand. 
The road 
is ended by yellow headlights. 
A raven falls in midair, 
its wings turning to metal,# # # # # # #
gales whistling
to rust.# # # # # # # # # #
through.
A sudden quiet, 
and the howling 
resumes.

Never Leave the Zoo
Poetry
Grade: 9
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Never Leave the Zoo
A yellow balloon
clutched by soft hands. 
Wide blue eyes pressed
against glass stark open. 
Shells lining the walls
curvature rough against
little fingers. 
Oohs and ahhhs ripped
from open mouths as 
monsters raise scaly paws. 
Blue walkways, fake water 
projecting off the walls. 
All holding hands, they 
chatter at hummingbirds
and croak at parrots. 
 



730

One boy,
looks into the glass
and sees another 
face reflected, tearstained
as the other children are 
eaten by large yellow
buses with snarling grins.
He presses his face 
to it, exhalations creating
a ghoulish mask. 
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Humans of New York
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Humans of New York
“My father was a fascist. He was trained to be a terrorist in 
Mussolini's army,” the man in the blue pinstriped shirt begins. 
“He was anti-everybody. The Irish people were 'micks,' black 
people were 'niggers,' and Jewish people were 'kikes.' His 
main weapon was pain. He raped me, locked me in closets, 
beat me with broom handles." The man is old, with a hooked 
nose and eyebrows permanently knit together, his hands 
moving to each word he says. He explains his escape, the rest 

of his life. “I haven’t become him,” he says, regarding his 
father, and his relief in the statement floods his eyes. It is an 
incredibly personal story, but the small, suntanned man sitting 
on the Central Park bench has no problem enlightening us. 
The words that just left his mouth will soon be heard by 21.5 
million people, who will absorb, analyze, and spread them 
everywhere. He allows Brandon Stanton to snap a quick 
photograph on his Canon EOS, before turning back to his 
thoughts. Both the man and Stanton know they will most likely 
never meet again.

As Stanton walks down the street to find his next subject, he 
shows no reaction to the heartbreaking story. In fact, hearing 
these are normal for him; it’s his job. The day before, a 
teenage girl in a striped dress told him she lost her virginity 
because she lost a coin flip with a guy: drunk. Her hands fidget 
as she talks, and she won’t let him take a picture of her face. 
“It took five years for me to realize consent is not a coin flip,” 
the last sentence reads. This post has 133,000 likes and 3,334 
comments. Scrolling down on the Instagram, two days before, 
a handsome black man from Gabon tells Stanton about his 
mother still living in Africa. “The people are dying, yet the ruling 
family flies around in private jets… Do you know why they’re 
so rich? Because they hand over our natural resources to the 
French.” Even as his lips turn up for the picture, his brown 
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eyes plead with the camera. Help us, they seem to say. This 
one has 113,000 likes and 2,054 comments.

Brandon Stanton is 32 years old. Upon Google searching his 
name, a picture of him in a blue “tumblr” shirt and matching hat 
appear. He looks like a gentle monster, with kind, smiling eyes 
in a body too big for his personality. He started his Instagram 
account, @humansofny, when he was 26, in 2010. In an 
interview on NPR, he recalls, ”I was working in finance in 
Chicago, and I lost my job. I just kind of made the decision that 
I was going to spend the next period of my life thinking not 
about money, but about how I spent my time.” He decided to 
travel to New York and photograph 10,000 people on the 
streets, and soon started adding their narratives; micro-profiles 
of the people they don’t write profiles about. ”I was terrified at 
first. But over time, you know, I realized it's not really about 
what you say when you approach a stranger, it's all about the 
energy that you're giving off,” he explains.

Stanton spends thirty to forty minutes with each person he 
interviews. He says everyone he interviews is random, but he 
looks for people who are not in a hurry. He says the work can 
be physiologically draining because of all of the people who 
are rude or turn him down. He is used to it now, and very 
successful. He has visited the White House on multiple 
occasions, raised over five million dollars for charity, and lives 

on the sales of his books and speeches. He is modest in his 
values; he says he declines requests for partnerships with 
companies because he doesn’t want to take away from the 
individual stories. His concept, morals, and intense focus on 
his subjects have the characteristics of Enlightenment 
philosophies.

It wasn’t always like this. Maria Popova from brainpickings.org 
asked him about working on the account before it became a 
sensation. “I had $600 coming in every two weeks from 
unemployment benefits and that was enough to maybe pay my 
rent and eat about two meals a day. And so I lived in a room in 
a sublet in Bed Stuy, which just had a mattress in the middle of 
the floor. There was no furniture, nothing on the walls. I didn’t 
go to bars, I didn’t go to restaurants, I didn’t go to movies — I 
didn’t go to anything. All I did was photograph,” he says. Now, 
Stanton still photographs, almost every day, but he has a full 
fledged website, two best selling books (mine cost forty 
dollars), and a total of 21,500,000 followers across Twitter, 
Instagram, and Facebook. He has traveled to thirteen 
countries to talk to more humans, including Iraq, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, and Vietnam. 

He doesn’t want to take advantage of his success, and 
listening to the problems people have has motivated him to 
donate intensely to multiple organizations. Through Humans of 
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New York, he has raised one million dollars for a Brooklyn 
School, over $750,000 for Syrian refugees, and 3.8 million 
dollars for pediatric cancer. His most effective fundraising 
technique? His interviewees. One of the most popular photos 
on the Instagram page features a woman, in heart-wrenching 
tears, recounting the worst of her deceased son’s cancer. Due 
to this and other similar stories, the 3.8 million was 
accumulated in only eighteen days days; a feat within itself. In 
2012, the brand DKNY offered Stanton fifteen thousand dollars 
to use his photos in their campaign. When they denied upping 
the money, Stanton declined their offer. However, followers of 
his account reported seeing his photos in a DKNY store in 
Thailand. Stanton quickly and publicly asked DKNY to donate 
$100,000 dollars to the YMCA. Under public pressure, the 
brand consented to donate $25,000, with Brandon raising an 
additional $178,000 through the crowd funding sight 
Indiegogo.

Stanton is simple and charming. He is good at talking to 
people; getting them to share their most vulnerable and honest 
experiences. He never planned for him or his account to be the 
center of fierce debates, though he feels it is his responsibility 
to speak for his followers. On March 14, he wrote an open 
letter to Donald Trump posted through Facebook. “Mr. Trump, I 
try my hardest not to be political… I thought: ‘Maybe the timing 
is not right.’ But I realize now that there is no correct time to 

oppose violence and prejudice,” he writes in his opening 
paragraph. He is a huge advocate against Islamophobia. “I am 
a journalist, Mr. Trump. And over the last two years I have 
conducted extensive interviews with hundreds of Muslims, 
chosen at random, on the streets of Iran, Iraq, and Pakistan. 
I’ve also interviewed hundreds of Syrian and Iraqi refugees 
across seven different countries. And I can confirm— the 
hateful one is you,” he slams across the end of the letter. The 
letter blew up across social media platforms and now is among 
one of Facebook’s top shared posts. Stanton was invited to go 
on Katie Couric’s, Yahoo’s anchor, web show soon after. “I was 
nervous,” he says on the show, “but eventually I closed my 
eyes and hit ‘post.”

The account’s purpose has many different interpretations and 
triple the amount of feedback. After the letter went public, 
Vogue lovingly published an article titled “Humans of New York 
Founder Just Wrote the Most Powerful Open-Letter to Donald 
Trump,” while The Week published one called “The Grating 
Uselessness of Humans of New York's Open Letter to Donald 
Trump.” This multi-sided debate has spread to all areas of 
Stanton’s account. Although Stanton had always gotten 
comments praising him for sharing individual stories, his hate 
grows directly with his follower count. When a student 
repeatedly brought Humans of New York testimonials to his 
class, Daniel D’Addario, from gawker.com, wrote an article 
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called “The Problem With Humans of New York.” In it, he says, 
“the evidently rich fellow gets to brag about his achievements, 
the non white woman gets to complain about her lot in life.” 
These thoughts are spurring the most important question; what 
exactly this type of new-age, social media “reporting” is. 

When Stanton started the account, it was selective. More 
people turned him down, and when he got a story it was raw; 
no one planned to meet Brandon Stanton on the street. As the 
site has grown dramatically in the past few years, Stanton’s 
own recognition has gone up. While this has meant more 
success for Stanton, what are the implications of speaking to a 
sort of “celebrity” journalist? “The site, it seems, is 
disappearing up Stanton's own navel—more and more posts 
depict the humans of New York telling Stanton that "I knew 
you'd stop me one day" or that "I've always been terrified of 
running into you and having absolutely nothing to say" or "I 
was just talking yesterday about the inspirational thing I was 
going to say to you! Obviously, the site isn't journalism—it's 
documenting nothing more than Stanton's own viewpoint and, 
now, how much he evidently enjoys being a known quantity,” 
D’Addario says. Much of the account’s allure is due to its truth; 
the readers expect each story to be raw, unedited, and filled 
with pure human emotion. D’Addario is right in this respect: 
Stanton unknowingly talking to a woman who is a follower of 
HONY could be posting a very scripted story. This is a 

completely new and crazy problem for journalists; Stanton’s 
readers are the same people he is writing about. He needs to 
speak to a population caught off guard, but he also depends 
upon the support and subscription by that same population.

Though his strategy poses a challenge, Stanton is one of the 
leaders in a new revolution of social media, which has spread 
astonishingly fast in the past decade. The New York Times 
now has about 2.5 million subscribers, print and digital, around 
the world since it’s start in 1851. Since only 2010, Instagram 
has made its way to 500 million active users every month, 
which has rapidly grown from 400 million just last September. 
It is gaining members constantly as the younger generations 
become old enough and log on. Meanwhile, the Times, along 
with other conventional news sources, is struggling to keep 
readers in the age of technology; they now have more online 
subscribers than on paper, and are constantly competing with 
apps like Apple News. Most millennials are now using Twitter 
and Instagram to keep up with all aspects of news, since 
simply scrolling through a feed can update them on their 
friends and family, culture, things they are interested in, and 
the daily events. The focus has moved from excellent writing 
and opinions to striking visuals. A picture of the dead toddler 
washed up on the beach will catch any Instagram user’s 
attention more than the headline, “Syrian Refugee Toddler 
Found Dead.” More and more youth are accepting and 
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adopting this new way of thinking; it is the golden age of social 
media.

Stanton was either intelligently ahead of the game, or, more 
likely, simply lucky and in the right place at the right time. Many 
other’s have tried to copy Stanton’s style, but his page is still 
the frontrunner and most influential. The Humans of New York 
concept- random individualistic journalism and interviews- 
almost subconsciously “belongs” to Brandon Stanton. If 
anyone had done it before him, no one knows. A friend, Natalie 
Hon, recently showed me a copy; a Facebook page called 
“Humans of Tapei American School,” chronicling the lives of 
students at her school in Taiwan. On it, stories are posted with 
the same layout as Staton’s. Sophia de Dios, a track and field 
student, stands on a field and blows a kiss at the camera. The 
caption reads “I had this really weird moment where I spun too 
hard; I landed on my butt, and I fell backwards. I don't know if 
that's funny or sad actually.” Scrolling up, a sad boy with 
glasses explains how no one appreciates his efforts in the 
yearbook. A comment reads, “David, you're seriously the 
greatest human being I have met!! You're inspiring and have 
impacted more people then you could ever imagine!!” Natalie 
tries to explain it. “It’s more of a communal thing,” she says, 
“it’s not as widespread as Humans of New York.” The account 
is meant to bring it’s 875 followers together. 

It is debatable whether Stanton does, or can do, the same 
thing. D’Addario comments, “obviously, the site isn't journalism
—it's documenting nothing more than Stanton's own 
viewpoint…” However, could this claim not be made about any 
piece of journalism ever written by a single woman or man? In 
my perspective, Stanton does a good job of portraying people 
in whatever light they choose. In its ideal form, Humans of 
New York is not meant to paint a sugarcoated picture of the 
subject: a stance respectful to the rules of true journalism and 
what allows each post to continue drawing in followers. 
D’Addario even complains in his article about how close 
Stanton gets to the unflattering wrinkles of the elderly in the 
pictures. However, this goes against his claim that the posts 
are “designed to confirm safe assumptions” about the subjects. 
In this respect, Stanton truly does adhere to the “rules” by not 
editing or perfecting his pictures: they aim to expose and 
identify unbiasedly. Perhaps D’Addario’s complaints stem from 
an unfortunate personal encounter.

Humans of New York is not big enough yet to have a visible 
effect on the city, but one day it may. What happens when 
these posts will start connecting? Did the teenage girl’s rapist 
see her post? What about the old man’s son, or friends who 
don’t know about his past? Stanton will begin to connect the 
city for better or for worse whether he knows it or not.
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In a world where everyone is highlighted and gets to make 
themselves “special”- through one liners on Twitter, carefully 
edited Instagram posts, or rampant Snapchatting- Humans of 
New York is a fresh and genuine way of seeing people without 
the typical editing. It is a look at journalism from a different 
angle. Stanton is able to approach our new society and rise of 
technology with purpose. He emphasizes the individual 
through stories that actually matter; a flash in the spotlight that 
means more than a well-lighted picture of food or “selfie” on 
the Brooklyn Bridge. He is a trailblazer, and the outcomes of 
his endeavors will only reveal themselves through time.

Brandon Stanton spends his days documenting the stressed 
office workers, homeless drug addicts, and cheating 
husbands-the inhabitants of the city that is loved so deeply. 
But through Humans of New York, Stanton is revealing that it 
may be the homeless man who is cheating, the office worker 
on drugs, and husband stressed about his family. No one can 
look at a person and know their story, but someone can look 
Stanton’s efforts and attempt to understand. The material 
logistics of his reporting will always be up for debate, and only 
time and experience can determine our new rules and 
expectations for the field. The one thing that will never change 
is that glancing into the eyes of a woman or man, through a 
screen or not, and learning a part of who they are will leave us 
with a zapping current of emotional charge.

Violet City
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Violet City
The last time I came to New York, I looked out the plane 
window and saw the beam of light commemorating the 
anniversary of 9/11. I saw it and wondered how the light from 
the memorial could stretch all the way up to the sky, further 
than my plane, further than I could even see, when my 
flashlight beams back at home seem to disappear the moment 
I pointed up. Today there is no light, no flickering city under a 
night sky. Right now, it is morning and the sun is rising. Now I 
understand why red, yellow, and blue are the primary colors. 
The three, and no others, dance on the horizon. Red at the 
bottom, yellow in the middle, blue at the top and stretching, 
dark, into a sky. Time warp. In between night and day. Sitting 
at the maximum point. Sometimes I wonder how we got so far 
in so little time.
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The seats on our airline are more comfortable than usual 
today, and I feel content to sit and stare out of my window. My 
clock says 6:45, and normally I would be tired and in a 
different wavelength; somewhere in between awake and 
asleep but today, today I am pulsating and radiating and 
energy flows through my toes up to my dry eyes. The sky 
bleeds more red and I search for the sun, not finding it but 
seeing its light everywhere. We are so high that we are flying 
above the clouds. They stretch on for miles. I can’t see a break 
anywhere out of my window and because of this it looks to me 
like I am soaring above a rippling landscape of snow. Invisible 
mountains, fireproof air. Rolling hills that I could fall through. 
The sky is so beautiful it is almost melancholy to land in the 
city that I love so much. 

When the plane touches the ground I feel less clarity than I did 
in the air. The airport: confusing. People with luggage. 
Children. Grandmothers. Couples. I had forgotten how 
overwhelming it is here. Every person jumps out at me, their 
eyes flashing different colors, their mouths making different 
sounds. Everyone has a story and I want to know them all. I 
clutch my bag handle and count. Coat-phone-glasses-purse-
suitcase. Escalator, hallway, no windows, more people. As 
much as I know I will soon be in love with my city, I miss the 
clouds. 

Automatic doors and then dirty air embrace me. Inhale, exhale, 
I call a cab. My driver is very professional. Water in the cup 
holder, bag of “holiday candy” strapped to the seat. On 
autopilot, he makes a few lines of small talk and then we both 
fall silent. He puts his headphones on and I look out of the 
window. Driving into the city makes it look like less than it is. 
It’s only eight in the morning now and barely anything is open. 
Sleeping, because it’s a Saturday and the air is crisp and clear, 
hard cut like a diamond but easy enough to breathe. I step out 
of the cab, try to smile. It’ll be okay.

I try to remember this mantra as I approach the brownstone, 
the huge brownstone that now belongs to me, the brownstone 
that I don’t want because the reason I have it means that 
somebody is dead. I don’t know how to smile at death. If life 
fails to impress, it always has death and I can’t do anything 
about that except try to forget. Well, I tried to forget, until he 
went and died. The key in my hand looks old and rustic, holds 
a weight to it, and it doesn’t jiggle in the lock. Slide in, slide 
out, the door pushes in and for a brief second I am terrified of 
what’s inside. The hallway looks dark and foreboding. I decide 
to go in with the door still open, the key still in the door.

The house is drooping. The air smothers me. He hasn’t been 
here for too long. There are no windows in the hallway 
because he hated the light. Jaw shaking, hands popping, deep 
breathes to calm him down. Being with him in the light was like 
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being with my sister in the quiet dark, when her loud 
exclamations made me jump every time. Once she told me 
that there was a man behind me. I must have been seven or 
eight years old, standing in the doorway to my room. She 
realized it was the wrong kind of joke when I screamed, when 
my heart twisted grotesquely in my chest until I stopped 
shaking, hours later.

The house smells like him. I find the light switch in the hallway 
with his shoes, the light switch in the dining room with his 
vases of flowers, the light switch in the kitchen by the spoons 
his tongue touched and my heart sinks. Of course I loved him. 
I loved every part of him but he was too different for me to ever 
really be with outside of this house. He knew that, too, and we 
never had to say it, but we both mourned the fact alone in our 
heads with our lips pressed together. I should have challenged 
this. He would have done anything for me, still did when he left 
me the brownstone. Tears leak onto my cheeks, again and 
again and again. 

The house transports me to another time. It is so old 
fashioned. Delicately, wonderfully old. Impeccably clean and 
old and filled with flowers, with light purple wallpaper and gold 
accent tables, with white wooden desks and black hardbound 
books. It is so beautiful it seems fake, a magazine feature in 
Vogue. When I was here with him, time ceased to exist. We 
floated. We would walk on the street, once in a while, him in a 

velvet vest and me in my pajamas and all he seemed to notice 
was the expression in my eyes.
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Observations
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Observations
Gush
you are underwater
your mother left the sink running your father is screaming
angry bubbles form from his mouth as he squeezes his eyes 
shut tight like the elevator doors in the building where the man 
jumped off last tuesday
and as the water fills up the rest of your cookie cutter house,

you watch your underwear float up from the oak cabinet and 
across your nightstand,
dancing like the tropical fish you wrote a report on in the 
seventh grade. And so,
you're eyes shut tight too,
your lungs sad deflated birthday balloons,
and all you can think is how you left the toaster plugged in, and
that one time
with
the concussion and
the nosebleed and
how beautiful it all was when
red ran down
the snow. 

Honey
Can you own the sky?
You can name the stars after your children but children were 
barely yours to begin with
Can you hold a summer's day in the your clammy palms? 
Maybe
but not a summer's night,
wide like hips, like parted lips
long like the walk from the ice-cream parlor to your driveway to 
the porch steps

Honorable Mention

MARIA PERILLA
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After dinner, when you run through sprinklers on the football 
field,
the cotton candy sky sets slow like honey down the rim of your 
favorite coffee cup
Slow and gold, pink then purple then black
After the football field when the fireflies come out, you walk 
home in the dark, count the kitchen lights left on,
list names for your children at each bulb hope they come 
sweet and leave slow
Slow and gold, pink then purple then black. 

Suburban Overture 
Last night the sky was not black but purple
and I couldn't tell airplane from star so for a while
the lovely lights danced near each other the way boys and girls 
do.
And before that, the sky was so pink I stuck my tongue out to 
taste it, like a thick slice of watermelon, juice dribbling down 
my chin.
The trees leaned their leafy bodies over the road just to listen
for the sprinklers turning on sounded like Debussy
the boy watering his plants splashed Tchaikovsky onto the 
sidewalk a golden retriever barked the best of Bach
and a young buck bowed as I passed him in the park
for there was Vivaldi in the squeak of my sneaker
and Mozart traveling in the breeze. 

Mackinac 
On the island the stars fill the sky like white bread crumbs on a 
black marble countertop.
 
As I lay there on the cool grass, the big dipper shone in 
between the trees and the moon was a thin white smile pulled 
up by cosmic cheeks.
 
There was a wedding on the island so people roared outside 
our window into the early morning light.
 
And I didn’t think about him leaving.
 
I didn’t think about missed phone calls and silence between 
rooms.
 
I thought about hamburgers, bug bites, and streams that flow 
forever.
I thought about turning into our parents, diet coke, and rain.
 
A storyteller told us that spirits are said to appear regularly. 
Soldiers catch rides on carriages and women in white wail by 
the big stone gates.
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So I thought a lot about what it must feel like leave a soul 
behind.
 
 
On the island, the sun sets slow like a winding down music 
box. Like it wants to be watched when it dips its glowing body 
into the endless blue.
 
The whole world stops for minute.
 
The sound of slow breaths can be heard beyond the gardens, 
as liquid gold runs underneath the red rusting bridge.

Girls
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Girls
Girls are told to be quiet. Girls are told to be still.
Girls are called too tall, too short, too skinny, too fat.
Girls are told not to drink at parties.
Girls are told not to trust him even if his eyes look like the 
bright blue July sky.
Girls are told he is only looking for one thing.
Girls are told that once they give it away they can never get it 
back.
Girls are told they are made of pieces that can be taken from 
them.
Girls have so many pieces taken from them.
 
Boy with bright blue July sky eyes tells girl that she belongs to 
him.
Boy tells Girl that this is Romantic.
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Girls are told not to cry in public.
Girls are told to stand up straight like pine trees.
 
He says that Boys only like Girls with spines like pines.
 
Girls are tired of trying to lose five pounds.
 
Girls are tired of being called gardens, gates, temples, 
trophies, statues, shorelines, canvases, cars, and slow soft 
falling rain.
 
 
Girls kissed Girls on wet grass.
 
Girls wrote poems.
Girls laughed loudly.
Girls were kind to the red rivers running down their hips 
Girls said Shit, Damn, and Fuck.
 
Girls were not gardens.
Girls were not churches, or shrines, or fenced it fruit.
 
Girls were Girls.
Girls were Bones, were Skin, were Teeth.
 

Girls were Mean Marching Bands.
 
Girls were Singing Trumpets,
 
Swinging Mallets,
 
Roaring Drums.
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Color in the Darkness
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Color in the Darkness
Color me black,
And the night will         flee.
   Follow the tail
         'Round the corner,
   No one can see,
Anything.
 
But take flight,

 
                                            # Soar.
           
 
      Jump,
Rush,              
   
Hit nothing,
Then f
       # a   .      
  # #  .     #l   # .
           
        # #  .      l
        #    # # # .
        #    
~~~~~~~~^~~~~~
           Falling,
 
           Deeper,
 
 
 
           Darker,
 
But no ray of sunshine will come.
You must fend.

Honorable Mention

MEGAN QIANG
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Fight the battle.
Nothing else,
Will work.
 
Don't                  #   run,
Stay.
  Reach closer
     Take a  step,
No reason not to try.
There is no such thing,
As Dark,
    Black
    Endings.
Only illusions` , ‘   ` ,   ‘  ,  `,   ,’   ‘     , # `*   ‘ #,             # ‘ 
, *‘# ` .,  ` ‘ Cast by you.  '  ,  ‘  *`  ,# ‘# `   ,   ‘    # `   # ,    # ‘ 
          # `                *       ,
       '   ,*       ‘  `   ,  , ‘  , ``   ‘   ` ,    `
         # ‘
                                                          # Wait.
 
Come back,
 
 
 
And just try,
      Just try,

To color in
The darkness.
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Everlasting Hums
Poetry
Grade: 9
Laurel School
Instructor: Angela Fasick
#

Everlasting Hums
My nights are filled with the buzz of rain,
A sound that can only be described as a soft hum
Unlike the beating in my flesh
That can only be described as pain.
It is a never ending drum,
Am I the only one getting drenched?

The streets I look out to are drenched,

Not only from the nightly flood of rain,
But also everyone’s footsteps that are a drum.
If you listen close enough you can hear the drummers hum. 
Does this tune have no debris of pain?
Just a clean imprint on their flesh?

I look closer, goosebumps are spotted on your flesh,
Though impossible to know if it is because you are drenched.
You are oblivious to the pain,
As you walk blindly through the rain,
Smiling as you repeat your everlasting hum,
Forgetting you are only there to pound the drum.

The weather has transformed into a drum,
Making the hair stand up on your flesh,
There is no remnant of a silky hum,
And maybe it is because your vocal chords are drenched,
Although it might not be the result of rain,
But the aftermath of pain.

The children running on the street are like the old you, 
unaware of pain.
Still deaf to the drum,
Making reflective puddles in the rain,
Thinking they want to see a mirror of their flesh,
And maybe they should, before it gets drenched.

Honorable Mention

JANAAN 
QUTUBUDDIN
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Before they go on with a new hum

The birds whistle the same hum,
Not caring of others pain.
Are their feathers the opposite of drenched?
As they fall to the ground to the beat of a drum?
In anticipation of their feathers being covered up before they 
can mark a flesh.
Drifting downstream with the rain.

The rain is now everything but a soft hum,
My flesh is filled to the brim with pain,
But at least your drum is no longer drenched.
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Merciless
Short Story
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
#

Merciless 
The crowd cheered as the Dunsmuir Mumphreys walked out 
onto the diamond. Their opponents, the Reno Mulliniks, had 
marched out mere seconds ago. As the Mumphreys’ pitcher 
Joe McAggan strolled casually onto the field, the stadium 
erupted in screams. The whole world seemed to be rooting for 
the team. Although his stride was relaxed, his heart was 
beating at a rapid speed, thinking about the game ahead of 
him.

 
In the third row of the grandstand, behind the left field fence 
sat eighty-four-year-old Riley Scott Davis. Her ostentatious 
pink Birkin bag represented only a fraction of the fortune in her 
bank account. Gold-framed glasses rested on the edge of her 
large and pointy nose, and around her neck dangled a long, 
pearled eyeglass chain. Even the most expensive makeup did 
not hide her wrinkled skin, but her thin pink lips were pursed in 
anticipation, echoing the excitement of the crowd around her.
 
The team split up as only half moved onto the field, the other 
half sitting in the pit. Joe McAggan made his way to the 
pitcher's mound, the sun moving over the seven-thirty line in 
the sky.
 
Across the field from Miss Davis was Curt Davis, her great-
nephew, sitting alone in the VIP box a couple of feet above the 
crowd around him, just as he had planned. Pale and wilted, 
Curt’s face had contracted into a tense shape, his eyes 
squinting around the stadium, and his sweaty palms fidgeting 
around. His irascible temperament left only one thing on his 
mind. In his gym bag, unbeknownst to the baseball lovers 
below him, was a small polished rifle, perfect for long distance 
targets. He had slipped it past the unsuspecting security guard 
with a smile and a half-wave. His charismatic self, though it 
didn’t appear often, could get almost anything he wanted.

Honorable Mention

SHRUTHI 
RAVICHANDRAN
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The first inning began with the Mumphreys pitching. McAggan 
bent his knees and spit on the ball as Chipper Jones, batting 
for the Mulliniks, practiced his swings.
 
The previously clear skies began to cloud up, slowly blocking 
the sun, ominous and looming.
 
"Strike one!” the umpire called as Chipper grumbled to himself.
 
McAggan pitched again, a fast curve ball zooming past 
Chipper as he attempted to swing once more.
 
“Strike Two!” the umpire called out again. Chipper’s face had 
contorted into a mix of anger and tension, reflecting the face 
which sat across the field in the VIP box.
 
The unlocked door leading into the VIP box clicked open, and 
in entered a young concession worker. He wore a white and 
red striped uniform and a matching hat that read “Go 
Mulliniks!” Curt didn’t seem to hear the door open.
 
As the concession worker, whose name tag read “Jack,” 
walked closer to Curt, his sneakers squeaked on the freshly 
mopped floors. Curt spun around and screamed at the sight of 
someone else in the box. Jack’s cheery expression 

disappeared and a look of horror came to his face when he 
saw Curt’s ghostly pale skin, stretched tautly over his features.
 
“Who are you? How did you get in here? Get out! Get out, get 
out, get out! And don’t you even dare to come back. If you tell 
anyone what just happened, you’ll really regret it,” Curt roared 
at Jack, who looked more than ready to get out of the VIP box.
 
Chipper had hit the third pitch and ran through to third base, 
breathing heavily. Thoughts raced through Chipper’s head. 
How could they win if he continued to hit like this? These 
thoughts were thrown out of his head when Jackie Dawson hit 
the next pitch. Chipper raced to home, his heart pounding out 
of his chest.
 
Curt was staring at Miss Davis, whose long fur coat draped 
over the exorbitant attire she wore. His face tightened again 
when he remembered the incident that happened not so long 
ago which had left him in this position.
 
With shaky hands, he carefully began to unzip the gym bag, 
which concealed his weapon. Was it time yet? His clammy 
hands slipped, and the bag fell off his lap to the ground. He 
snarled and this time, decisively ripped the zipper open. Lifting 
the rifle out, he saw his reflection in the smooth surface of the 
weapon.
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Thunder rumbled through the stadium, and rain began to drip 
progressively harder.
 
Before the next player had a chance to bat, the rain began to 
pour even harder. A rain break was called, and the players 
from both sides slipped into their respective pits, waiting for the 
downpour to end. The crowd booed.
 
Curt struggled within. Was it worth it? He quickly reminded 
himself of how Miss Davis shamed him and his family a few 
weeks ago, sweeping out the original thoughts of remorse.
 
Across the field, Miss Davis was daintily consuming a box of 
fries and nachos, careful not to drip sauce over her expensive 
attire. Behind her, Abner, her butler, dressed in a black suit and 
tie, was holding an umbrella above her head.
 
Steadying his rifle, Curt eyed Miss Davis. Anger inside him 
surged as he remembered his purpose. How horrid he had felt 
when he noticed Miss Davis’s will, lying on her desk. Her entire 
estate was being wasted on her cat and relatives outside her 
actual bloodline. He and his family, her direct descendants, 
received not even a single penny of her capital.
 

“The Last Will and Testament of Riley Scott Davis, widow, wife 
to Mark Donaldson, sister to Fernando Davis, no children.
 
I, Riley Scott Davis, resident of Dunsmuir, California, Siskiyou 
County, declare that this is my will. I revoke all wills that I have 
previously made. I married Mark Donaldson, who died of 
natural causes ten years prior to the writing of this will. I leave 
behind no children, only my Burmese cat, Purry. I leave 
$10,000 to Miss Jenny Winston, Purry’s caretaker, for Purry’s 
care and maintenance. I leave Abner, my butler, with $8,000 
for his faithful services. I leave my sister-in-law, Lindsey 
Donaldson, sister of my husband, $8,000 of my fortune. I leave 
my niece, Randy Donaldson, $6,500. “
 
The will continued, naming different heirs of Miss Davis’s 
fortune, but in no place did Curt find his name, his father’s 
name, his mother’s name, or any of his siblings’ names. 
Instead, money seemed to be given to everyone else- the cat, 
the Donaldson family, even little baby Rona Donaldson. Never 
was his family even so much as mentioned. Making things 
worse, she had left the rest to non-family members, as if she 
didn’t know what to do with it.
 
“Finally, I leave 25,000 dollars to the first player who hits a 
homerun in the Mumphreys v. Mulliniks game, unbiased to 
either team. The remainder of my fortune I leave to the 
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Dunsmuir Mumphreys, the team of my hometown of Dunsmuir, 
California, with the hope that they may use it to one day make 
it to the World Series.”
 
Twenty-five thousand dollars. She had not even left a penny to 
him - her own flesh and blood, but had left twenty-five 
thousand dollars to a baseball team. An intercom 
announcement brought Curt back to the present. His hand 
moved slowly up and down the smooth edges of the rifle. That 
was his purpose. He was going to finally get revenge on Miss 
Davis and he was going to do it before anyone had the chance 
to hit the homerun. His heart seemed to pound out of his 
chest, in beat with the thundering heavens.
 
Lifting the rifle’s eyepiece closer toward his eye, the blurry 
lense began to focus. Fans in the grandstands were now 
looking around to pass time of the rain break. Curt exhaled 
loudly, exasperated. Why was it taking so long? In his head it 
had gone by so quickly. Was it a sign? Should he just let it go, 
rather than suffer the consequences?
 
The previously incensed rain began to subside, and the teams 
returned to the field. The fourth inning began, and Curt grew 
more impulsive, and angry than ever. Neither team had hit a 
home run yet, and now was his chance. He lifted the rifle once 
more to his eye and steadied it. His fingers danced around the 

trigger, and it, in return, seemed pull them towards it. As his 
fingers grasped the trigger, Curt had a last moment of 
reflection. Was it worth it? It was too late. Locating Miss Davis, 
he steadied the rifle one last time.
 
A lady in the grandstand had been hit by a bullet. An unknown 
gunman hit her left shoulder. The crowd around her gasped - 
some coming closer to see what happened, others moving 
away for fear of being the next victim.
 
Curt didn’t know what to do. He hadn’t thought of this part. He 
had very few minutes before someone figured him out. If he 
stood in that box, it would make it worse. With all his strength 
he hurled his gym bag, intact, across the field. It landed on the 
very edge of the grandstand in front of a middle-aged man 
watching the game. People around the man gasped and 
recoiled with surprise. Three seconds later, when they 
processed what happened and looked up, no one was in the 
VIP box anymore.

Curt ran from everything and everyone, not knowing what to 
do. He was alone and no one could help him this time. They 
would understand, right? They would have done the same 
thing if they were in that position, right? Deep down, Curt knew 
this was wishful thinking. The world seemed to be merciless.
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The Poppy Present
Poetry
Grade: 9
Laurel School
Instructor: Angela Fasick
#

The Poppy Present
I see a present
It might be a shovel,
Possibly a blanket,
But it’s definitely an object.
It might be a soda pop.
Sadly, I have to wait until the party.
 
I have to return to the party,

But I want to open the present.
I hear a pop,
So I hit it with the shovel.
I might have destroyed the object.
I tried to cover the mess with a blanket.
 
I used an old blanket.
Hopefully I can distract the party,
But someone sees the object.
They yelled at me for destroying the present.
Then they took my shovel.
We heard another pop.
 
Maybe it was just a can of pop.
I had to return the blanket.
The person hid the shovel.
I hate this party
And I have no more present.
I was only left with a messed up object.
 
My parents yelled at me and I tried to get the object.
I heard yet another pop,
But it wasn’t because of the present.
Something was under the blanket.
The noise joined our party.
We tried to pick it up with the shovel.
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The mysterious thing kept resisting the shovel,
So we caught it with the box that had the object.
I carried it back to the party.
There was no more popping.
I gave the thing a blanket.
The mysterious thing turned out to be my present.
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Coming Home
Short Story
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors
#

Coming Home
I woke up to the sound of Sergeant Crawford yelling my name,

“Isaac Smith, pack your bag. You're going home.”

I was going home, finally. As I got off the rock hard bed, my 
thick, brown hair brushed forward, while my green eyes teared 
up. I heard many other names being called, to be sent home 
too. I packed my bag, which really was just uniforms. We 

drove to the airport. When we got there, the airplane had just 
arrived on the runway. Stairs were put by the airplane so we 
could get on. After we got on, I thought about the many close 
friends I had here. Some died in war, others still left to fight. 
After everybody was settled on the plane, we took off for 
America, The United States. 

After a 12 hour and 54 minute airplane ride, we were finally in 
Ohio, where we would go home to our family and friends. I got 
off the plane and hugged all of the other soldiers to say my 
final goodbyes, as I left to go to my wife and son. I ran to an 
Uber that was waiting for each of us, and gave him the 
address to my house. I got there after 20 minutes.

“Thanks for the ride,” I said.

“No problem,” the man responded

I haven’t seen my family in one year. My boy had grown a lot. I 
walked up to my doorstep and rang the doorbell. The door 
opened. Ashley, my wife, covered her mouth with her hands in 
shock. She ran up to me and gave me a hug. Then Jake, my 
son, ran up to me and gave me a hug. They missed me a lot.

I walked to the T.V. room to set my bag down, and unpacked 
my uniforms. While I was unpacking, I thought,
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“Will I ever live like a normal person. Get a job or stay home 
with the family?” I thought to myself. After I was done packing, 
I went to bed. The next morning I was exhausted, not enough 
sleep last night. While I was walking to the kitchen to get 
coffee, I heard a knock at the door. I opened the door.

“What is it now!” I said, annoyed.

“Nothing sir, but would you like to donate to our high school, so 
we can get new equipment?”

“No!” I slammed the door behind me.

“Why am I so harsh on people? Jeez,” I thought to myself.

I walked to the bedroom to get changed for the day. I opened 
my drawers and decided to put on a blue flannel, and dark, 
blue jeans. I walked to the bathroom to comb my hair and put 
gel in it. After I was finished getting ready, I decided to take a 
morning walk. I didn’t feel comfortable in this neighborhood, so 
I decided to take a switchblade with me. Everywhere I went I 
felt insecure. I always had a switchblade in my pocket. I 
walked to the front door, and took a deep breath, and opened 
the door. The wind blew in my face, as the fascinating colors of 
the leaves blew in the grass. Many other people walked in the 
morning, as I did. I tried not to make eye contact, it made me 
feel nervous. I made my way around the block and back to my 
house. When I got back to my house, I wondered why these 

things are happening to me, feeling insecure everywhere and 
feeling so stubborn. I made the doctor's appointment for a 
psychologist. The appointment was in two days. 

Finally, the day of my appointment. I decided to put on a red t-
shirt and black sweatpants. I walked to the blue Chevy parked 
in the driveway, and drove to the doctors office. Ten minutes 
later, I got there. It was a big, white building, with many 
windows. I walked through the door, and walked up many 
stairs to get there. After I get checked in, I get called back into 
a room to see the doctor. 

“Hello, I am Dr. John Hallowitz.”

“Hi. I’m Isaac Smith,” I responded.

“Please, sit,” the doctor politely told me.

I sat in a chair, and so did the doctor. I got a nervous rush in 
my mind about what could happen during this appointment. 

“So what has been bugging you?” he asked.

“Well, I have been having these weird things happening to me. 
For example, I barely have sleep during the night, and then I 
get really annoyed and stubborn in the mornings. I also feel so 
insecure everywhere I go. I bring a switchblade with me 
everywhere.”

“Do you have any background?” the doctor asked.
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“I was in the army. In the war in Iraq for one year,” I responded.

“I think I might know what is happening to you.”

My body got extremely hot, and my face got rosy red. I wanted 
to know what was happening to me.

“I believe you have Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder,”

My eyes squinted in question.

“Is it common to have this condition?”

“Yes, but it's mostly common in veterans.”

“Okay. What can I do to treat this condition?”

“I can give you a prescription of antidepressants. It helps with 
anxiety and sleep deprivation.”

“Okay. Thanks, Doctor.”

After I got out of the doctor’s office, I drove over to the 
pharmacy. When I got my prescription, my eyes looked at it 
closely. My hands shook while trying to open the bag. It was a 
normal sized bottle, but with big tablet’s that would be hard to 
swallow. I was done here. It was time to tell my family. I drove 
home, trying to think how I should put it into words. A few 
minutes later, I got home.

“Hey, Ashley. I have to tell you something.”

“What is it?” Ashley asked.

“I went to the doctor’s. I asked about weird things happening to 
me. He said I have Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder,” I said.

“Oh, my! Did he give you medicine?” 

“Yes. He said it is common for veterans.”

“Okay. I’m glad you don’t have a fatal condition,” Ashley said.

I walked into the bathroom to take my medicine. I filled my 
glass with water. Then I took my medicine. It made me feel 
much better. It was time to go to bed. I was interested the next 
morning to see how well the medicine worked.

***

I woke up and as I always do every day, I went on a walk. I felt 
more positive today, so I decided that I was more comfortable 
with the world. I didn’t bring a knife with me. I opened the door, 
and the sunshine hit me in the face, warming me up. Many 
other people, as usual, took walks, too. I felt comfortable 
talking to them now. I hummed to a tune that I had listened to 
the night before. Eventually, I made my way back home.

***1 week later***

It was time to go to the doctor’s office for my checkup, to see 
how well the medicine was working. I think it was working 
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pretty well. After I got into the doctor’s office, I get into a room. 
I shook his hand.

“Hi, Isaac. How have you been feeling?” Dr.John asked.

“I feel more comfortable with everyone around me,” I said 
happily.

“Good. Are you still bringing the knife with you everywhere?”

“No. I say hello to neighbors and other people around the 
community.”

“Amazing. Looks like you’re having a very small case of PTSD 
now. The medicine only lasts for 90 days. Come back to the 
pharmacy when you run out. Come see me if you have any 
problems with the medication or any problems with the PTSD, 
if it gets worse.”

“Okay. Thanks, Doctor,” I said.

“No problem. Nice meeting you.”

“Nice meeting you, too,” I said.

I walked out of the room with a big smile on my face. I couldn’t 
believe this would be happening right now. I can’t wait to tell 
my family.
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Infatuation
Poetry
Grade: 11
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Colleen Lanning
#

Infatuation
There’s something about the way she doesn’t know I love her
that makes me want to love her more;
 
perhaps the longing aches
the way it does
because my dented heart bravely tries
to love enough
for the both of us;

 
because infatuation can equate to air,
and I never get enough of that,
(especially when she’s around)
and my lonely lips
wish for her to kiss me to death
so then, I at least know why I’m suffocating;
 
her presence and her voice
are as sweet and strong,
as coffee, and yes
I am energized by her caffeine,
and absolutely addicted;
she is a swirling stretch of steam,
and I am forever caught up
in the fog;
 
I have discovered a strange hobby
of reading her eyes
(intently)
like a novel of infinite pages,
with a screenplay to match,
and I swear, there are stories and stars
in those hazel globes,
and a universe of passion
I am lucky to bare witness to;
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has anyone ever depicted to her,
the mesmerizing effect she has
on this place, on these people,
or does she cluelessly stumble through
crowded streets and hallways,
as an alluring butterfly,
who cannot see her wings,
and does not know how beautiful
they are or
of that beauties' existence at all;
 
because maybe I’ll never know
what it means to have her,
but maybe she’ll never know
what it means to love her,
and maybe our misinformation
is our greatest miscommunication
but I really just
have this infatuation that’s at
an ever changing speed,
as dizzying as an amusement park ride,
but more thrilling than feeling
your stomach drop on the first hill,
and maybe that’s the way
it’s supposed to feel

to love her.
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we made it
Poetry
Grade: 9
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Diana Snyder
#

we made it
You know we made it
they know we made it
we know we made it
i know i made it
	 	 	 	 -This song is a duet
make it or break it
the chance i'll take it
challange accepted

cuz i know i'll make it

you know we made it
they know we made it 
we know we made it
i know i made it

make it or break it
the chance i'll take it
challange accepted
cuz i know i'll make it

we made it
they hate it
so face it
go so fast be racing

hockey mask
kick it 
like karate class
it feels so amazing

they hatin me 
cuz i'm patiently waiting
this beat go assassinated
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music is my life so i'm facinated

came through with a backpack
i'm used to wering snapbacks
now you wearing dad calfs
and you making trap music and you don't trap

12 gold chains
green and fire
like lil caine
and i'm down with fc

and i kow they hatin
they always stay hatin
but i don't care
cuz i know i made it

you know we made it 
they know we made it
we know we made it
i know we made it

make it or break it 
the chance i'll take it
challange accepted
cuz i know i'll make it

you know we made it
i know i made it
the chance i'll take it
cuz i know i'll make it

make it or break it
challange accepted
you know we made it
i know i made it

through all the pain all the herat breaks
all the names and the shame
all of that has changed me
i will never be the same

all the downfalls 
and the hardships
i will never be ratained
i am in love with the person i have became

the end of the beginning
it already arrived
time for part two
people that means it's half time
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i gotta pay the price 
for the crimes i commit
the olny crime i commit 
is to break it or make it

get to the finish line
no heasitation
go ahead and fill my shoes
try on womens size eleven

you know we made it
make it or break it
we know we made it
the change i'll take it

we know we made it
challange accepted
cuz i know i'll make it
cuz i know i made it

you know we made it
they know we made it 
we know we made it
i know we made it

make it or break it
the chance i'll take it
challange accepted
cuz i know i'll make it

you know we made it
they know we made it 
we know we made it
i know we made it

make it or break it
the chance i'll take it
challange accepted
cuz i know i'll make it
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The Race for College
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
Solon High School
Instructor: Jennifer Buemi
#

The Race for College
Assignments from multiple AP and honors classes, 
extracurriculars and sports weigh down the average high 
school student. It pressures them to stay up late to get all of 
the work done and forcing them to be up at the crack of dawn 
to start the day again. Students struggling to keep their eyes 
open in their early morning classes, this vicious cycle seems 
never ending. Today’s high school education system is focused 
more on test scores than the well being of the students. With 

early start times and superfluously difficult classes and an 
endless list of extracurriculars the race to get into the most 
prestigious college is crushing our students.

The pressure to succeed is destroying students will to learn. 
The high standards placed on the students are creating a 
sleep epidemic in teenagers worldwide. According to a 2006 
National sleep foundation poll “More than 87% of High school 
students in the United States get less than the recommended 
8-10 hours”. Waking up so early for school disrupts students 
circadian rhythm and steals precious REM (Rapid eye 
movement) sleep which is the deepest and most important 
sleep stage. Rapid eye movement sleep is when students 
dream and reset their bodies so they are ready for the day 
ahead. Without this important sleep stage students are not 
adequately prepared to take on their strenuous day. Heavy 
course loads and an excessive amount of extracurriculars is 
the main culprit of why students are not getting the 
recommended amount of sleep. Once students begin to 
commit to the AP track it is hard to get out of it, leaving these 
students stuck in a system that is detrimental to their mental 
and physical health.

Schools are no longer focused on teaching life skills but rather 
getting the highest scores on tests. These tests do not 
measure how much you know, but how well you can fit their 
standards. Classrooms today are taught to the test, making it 
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near impossible for students to learn to enjoy their education 
and develop a love for learning. The concept of standardized 
tests is a beneficial idea; they are supposed to make sure all 
students get a quality education. However, these test disrupt 
the regular class days pulling students out of classrooms and 
breaking up important lesson plans. Hours and hours of a 
student's day are focused on how to get the highest score on a 
test instead of learning material teachers are passionate about 
teaching and students are interested in learning. Since 
standardized test scores are important to take the next step in 
a student's education, schools are forced to devote time to 
them. To make a change the system needs to be 
reconstructed from the top down. Colleges should analyze 
students on a platform that measures aptitude and work ethic 
instead of standardized tests.

Instead of taking classes students are interested in they are 
forced into classes that will most improve their grade point 
average. Driving students into college or AP classes at 
younger and younger ages is their childhood. Learning through 
experience is not available to these young adults because of 
the amount of paper pencil homework they receive on the 
daily. Although giving young students the opportunity to take 
advanced classes is beneficial for their future, the workload 
may be too much for them to withstand. When signing up for 
classes students should focus on what interests them and 

what they can mentally and physically handle while staying 
healthy.

America's education system needs to be reconstructed with 
the students health and wellbeing in mind. Keeping students 
healthy should come before their education, taking classes 
they can handle and doing what they are interested and 
passionate about needs to be a priority. In addition, colleges 
should reconsider their acceptance requirement to put a focus 
on students life as a whole instead of focusing on test scores. 
By doing this, high schools will be able to teach the material 
more effectively and efficiently. The race to get into the 
“perfect” college should not take precedent over students 
health, interests and childhood experiences.
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Spectrum
Poetry
Grade: 11
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

Spectrum
I’ve met many an artist in my day
 
I met one great painter
Who claimed to love color
But all I saw
Was parchment
Devoid of hues, devoid of life
 

I said to him
You are not great
He cursed me
Said I knew nothing
And sent me away
 
I met a rich sculptor once
Who claimed that his works
Were of pure white marble
But everywhere I found beauty
I found too color
I asked him, and he said
Ignore it – that is not beauty
 
I said to him
You are not rich
He cursed me
Said I knew nothing
And sent me away
 
I met a poor artist once
His works scorned
By the great and the rich
And in it
I found an ecstasy of color
A sight that shattered the silence
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I said to him
You are not poor
He smiled
Embraced me
Said he called his work the spectrum of man
 
I don’t know what color he used
I don’t care
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Righteousness, Loyalty, and Injustice: The 
Tragedy of The Burial at Thebes
Critical Essay
Grade: 9
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

Righteousness, Loyalty, and Injustice: 
The Tragedy of The Burial at Thebes
In The Burial at Thebes, translated by Seamus Heaney, the fall 
of King Creon from high status and grace illustrates a classic 
Greek tragedy. Early in the play, Antigone, who represents a 
strong, loyal, and resilient female, expresses her strong 
feelings to defy Creon’s law, which restricts the proper burial of 

her brother, Polyneices. Her sister, Ismene, who represents an 
ordinary yet caring female, is put in a difficult position trying to 
protect her last living family member, who is bound to face the 
wrath of Creon for defying his law. Antigone, believing in the 
morality and glory her decision brings, chooses to bury 
Polyneices, which forces Creon to sentence her to death. 
However, the people of Thebes support Antigone’s 
righteousness, seeing her as honorable and heroic for her 
actions, but no one else has the courage to defy Creon like the 
brave Antigone. Creon’s reluctance to accept advice and the 
common moral beliefs of the people forces a significant conflict 
with his son, Haemon, challenging his autocratic authority. 
Creon’s headstrongness ultimately becomes the fatal flaw 
leading to his tragic downfall and the suicide of his family 
members. Creon’s joy of his power is killed by discovering that 
everyone opposes his unwise decisions and authoritative rule, 
which causes his unfortunate fate. Although one could argue 
that Antigone impairs herself and her family further as a result 
of her defiant actions, her righteousness and denial of unjust 
rulings define her as the strong, upstanding female that the 
submissive citizens of Thebes need. Antigone is a good sister 
for the reasons that she has strong, devoted moral values, she 
is loyal to her family, and she chooses not to act like a typical, 
submissive female towards the lack of justice for her deceased 
brother.
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Antigone is a good sister for the reasons that she is righteous, 
virtuous, and she chooses to remain devout to her moral 
values in spite of adversity. In conversation with Ismene 
outside of Creon’s palace, Antigone demonstrates her 
willingness to die for not just an improperly treated family 
member, but for her belief that glory, honor, and respect of the 
gods is far superior to living a long, submissive, mortal life. As 
Antigone responds to Ismene’s comment about keeping loyalty 
to the laws of the land, “And if death comes, so be it./ There’ll 
be a glory in it./ I’ll go down to the underworld/ Hand in hand 
with a brother./ And I’ll go with my head held high./ The gods 
will be proud of me” (Heaney 11). Antigone chooses to remain 
principled towards her belief in doing the right, morally 
justifiable thing for her family and respect of the gods, instead 
of succumbing to the improper and arbitrary decisions of 
Creon. Unlike Ismene, who elects to remain ordinary and in 
accordance with the law, Antigone shows her ability to uphold 
proper moral values no matter the potential consequences. 
Also, when Antigone admits to Creon her crime of burying 
Polyneices, she does not give up on her moral beliefs despite 
the imminent consequence of death. She chooses to be 
justifiably insubordinate in defense of justice, morality, and 
integrity for not only herself and her family, but for the 
submissive people of Thebes that wish they were strong 
enough to speak for the same values. As Antigone responds to 
Creon as to why she disobeyed the law of the land for the law 

of the gods, “What they decree/ Is immemorial and binding for 
us all./ …. I abide/ By statutes utter and immutable – / 
Unwritten, original, god-given laws” (Heaney 29). What 
Antigone points to is that the original, impartial, and 
unchanging laws of the gods serve to unify all people with the 
highest moral standards. Antigone questions how she can live 
with being so immoral to comply with the unjust Creon while 
dishonoring the undisputed laws of the gods. Antigone 
frequently displays her righteousness and fortitude to uphold 
the original, noble, and unquestionable laws of the gods, even 
with tremendous adversity. She establishes herself quickly as 
a strong, virtuous, female presence by overcoming gender 
inequality and the fear of a shorter mortal life. However, 
Antigone sacrifices herself for more than personal glory, a 
sense of righteousness, and her belief in the laws of the gods. 
Furthermore, Antigone defines herself as a good sister by 
remaining loyal and resolute to her family name with motives 
stretching far beyond her personal glory.

Antigone defines herself as a good sister for the reason that 
she remains loyal to her family, despite the restrictive, unjust, 
and most significantly, autocratic laws of Creon. While she is 
talking to the tyrannical Creon about her crime, she expresses 
her willingness to die for the justice of her brother, Polyneices. 
As Antigone says to Creon, “This death penalty is almost a 
relief./ If I had to live and suffer in the knowledge/ That 
Polyneices was lying above ground/ Insulted and defiled, that 
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would be worse/ Than having to suffer any doom of 
yours” (Heaney 30). Antigone boldly and fearlessly states that 
she would rather die honoring her family and the gods than be 
alive submissively, knowing that her brother is being unjustly 
degraded and deserving of a proper burial. Antigone has so 
much passion and respect for protecting her family name that 
she wisely begins to understand the true meanings of life, 
which other people in Thebes are too submissive to grasp from 
experience. She sees that dying for the moral values that she 
believes in is far more rewarding than being compliant with an 
autocratic ruler who goes against the immemorial rulings of the 
gods. Additionally, Antigone demonstrates her loyalty and 
selflessness for her family by protecting her last living family 
member, Ismene. When Ismene is brought beside Creon and 
Antigone, she tries to stand by her family and be part of her 
sister’s glorious, courageous deed, despite her complete 
innocence and lack of involvement. As Antigone says to her 
sister, “You can save yourself. That is my honest 
wish” (Heaney 36). Antigone shows that she is far too 
considerate, faithful, and concerned with the good of the family 
to allow her last living sibling to die after a sudden change of 
heart. She would rather die to put her brother, Polyneices, 
where he justifiably belongs while also protecting Ismene. 
Antigone is wise enough to know that the gods of the dead will 
not honor Ismene the same way, knowing that she is not 
responsible for the courageous deed. Antigone knows that her 

sister will live a much more fruitful life in the mortal world 
temporarily. This demonstrates that Antigone continuously 
stays loyal and compassionate to her family members, alive or 
deceased, without becoming obsessed with the honor and 
glory of her deed. Antigone again depicts herself as a humble 
and loyal character when Ismene regrets her decision to not 
do anything to help her sister or Polyneices initially. As 
Antigone answers to Ismene, “Take heart, Ismene: you are still 
alive/ But I have long gone over to the dead” (Heaney 36). 
Antigone provides words of encouragement for her beloved 
sister, Ismene. Antigone sacrifices her life not only to protect 
her profound moral values and achieve glory, but to allow her 
sister to experience the rest of her life happily, knowing her 
honorable family is in a better place. However, beyond 
Antigone’s motives to protect her virtue and her loyalty to the 
family, she is also a good sister for the reason that she 
establishes herself as a strong female presence in defense of 
the lack of justice for Polyneices.

Antigone is a good sister for the reason that she has the 
unprecedented courage to be insubordinate towards what she 
believes is unjust, which is the improper burial of Polyneices. 
When Antigone first speaks to Ismene in front of Creon’s 
palace, Antigone speaks to her sister about the challenge that 
Creon has put forth, to either remain true to their family and 
who they are, or to comply with the authoritarian rule. As 
Antigone states to Ismene, “Are we sister, sister, brother?/ Or 
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traitor, coward, coward?” (Heaney 8). When Ismene remarks 
about her unwillingness to disobey Creon’s order, Antigone 
profoundly questions her sister’s courage to stand up for moral 
values and justice for her family. Ismene does not yet 
understand the glory and virtuous achievement that she can 
receive from the gods and her family if she simply stands up 
for what is right for not just her improperly treated family 
member, but for the rest of humanity. Antigone portrays her 
deep devotion to correct the injustice Creon does to 
Polyneices and to overcome whatever disadvantages she 
faces on the way, whether it is rising above the typical role of 
women in society, or being fearless to in the face of death. She 
challenges Ismene to not be a submissive coward for their 
wrongfully dishonored brother, which validates her uncommon 
courage to be a strong female, standing up for proper moral 
values of the gods. Additionally, when their conversation 
continues, Antigone states her decision to bury Polyneices 
alone, seeing the glory of the deed in front of the mortal 
consequences. Ismene mentions that she does not want the 
decision to bury Polyneices to get out, exposing Antigone, who 
she sees as hot-headed and mad, as a radiant disobeyer of 
Creon’s law. However, as Antigone responds to Ismene, “No. 
No. Broadcast it/ Your cover-ups sicken me./ I have nothing to 
hide/ From the powers that see all./ I’m doing what has to be 
done” (Heaney 12). Antigone expresses that she has no 
reason to hide doing the morally correct action that the gods 

commend. It is evident that Ismene still remains a weaker 
female presence with fear of mortal consequences, while 
Antigone sees the bigger picture of respecting, understanding, 
and obeying the values and laws the gods put forth originally. 
Also, when Haemon first speaks to Creon about his 
judgement, it becomes clear that Antigone is not the only one 
who truthfully believes that burying Polyneices is a morally 
justifiable and honorable deed. As Haemon passionately says 
to Creon, “What deserves/ A punishment like this? As far as 
they’re concerned,/ She should be honoured – a woman who 
rebelled./ Rebelled when her brother’s corpse was fed like 
meat/ To the carrion crows. She was heroic!” (Heaney 43). 
Haemon conveys that the people of Thebes are in support of 
Antigone, who they view as courageous and rebellious for a 
reasonable cause. This makes Antigone’s remarkable courage 
to be a strong, defiant female even more outstanding in 
comparison to the citizens of Thebes, who feel the same way 
but are not nearly as heroic and brave to defy Creon’s 
autocratic power. Creon initially pledges to stone anyone to 
death who does not abide by his law. However, the 
unwillingness of Antigone to allow her family to be dishonored 
combined with Haemon’s opposing of his father’s rulings force 
immediate change. Once Creon learns that the entire city 
opposes his unjust, tyrannical rulings, he tries to clear himself 
of the guilt of executing such a virtuous being, a person 
considered honorable by the people of Thebes, by putting her 
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life in the hands of the gods within a cave. This demonstrates 
the power of the unrelenting courage that Antigone has to 
induce change in what is immoral and unjust. Finally, when 
Antigone is led underground, the Chorus clearly exposes the 
ethical flaws in Creon’s judgement to uphold his laws and 
leave Antigone to die. The neutrally-opinioned, wise Chorus 
points out that Antigone’s courage to fight fearlessly and define 
herself as a strong female is not deserving of death. As the 
Chorus says to Antigone, “Never before did Death/ Open his 
stone door/ To one so radiant./ You would not live a lie./ 
Vindicated, lauded,/ Age and disease outwitted,/ You will go 
with head held high” (Heaney 50). The Chorus commends 
Antigone for such a brave action for her family and for her 
unwillingness to live a life of lies and improper, immoral laws. 
Antigone, who is truthfully blameless, acclaimed, and 
supported for her honorable deeds, is going to the land of the 
dead with glory and a sense of moral achievement. The 
Chorus exemplifies the lack of impartiality from Creon to kill 
Antigone, who truthfully does the right thing for the good and 
justice of her family members and the all-powerful gods. 
Antigone is evidently a good sister for the reason that she has 
courageous and unrelenting loyalty to securing justice for her 
brother and her whole family, a type of motive and virtue that 
no others in the city of Thebes can obtain.

Antigone is a good sister for the reasons that she is virtuous, 
she is steadfast and faithful to her family, and she 

demonstrates uncommon courage as a strong female to defy 
the autocratic rule of Creon and defend the justice of 
Polyneices. What defines Antigone as such a great sister in 
The Burial at Thebes are values and characteristics she has 
that few individuals in real life today are strong-willed enough 
to support. Current society lacks a sufficient number of defiant 
people, who allow themselves to be ruled by their own 
personal morals instead of the often corrupt and disputable 
laws introduced by mortals who assume power. The laws of 
morals and virtue are inside everyone and are unchanging, 
undisputable, immemorial, and unifying. The issue that lies 
within current society is that people are raised to be selfish, 
seeking as much power and personal achievement as possible 
without taking into account supporting and caring for those 
who provide one with these opportunities. In fact, the entire 
lives of adolescents and young adults are centered around 
learning ways to achieve success, power, and wealth as 
quickly possible. Not frequently enough are the values of 
loyalty, devotion, and courage taught beyond young ages. 
Also, understanding of the meanings of justice and achieving 
glory for motives stretching beyond oneself are pieces of 
knowledge that are irreplaceable by personal achievement and 
wealth. All of these ideal characteristics and values 
encompass the essence of Antigone. In The Burial at Thebes, 
the righteousness, loyalty, and courage of Antigone expose the 
injustices and the wrongfulness of Creon, whose arrogance 
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and recklessness pay for his fatal flaws in the form of his 
family’s tragic suicide.
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Home 
It’s my very first day at Camp Marimeta. I’m the only one from 
Cleveland, let alone from all of Ohio. I don’t know a single 
person here since everyone’s mostly from a few different 
Chicago suburbs. Despite this, I still take the 6-hour bus ride 
from Highland Park, Illinois all the way to Eagle River, 
Wisconsin. By the end of the ride, I’m cheering along with 
everyone else, beyond excited to finally arrive at camp, meet 
my counselors, see the cabins, make new friends, and most of 

all, live without my parents for 4 whole weeks. This seems like 
such a long time, but little did I know that it was about to fly by 
me faster than I could imagine.

We all storm off the buses in a frenzy. As friends and 
counselors reunite, I eagerly await the cabin announcements. I 
see 13 white cabins and wonder which one will be my home 
for the summer. All I can hear is senior cabin screaming and 
cheering, ready to start the summer of their lives, something 
they’ve waited for since they were in Cabin 1 as 7-year-olds. 
The cabins are announced, one by one, name by name, until 
everyone knows where to go. I’m in Cabin 7. I start unpacking 
as soon as I can. My very first meal in the mess hall is 
amazing. The food is much better than what I expected from a 
summer camp. After we finish eating, the older girls start 
standing up and singing songs. Then everyone else joins in. 
People are banging on tables, clapping their hands, standing 
on chairs, and singing about how great this place is. Even 
though I’ve only spent mere hours here, I can’t agree with 
them more. The overwhelming sense of happiness in the air 
has already convinced me to want to come back for as many 
summers as possible. 

Taps has just played in every cabin. The sound of trumpets is 
still ringing in our ears when, suddenly, the lodgies, the heads 
of camp, scream over the PA system to go to the high ropes 
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course. It’s the moment we’ve been waiting for. As senior 
cabin, we have dressed up in crazy red and white wigs, 
overalls, capes, and anything else we could find in the 
costume closet for the past four days. We have dealt with 
psych outs like red and white cupcakes and the typical 
scavenger hunt in preparation for this moment. Every single 
one of us starts sprinting as fast as we can to the high ropes 
course. We’re all ready to truly start the second session with 
the red and white team announcements. Huge lights are 
flashing and counselors are yelling at us to be quiet. We can’t 
contain our excitement as they hold up dog tags with each 
camper’s name and team written on them. After lots of running 
around and panicking, my cabin sits in a circle, tightly gripping 
each other in anticipation of the captain announcements. 
Some of the younger campers had told me the day before that 
I would be a captain, but I didn’t believe them. I love camp as 
much as they do, but I’m only a 5-year camper. I truly believe 
that out of the 28 girls in my cabin, someone else deserves to 
be a captain so much more than I. Even so, I can feel my 
nerves taking over. What if my friends in Cabin 8 are right?

The lodgies go through each captain one by one, reading 
names and titles. White overall. Red overall. White co. Red co. 
White co. Every single captain is a perfect fit. Only one 
announcement is left: the second red team co-captain. I’m so 
nervous but so excited to hear who else will help lead the red 

team. My name is announced, and before I can even process 
hearing it, my entire cabin is on top of me, giving me one huge 
hug as a congratulations. I can’t believe this is happening. I’m 
becoming one of the people that I’ve watched and admired 
since I was 11. One counselor watching tells me the next day 
that, in my complete surprise, my face looked almost horror-
stricken. I can’t stop smiling and crying tears of joy as what 
seems like every single camper hugs me and congratulates 
me. 

I’ve been downhill skiing in the winter since I was little, so 
waterskiing came naturally to me. It’s my last year at camp, 
and I finally figure out how much I love waterskiing. My best 
camp friend and I always ski together and this year make sure 
to sign up for two ski classes instead of the typical one. At 
every general waterfront, when we have time to choose any 
activity on the lake for the afternoon, we get in the ski line as 
soon as possible. We decide that the best way to show how 
much we love skiing is to double ski with each other. We work 
it out with the lodge and a couple counselors. During our next 
ski class, we hop in the water together. The freezing cold does 
nothing to hinder our excitement. I’m so nervous sitting there, 
waiting for both of us to be ready. Finally, we yell “hit it!” at the 
same time and get up on the first try. To my right side is the 
clear lake, the tall trees, the cabins at camp in the distance. To 
my left is my best friend, smiling along with me, amazed at 
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what we’re doing. A rush of exhilaration comes over me as I 
glide across the water next to my other half. In this moment, I 
feel so alive, so free, so grateful to be in this place. 

There are two days left before the end of my senior cabin year. 
Our counselors wake us up at the crack of dawn to go 
waterskiing. It’s before 7 AM. Barely awake, we put on our 
swimsuits and walk over to the ski hut. I can feel the wet grass 
on my toes and smell the crisp morning air. I’ve never seen the 
lake so clear and quiet. Campers are always doing something 
on the lake during the day, whether it’s sailing, swimming, 
skiing, or canoeing. What I see before me is not this same 
hectic lake. The calm, still water beautifully reflects the early 
morning sun back into the sky. We all slowly pile onto the ski 
boats, still trying to wake up from an unexpectedly short sleep. 
My boat is the first to leave, and the four of us on it decide that 
I’ll ski first. As I put my ski on and jump in, the ice cold lake 
water jolts me awake, and a panicky feeling overcomes me. 
It’s much colder than it is during the day after the sun’s heated 
it up for a while, and I’m still not used to it when I yell, “hit it!” 
and the boat takes off into the middle of the lake. Getting up is 
effortless on the silky smooth surface of the lake. The air wicks 
the water off of my skin, and I can feel the sun slowly heat my 
skin back up to a normal temperature. It feels amazing to glide 
across the calm water on one ski, back and forth, in and out of 
the wake, until my legs finally give out. 

I’m cleaning out my room back in Shaker Heights, Ohio. My t-
shirt drawer is overflowing with memories from camp. Each 
shirt represents another moment where I grew up. The plain 
white shirt stained with drops of red and blue takes me back to 
the Fourth of July. When the fireworks lit up the sky, I saw my 
home for the first time in a new light. The camouflage co-
captain shirt with ripped seams, full of heartfelt goodbyes, still 
makes me tear up as I remember leaving everyone behind. I 
miss my second home, my home away from home. The 
memories I made there are unforgettable, whether they be 
from rainy days in the cabin or team events like capture the 
flag. Camp is the one special place where I know I can truly be 
myself with other people who feel just as elated as I do. I was 
able to completely immerse myself in the experience by 
leaving my phone hundreds of miles away. I felt more 
connected to and involved with the world around me. Knowing 
my time was limited made me cherish it even more. Even 
though I’ll never return as a camper, I know I’m always 
welcome back for just one more ski around Meta Lake.
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The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
Critical Analysis
In Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, slavery is 
depicted as a necessary evil that drives the southern economy. 
In reality, slavery was a horrible institution that worsened the 
lives of not only enslaved African Americans, but of poor 
whites as well. Throughout the novel, Huck does not seem to 
understand the sacrifice Jim was making to achieve his 
freedom. By the end of the book, he is just barely able to 
comprehend that Jim is actually a human being and not just a 
piece of property. Jane Smiley asserts in her article “Say It 
Ain’t So, Huck” that Jim is merely Huck’s sidekick, a complete 
subordinate in the story. This implies that Huck has unabridged 
control of Jim and his future. I agree with Smiley and her 
analysis of Jim and Huck’s relationship because it accurately 

describes how slavery and its effects in society are 
misrepresented in the novel. 

Huck fights back and forth between his racist past and helping 
Jim to a better future throughout the book. Growing up in the 
South, Huck always learned that blacks were an ignorant and 
inferior race that needed to stay in captivity to be put to good 
use. Society dictated that even the least fortunate whites, 
including Huck, were better than any slave. He had been told 
that helping a slave escape bondage to the North was a 
horrible crime. Despite all of these pressures preventing Huck 
from desiring to assist Jim, he is able to overcome southern 
“law” and attempt to bring Jim to freedom. However, when 
Huck and Jim realize they are heading the wrong way on the 
river and back into southern territory, Huck does nothing to fix 
the problem. He simply continues on their course, having small 
adventures every once in a while. Huck can also be found 
discriminating against Jim throughout their trip. For example, 
when Jim tells Huck that he will steal his children from their 
slave owners once he was free, Huck is truly disappointed. He 
responds, “I was sorry to hear Jim say that, it was such a 
lowering of him” (101). This shows how little Huck understands 
about the institution of slavery because of how he was raised. 
He is unable to comprehend that “property” like Jim could 
possibly have a loving family similar to any other loving white 
family. From this point on, Huck debates whether or not to turn 
Jim in as a runaway slave, showing his complete power over 
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Jim’s future. Evidently, Huck doesn’t do this, but he comes 
close multiple times. He is offended, however, when the “duke” 
and the “king” sell Jim for $40. He also hides Jim on the raft 
during the day while he participates in several adventures. 
This is a literary failure by Twain because it completely 
distracts the reader from the issue of slavery in the South. He 
quite literally removes the problem to give the novel a larger 
sense of lightheartedness. This implies that slavery was an 
issue that could be ignored for a time in order to make way for 
white supremacy, which is an utter misrepresentation of the 
institution. Twain refuses to discuss the implications of Huck’s 
actions and words. 

Despite his overwhelming desire for freedom, Jim still complies 
as a subordinate towards Huck. Huck is constantly telling Jim 
what to do and how to act, and Jim simply listens and goes 
along with everything he says. Smiley establishes that “Jim is 
never autonomous, never has a vote, always finds his 
purposes subordinate to Huck's, and, like every good sidekick, 
he never minds.” Huck quite literally casts Jim aside while he 
partakes in adventures with the “duke” and the “king”, the 
Grangerfords and Shepherdsons, and Tom Sawyer. These 
escapades have absolutely no benefit for Jim, yet he still waits 
patiently on the raft for Huck to finish them. Even when Jim 
does challenge Huck, Huck doesn’t believe that Jim is qualified 
enough to argue with. For example, when Jim is unable to 
understand the concept of the French language being entirely 

different than English but still comprehensible to other 
humans, Huck merely says, “I see it warn't no use wasting 
words—you can't learn a nigger to argue. So I quit” (92). This 
reveals that, no matter how much progress Huck makes in 
seeing Jim in a different light, he will always see him as an 
inferior. This is also another misrepresentation of slavery 
because Twain fails to suggest that blacks were just as 
capable as whites; they just didn’t have the same 
opportunities, making it impossible for them to compete. 

In Huck Finn, Twain projects slavery and racism as an 
amalgamation of feelings that must be positive in order to 
overcome the institution. He enacts this with Huck’s internal 
conflict of whether or not to help Jim escape to freedom. The 
culmination of this internal struggle occurs when Huck 
ultimately decides that helping Jim is the best thing to do, even 
if it isn’t morally right according to his beliefs. He realizes, “. . . 
my heart warn’t right; it was because I warn’t square; it was 
because I was playing double. I was letting on to give up sin, 
but away inside of me I was holding on to the biggest one of 
all” (227). This shows that Huck believed that Jim was a 
person who needed his help just like any other person would. 
He thought all of the effort he put into saving Jim from 
recapture countless times on the raft needed to be put to good 
use. This implies that Huck had overcome the stereotypes of 
the institution of slavery, and therefore racism, but this is 
completely untrue. Twain yet again misrepresents slavey by 
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tying it to Huck’s emotional state. He displays that, in Smiley’s 
words, “If Huck feels positive toward Jim, and loves him, and 
thinks of him as a man, then that's enough.” However, the 
notion that slaves are humans too does not dispel the fact that 
most white Americans, including Huck, still felt entirely superior 
to Jim and his race. Huck may have accepted Jim, but he 
didn’t feel the need to take action to ensure his protection and 
safety. It would still be years before African Americans were 
allowed by the government to have equal rights and 
opportunities, the few declarations they desired from the very 
beginning. Through Huck’s internal conflict of what to do with 
Jim, Twain distorts the meaning of slavery and racism in 
America during this time period. 

I assert that Mark Twain is unable to correctly address the 
issue of slavery and racism in his novel, The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn. His depictions of Huck’s thoughts and 
actions towards Jim distract the reader from the actual 
problem at hand. Twain attempts to put slavery in a more 
lighthearted context and ultimately fails to do so. His narrative 
of Jim and Huck’s relationship does not accurately illustrate 
the concept of slavery and how it was enacted in society.
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John's Project
It was another normal class at school. I was trying to listen to 
the teacher, as Bernard made faces to his friends when the 
teacher looked elsewhere. Mrs. Smith asked me a question. I 
politely asked if she could repeat it again. I didn’t want it to 
look like I didn’t have any idea what she said.

“If x = 3, and y + 17 = 8 + x, what is y?” Mrs. Smith looked 
intently at me.

I thought a few moments and repeated the question in my 
head before answering.

“Correct, John. Would you like to explain that?” Mrs. Smith 
asked me encouragingly.

I wanted to refuse, but when the teacher asked that type of 
question, you didn’t really have a choice. I reluctantly stood 
and walked over to the chalkboard. After showing my work, 
Mrs. Smith explained what I wrote on the board.

She then turned to Bernard to ask him a simple question. He 
walked up to the board and wrote the question acting like he 
was pondering over it for a while. Bernard was underlining and 
making weird marks, stalling for time. He kept up his act until 
the class ended. Mrs. Smith shook her head, knowing he was 
faking it.

The next class was social studies, and what a crazy surprise 
greeted us there! After Mrs. Johnson welcomed us, she 
handed us each a slip of paper. It read: Bernard. Then she 
spoke words that seemed to freeze time to let the horror sink 
in.

“These slips of paper state the partner you will work with in the 
next class research project.” I groaned at her words.“The topic 
for the actual piece is your choice.”
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The two of us couldn’t even get along in the hallways, and now 
we have to work together in a school project! I’d be surprised if 
we get a passing grade. A big chunk of the work will be done 
by me and Bernard might put in a small fraction. Because this 
is a group project, his shiftless actions could drop my overall 
grade to a “C” or worse…

“Everyone take a seat next to your partner!” Mrs. Johnson 
exclaimed. “We don’t have all day.”

I rose from my chair and slowly walked toward Bernard’s chair, 
like I was walking to my execution. I could tell Bernard was 
feeling the exact opposite. He knew that I would work hard and 
he could slack off. For him, this could bump him up to a “C,” 
rather than flunking out of sixth grade. Again. Some of the 
eighth graders could be older than Bernard! I will admit, I am 
old for sixth too, but I haven’t been held back. Most definitely I 
am not as old as Bernard. He never pays any attention to what 
is said in class. Bernard seems to daydream and become 
completely out of focus during tests and never gets a good 
score.

“By the end of this class, you will decide your topic,” Mrs. 
Johnson said, handing us each a piece of paper. “Write down 
what you come up with on the paper I just gave you.”

I sighed; we might be able to come up with a topic in a few 
years, maybe. Bernard looked at me, as if waiting for me to 

say something. I knew this would go nowhere if we just sat 
here, so I asked him what his favorite things were.

“I love to play and watch sports,” he said. “But I’m sure that 
YOU won’t do something that doesn’t relate to something 
nerdy.”

“Actually, I do play sports myself,” I replied matter of factly. “I 
bet I could get more facts in our project about baseball than 
you!”

“You're on!”

On our slip of paper I wrote down the words: “Sports: 
Baseball.” I knew I hit on a topic that Bernard would be good 
at.

The first day of working on the project did not seem to be 
going well. Bernard just did not seem to be in the mood. I tried 
to see what was up, but he just brushed me off, like an 
elephant brushing off a flea. I noticed his hand kept rubbing 
over a single spot on his arm. I looked closer and managed a 
glimpse of a purple mark before his sleeve covered it again.

“What is that?” I asked, even though he was working for once. 
I really wanted to know what happened to him this time. Now 
that I think about it, he always seemed to bruise in different 
spots, but never told us where they came from.
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“Why do you need to know?” he stood up from his seat and 
stared down at me.

“Because…” I trailed off.

“That’s what I thought,” he said, sitting down. “Now put that 
nose of yours back in your book, and keep it there.”

At the end of the day, Bernard inquired what his prize would be 
if he won our little contest.

“How about,” I hesitated, knowing that Bernard might actually 
try for the right motive, “I have to give you all of my dessert 
lunch money for two weeks after the project is finished.”

Bernard’s face lit up, then turned into a frown, “What will I have 
to give you if you win?”

“Freedom from your harassment for fourteen days,” I 
answered instantly. “Of course, for both of us, not including 
days off school.”

We shook on it.

During Social Studies the next day, we received a rubric of the 
following:

60% on notes and bibliography;

25% on presentation;

10% on collaboration;

5% for correct grammar, title, and format.

BE NEAT

I was somewhat relieved. I was off to a decent start but still 
thought I would have to work really hard on the project if I 
wanted to earn a good grade.

At the end of the session we compared notes. Caught up in my 
planning for the overall objective, I did not take as many notes. 
I only wrote a little less than one page. When I saw Bernard’s 
research notes, my mouth hung wide open. My eyes felt like 
they were about to pop out of my head. He had more than a 
page! I grabbed his spiral to see if his notes were relevant and 
not just gibberish. Somehow, they all were. He was beating 
me! I could never allow that to happen!

I came up with a lame excuse: “I’m just getting warmed up!”

Bernard only rolled his eyes, my voice cracked on the word 
“up,” creating a squeaky sound. If he could take this many 
notes, why was he continually flunking out of classes? It didn’t 
make sense to me. Why was he clowning around pretending to 
act dumb? Or did he already know? If that was true, why did 
he fail his tests?
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The next day I didn’t fool around, knowing that Bernard could 
do better than me. I was growing curious, however, about that 
bruise Bernard had on his arm. So I asked him again during 
lunch.

“Do you really need to know?” Bernard shouted, embarrassing 
me in front of many of my classmates. The room grew silent.

“Yes,” I said meekly. Even my soft words seemed to resonate 
in the giant auditorium. When Bernard did not immediately 
answer, the room resumed its clamor and ruckus.

He sighed, “Fine, I will tell you after school ends.”

It was another productive day, and in the end I managed to 
catch up on the quantity of notes that Bernard had taken. I had 
to concentrate to be in no joking business mode to do that. He 
had over three pages. He kept up a constant amount of notes 
per session. Not just of notes, also the amount of research 
books read.

After school I waited for him. “So what’s up?” I asked, hearing 
myself sound like a child about to get a new toy. In a way, I 
was, and I didn’t care. I was finally going to find out what truly 
was up.

“I think I can trust you, but can I really?”

I thought back to all the times my other friends and I had the 
time of our lives making a fool of Bernard behind his back. If I 
were him I would totally not share whatever it was. Being so 
obviously personal.

“Yes,” I said defiantly, trying to hide the fact I was flat out lying 
to him. I almost felt bad. I then decided to try to keep this one a 
secret.

He sighed. He didn’t seem ready to share what he was going 
to, so I didn’t press him. He seemed to change his mind and 
said, “You know what. I’ll take you to my house. You’ll find out 
what you want there.“

As we walked to his house Bernard gave me a small 
background of his family life.

“It’s rough in my house,” he began. “Dad doesn’t do much. He 
is still getting over my mother’s death.” A thin sheet of tears 
glossed over Bernard’s eyes. He blinked rapidly and took a 
deep breath. “I never had someone to talk to about these 
things after Mom died.” I realized he was talking more to 
himself more than me, like he was reflecting on the memories, 
vaguely aware of surroundings. I began to think it was 
Bernard’s dad that was abusing his own son. I was considering 
saying I was sick, or that my mom called my on my cell when 
we reached Bernard’s house.
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I grew worried with every step. How was I going to go into a 
house whose dad bruised his own son’s body? When I walked 
through the front porch I saw another sight that would stay with 
me for quite a while.

Bernard’s dad was slumped on a leather black couch, 
watching television on a 30-inch flat screen. He looked 
completely out of it, sprawled out in the green room. He was 
holding a small bottle of beer. No wonder Bernard was being 
hit by his father, he was as drunk as a sailor. The only reason I 
knew the heap was Bernard’s father was because he told me. I 
would have completely mistaken him for a brother. Not 
because of the idleness of the dad, but because of another 
someone who was hard at work on what appeared to be the 
family computer in another room. It turned out to be Bernard’s 
older brother.

How about that! I thought I complain when I have to take out 
the garbage, this older brother is supporting the entire 
household! I could not believe that a father would be so 
irresponsible! It would be so horrendous, just the thought of 
living in the same predicament as Bernard gives we the willies.

When I left his house I looked at the street and area code to 
find out his complete address of Bernard’s house. I than asked 
Bernard if he knew his zip code. He answered: 44114. 
Bernard’s father was going to receive a letter.

At home I was so incensed I came up with a letter for 
Bernard’s dad:

Dear Bernard’s Father,

I have heard of your troubles and your loss, I am sorry. You 
need to move on. Wake up. Look around at your surroundings. 
Do you know what you’re doing to your son? You slouch on the 
couch being idle and drinking beer. The stress he endures 
constantly is unbearable. You treat them like dirt.

What are you going to do? YOU ARE THE PARENT. Your kids 
should not be taking care of you like a child. You should not be 
having hissy fits and punching or kicking your children. I know 
you are sad, but the rest of your family is falling by the seams. 
Remember your memories and hold them close for comfort if 
needed, but take heed of your surroundings. Don’t hide from 
life. Live it at its fullest. Make new memories with your kids. 
Don’t slouch and think about what you don’t have. Be grateful 
of what you do. Your sons have endured your neglect long 
enough. It’s time for you to take up your parental burden and 
help your children grow. Your wife would look on with shame at 
what you have done. If you don’t change, your children will 
most likely be taken when the police find out you do not care 
for them.

I was hoping I wouldn’t have to contact the police, but what 
that man has done was way beyond the limit of the law.
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When I lay in bed that night, I realized how lucky I was to have 
a loving father and mother who worked hard to sustain our 
family of three. I have one crazy brother who seemed never to 
run out of energy. I chuckled at the remembrance of the 
unexplainable times he tripped and crashed into countless 
items and broke many more. My sister though is calmer, but 
not by that much. She thinks that she is the queen of the 
world, and we are her royal subjects. I managed to be spared, 
being years older and all. Deep in thought on how Bernard’s 
life was, I somehow drifted off to sleep.

The next day at school I went over what I had sent to his father 
with Bernard. He said OK and didn’t say much about it 
afterward. He did say that his dad played in the minors 
decades ago.

“Great!” I said, “that means we’ll get a first hand interview! Or 
will your dad abuse me like he does to you every day?”

Bernard gave me a questioning glance then went back to 
work.

After school we hustled over to Bernard’s house. Surprising 
myself, I did not feel as afraid as I did last time. We 
interviewed Bernard’s dad about his time in the minors. First 
off, he had me start calling him George. Than he went into a 
great depth on how he played and what he did: what position 
he played, his batting record, even the history about how the 

game changed as the years went on. As we wrapped up the 
questions, I noticed a sheet of paper. It was the letter I had 
sent him! I wondered if my note affected him in any way.

Little did I know, it had. The letter at least made him begin to 
take notice of his sons and Bernard told me of this the next 
time at school. I was glad I at least had George take notice of 
the world. Now it was only a matter of time before he starts 
working again and holding his family together.

During social studies, I was focused, but my mind kept 
wandering toward Bernard’s troubles. At the end of the day we 
finished taking notes for our project, causing the teacher to be 
in awe. She didn’t expect Bernard to do so much! I won our 
little challenge and received my freedom of punishment for 
fourteen days, but didn’t think I needed it that much any more.

That night I called Bernard about how things were going on at 
the house. I paced back and forth as I waited for him to pick 
up. When he did I asked about his dad beating on him.

“I never said that my dad beats on me.” Bernard replied, and I 
stopped dead in my tracks. “It was my brother who used me 
like a punching bag.” He hung up.

The next day Bernard and I were coming close to finishing up 
our project’s presentation. If only Bernard knew what it meant 
not to be rejected. For the first time in my life, I wanted 
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something good to happen to Bernard. For the first time, I have 
learned of someone’s true background and saw what others 
would never even think of, let alone go through. As a group, 
we were almost finished on our project. A few days left to 
endure then I would be free.

Wait, I thought, that’s not really what I am feeling, is it? When I 
finish the project with Bernard, I will lose him as a friend. My 
other friends will desert me if they know I befriended Bernard 
voluntarily.

I made a promise to myself right there and then. I swore that I 
would be friends with Bernard and help him like any other 
friend should. I told myself that I would help reunite Bernard's 
family if it was the last thing I did. Turns out, I didn’t have to do 
much more.

We were putting on the finishing touches at my house Sunday 
to make our project look the best it could be.

“How’s life?” I asked, hoping for an answer other than horrible.

With that, the so-called bully clobbered me in his way with a 
hug like a football player hugging a twig.

“Great!” he laughed. “Just great. dad is helping me with my 
homework. He took up his job again...” A waterfall of words 
gushed out at what his dad was doing again.

I smiled. It was wonderful to see someone change in such a 
wonderful way. I knew I was changed by this experience too. 
Yep, just another normal day in life.

When we got to school the next day, we received the best 
grade, though I expected it because of all the amazing work 
we put in. If only every day could be filled with the same 
exciting anticipation rather than the awful dread of being 
beaten up. Luckily, something told me I would never have to 
worry about that again.
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Stand With Standing Rock: How The 
First Amendment Has Been Violated In 
The Name Of Oil
In the year 1791, a man by the name of James Madison wrote 
a single sentence that would become the heart and soul of 

American freedom and democracy. Consisting of only 45 
words, it read as follows: 

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging 
the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the 
people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government 
for a redress of grievances.” 

The words above became the First Amendment to the United 
States Constitution. When the Constitution was first being 
passed around from state to state in order to have it ratified, 
many believed it lacked basic political freedoms, and would 
only agree to ratify it under the condition that it be amended 
immediately. Over the years, the Constitution has been 
amended a total of 27 times, each adding and subtracting 
different freedoms or mandates, from the right of women to 
vote, to the enactment (and later, repealment of) the 
prohibition of alcohol. But of all of these, it is likely that the first 
is most important. America would not be the perceived bastion 
of freedom and democracy that it is today if not for the First 
Amendment. It guarantees each and every individual the right 
to worship who they want and to say what they want without 
fear. It gives the media the ability to print truth, rather than 
whatever propaganda the government wishes the people to 
see. It gives people the right to assemble peacefully, to picket 
and protest and boycott so long as they don’t harm anyone. It 
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is perhaps this last freedom that sets the United States apart 
from all other countries. If you feel the government has 
wronged you or anyone else in any way, you are allowed to 
say so. This amendment is what makes America a country for 
the people, by the people.

In North Dakota, the First Amendment is being stepped on with 
steel-toed boots. Over the past four months, a Native 
American tribe has been fighting a battle no group should ever 
have to: a fight for clean, drinkable water. Back in March, 
Dakota Access LLC was given approval to build an oil pipeline 
spanning from Iowa to North Dakota. The path for this pipeline, 
however, runs through sacred land belonging to the Standing 
Rock Sioux tribe. Not only did the Sioux object to the pipeline’s 
disturbance of sacred ground, they were concerned for the 
environmental impact it might have upon Standing Rock’s 
water supply.

In defense of the pipeline, the Army Corps of Engineers, who 
oversee the project, attempted multiple times to contact the 
tribe over the pipeline’s route. Tribe officials either never 
responded or did only the bare minimum in response. It’s also 
worth noting that the pipeline does not actually cut through 
land owned by the tribe- rather, it runs through land a few 
miles north of the reservation, through land granted to Great 
Sioux Nation after the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851. Dakota 
Access LLC also states on its website that “protecting 

landowner interests and the local environment is a top priority 
of the Dakota Access Pipeline project.”

Regardless of why the residents of the Standing Rock 
Reservation objected to the pipeline being built, what followed 
can only be described as one of the biggest civil rights 
violations in the last 50 years. Since this debacle first began, 
thousands upon thousands of protesters have gathered at the 
reservation to fight an activist’s war against the Dakota Access 
Pipeline. But as the clash between the activists and the police 
has grown, it has pointed out another, larger problem: the fact 
that civil rights and the first amendment are being violated 
wholesale to defend the interests of a multi-billion dollar oil 
enterprise.

Keep in mind that the water protesters are all unarmed. They 
have no weapons, and have pledged to keep a principle of 
non-violence as long as they are there. The police, on the 
other hand, have responded to this peaceful assembly as 
though they were facing off against armed terrorists. Currently, 
the majority of the police force at Standing Rock are dressed in 
riot gear and carry automatic weapons. They are equipped 
with tear gas, concussion grenades, and rubber bullets. Now, 
it’s one thing to simply be carrying such equipment as a 
precaution. There are a significant number of disgruntled 
activists at the reservation, and expectation of a riot isn’t 
terribly far-fetched. My issue with the weapons the police carry 
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lies in the fact that they are using said weapons against the 
protestors for little reason. That’s right. Throughout the last few 
months, these unarmed protestors have been shot with rubber 
bullets and tear gassed on a regular basis. In late November, 
400 protestors were trapped on a bridge in below-freezing 
weather as police sprayed them with a water cannon and fired 
round after round of tear gas. Back in September, the private 
security firm, TigerSwan, sent attack dogs to deal with the 
protesters. These dogs attacked men and women, children 
and the elderly, biting and clawing at innocent people. The 
police have alleged that some of the protesters are armed. I 
might take their allegation seriously, except they have zero 
evidence that even one person in the reservation has a 
weapon. In all the arrests made, not a single weapon has been 
found.

Some people of the extremely pro-police school of thought 
tend to believe that the police do such things because people 
provoke them. This would be a fair point. Notice how I said 
“would be” and not “is”. Here is why. It is true that the 
protesters have been quite restless. Although they don’t have 
weapons, they’ve crossed police barricades, attempted to 
cross rivers that police stand on the banks of, and in general 
make advances that any rational person would be concerned 
by. But this does not by any means give the police the right to 
shoot at anyone. In war, the United States military enforces a 
strict set of rules called the Rules of Engagement. One of 

these, prevalent during the current conflict in the Middle East, 
is the rule that you cannot shoot at anyone unless they use 
hostile force first. If our own soldiers, fighting a foreign enemy 
who wants them dead, can’t shoot at anyone without being 
shot at, why can our police shoot at the citizens they’re 
supposed to protect?

I’d like to take a moment to talk about the security firm I 
mentioned previously. A group called TigerSwan has been 
called in to guard the DAPL from potential damage. TigerSwan 
are, for all intents and purposes mercenaries in the same vein 
as Blackwater and Triple Canopy. TigerSwan was involved in 
operations in Iraq, Afghanistan, and numerous other Middle 
Eastern countries. What this means is that oil tycoons have 
employed military-trained enforcers to guard a major source of 
profit against people without weapons of any kind. These 
mercs not only attacked protesters mercilessly, they are 
operating without a permit. Given that whoever hired 
TigerSwan likely knows they are operating illegally, and still 
hasn’t fired them, implies that Dakota Access LLC is willing to 
resort to illegal measures to protect their investment.

Alongside the police on duty at Standing Rock and the 
TigerSwan operatives, the Morton County Sheriff’s department 
has acted equally atrocious in their response to the activists. 
Back in October, host of NPR’s Democracy Now, Amy 
Goodman, was arrested at Standing Rock on charges of 
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rioting. This is wholly untrue. Goodman was essentially 
arrested for doing her job as a reporter. Amy went to Standing 
Rock at a time when no other major news source was covering 
the protest. For those following NPR, Goodman’s report 
served as a sort of view through the looking glass into a 
bizarre parallel universe. Goodman’s footage was of a fairly 
climactic moment that I mentioned earlier: the siccing of attack 
dogs on protesters by security. As protesters broke through a 
fence, with bulldozers tearing up the earth on the other side, 
dogs and pepper spray were released. Just hours later, 
Democracy Now released this footage. Days after, Morton 
County released a warrant for Goodman’s arrest.

This is the kind of thing that makes me consider moving my 
copy of 1984 to the nonfiction shelf. Goodman was arrested 
simply for filming an act of injustice. Such actions are common 
not only in Orwellian fantasies, but in places like Russia and 
North Korea, two countries the United States strives to be 
nothing like. This is a complete violation of freedom of the 
press, and unfortunately, it’s not a unique incident. Protesters 
in general have been “discouraged”, to put it mildly, from 
filming anyone working on the pipeline. There is no law that 
says that you cannot film a police officer, civil defense worker, 
or anyone else for that matter. In fact, I would go as far as to 
say that you should film anything you consider unjust. In the 
age of information, it is important that technology be utilized to 
report injustices committed by anyone, whether they be a 

criminal or a cop. Morton County has tried several times to go 
against this principle. You’ve likely heard or possibly 
participated in “checking in at Standing Rock” on Facebook. 
This is due to Morton County Sheriff Department’s attempts to 
develop a roster of protesters by finding out who has “checked 
in” at standing rock on Facebook- in other words, letting 
people know they are there. In response to their Big Brother-
like plan, people around the country have been checking in, 
obviating it. Also worth noting are the reports from protesters 
the internet has become plagued with interference, making 
social media difficult, if not impossible, to access. Admittedly, 
what I’m about to suggest is mostly speculation, but 
considering that a sudden failure of the internet over a small 
area could easily be caused by a signal jammer or several 
other technological devices, it is not unreasonable to suspect 
that one of the parties in charge of anti-protester security is 
behind this. After all, wiping Standing Rock off the map would 
be a logical step for the oil company. The vast majority of 
information coming from this protest has come from the 
internet. If you kill the internet, you turn Standing Rock into an 
informational black hole, and you won’t look any worse than 
you already do.

Equally disturbing in a dystopian sense is the proposal of a 
“free speech zone” for protesters. Basically, a specific area 
where people are free to use the first amendment. Now, this is 
not a new concept. Such zones came into existence some 
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time during the Vietnam War era, when anti-war protests were 
as common as cats and dogs. They still exist around 
universities and political conventions, although many have 
been done away with since then. I take a great deal of issue 
with a “zone” for free speech. According to the Constitution, 
the free speech zone is anywhere under a U.S. flag. Politicians 
who created these spots, which would’ve made Orwell and 
Huxley roll in their graves, argue that the Constitution specifies 
that people still have their rights, but the government has 
control over when and where they exercise them. Thing is, the 
amendment clearly states that not only can the government 
not restrict freedom of speech, it cannot abridge this freedom. 
Limiting the First Amendment to a specified area, or regulating 
it in any way is the very definition of abridging. The way I see 
it, rights are meant to be unregulated, otherwise they are 
privileges. Think about this. Do you have the right to drive? No. 
Driving is a privilege. There are certain places and manners in 
which you may drive, which the government decides upon, and 
it’s illegal to break these regulations. If you break them 
anyway, you not only face punishment, but you may not be 
able to drive temporarily. Driving is a privilege. Use of public 
property is a privilege. Free speech is not. Free speech is a 
right. To paraphrase Dr. Seuss, “you can use it in a boat. You 
can use it with a goat. You can use it here or there, you can 
use it anywhere.” No exceptions. I believe that the entire point 
of rights, the reason the Constitution exists, is so that people 

have power that cannot be limited or taken by anyone, 
including (and especially) the federal government. Therefore, 
there should be no limiting of freedom to an area. Ever. Of 
course, this argument unravels somewhat when voting 
regulations are taken into consideration. To save energy, I’m 
simply going to say that there is an exception to every rule, 
and voting rights are that exception in this case.

Moving on now. In the past week, Morton County issued a 
statement saying that anyone attempting to bring supplies or 
food into the reservation would be issued a 1,000 dollar fine. I 
don’t honestly know what to say about this, other than that this 
crosses the line from totalitarian power play into human rights 
violation. Keep in mind that it is freezing in North Dakota this 
time of year. The Natives cannot grow crops, and it’s doubtful 
they have an on-site grocery store. So essentially, the sheriff’s 
department is putting on the appearance that it wants to starve 
out the protesters. Generally, such tactics are reserved for 
siege warfare against our enemies. Is that what they believe? 
That Native Americans, fighting for water, should be treated 
the same as enemies of the United States? If so, what’s next? 
Anyone who commits petty crime such as pickpocketing? The 
moment that the people of the United States are willing to 
justify the suspension of human rights on our own soil, we 
abandon one of the key principles of our entire nation: that this 
is a land, as the pledge of allegiance states, of liberty and 
justice for all.
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Just three days ago, on December 3rd, the Army Corps of 
Engineers proclaimed that the route for the pipeline would 
have to be rerouted. To some, this meant victory. After some 
2,000 military veterans “deployed” to Standing Rock to join the 
protest, vowing to shield the protesters from further harm, it 
seemed like a line had finally drawn that nobody was willing to 
cross: shooting at or harming those vets in any way would 
have likely sparked more outrage than any other action 
performed by those building the pipeline. But even with the 
Army denying further construction, the future of the Dakota 
Access Pipeline is still uncertain. President-elect Donald 
Trump has said that he supports completion of the pipeline. 
His aides have denied that his support stems in any way from 
his investment in the pipeline itself. This is highly unlikely. Any 
billionaire with money invested in the oil industry, especially 
one who only recently decided that climate change is being 
caused by humans, would be foolish to simply give in when an 
investment is shut down. Dakota Access has also stated that 
they have full intention to continue with construction, although 
it would be completely illegal at this point.

What all this chalks up to is the complete and outright 
suspension of freedom of peaceful assembly and, with the 
Amy Goodman case, freedom of the press. Protesters yelled 
at, cursed at, and threw snowballs at police. The police shot at 
and tear gassed the protesters in response. There are so 
many layers and levels to this event that it hardly seems like 

something that could even take place in a country that brags 
about freedom and opportunity. Protesters were shot at with 
rubber bullets, tear gassed, sprayed with freezing water in 
below-freezing weather, attacked with dogs, arrested for no 
reason, beaten, and cut off from the outside world. If I were to 
look at the individual pieces of this puzzle without context, I 
would guess this were an event in Russia, or China, or 
anywhere but the United States. With such a large violation of 
freedom, and none of the perpetrators held accountable, each 
and every American must ask themselves a question, whether 
or not we are willing to tolerate and justify tyranny and 
contradict the very concept our nation was founded upon.
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"Ocean Prayers" "The Hitchhiker" 
"Spring Cleaning"
Ocean Prayers 
The sun butters the spin of the mountain as
probing winds dissect the clouds.
We stood in the boat, water coughing at us; salt in our eyes
The turbulent water behind the boat juggles beads of foam,

seeming to assemble into white ocean dancers;
jumping and jittering,
moments before exploding.
With our hands seeking refuge in our pockets,
and our necks wrapped in scarves,
we stand like slumped tombstones,
listening to the sacred “om’s” of the water;
we worship the ocean.
The boat rocks rhythmically
a pendulum on the ocean's thorns.
The clouds become shy;
the sky stretches and yawns.
The sun is tired of us
and pulls its rays form the boat to the water
where foam dancers
trail behind and glisten gold.
Huddled together,
we silently poke the sky
where white stars begin to pepper the evening.
The boat slows and
silence swallows the world.
The waves dare not chatter
or the wind murmur.
The world bows to the darkness
and the ocean capturs the night. 
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The Hitchiker 
It’s raining now, that kind of gentle rain;
drops that want to darken concrete, a moisture that embraces 
the sky.
I passed a man in a hat just a few moments ago, when the air 
hung heavy with the promise of rain.
He didn’t have an umbrella or a raincoat. I hope he’s okay.
He stood at the side of the road with a thumb pointed towards 
his prospects.
He wore sunglass. I wish he hadn’t, I would have like to see 
his eyes; the color of new bruises, maybe, red with travel, 
perhaps.

The wind nudges the car. The sky droops like the soft convex 
curve of a flower petal.
The ocean lies in the distance; a blue line flattening the 
horizon.
I wonder how far I am from seeing the dance between sky and 
water. I love the frothy galaxies and the tiny nebulas of the 
ocean.

I look behind me to see if the man in the hat is still in sight. He 
is not.
Maybe he followed the rain into the mist. Or perhaps he 
ventured towards the sea to dip his feet in the dark water, for, 

as it had been raining for several minutes, he is surely 
drenched by now.
He might want to gaze into the stars of the sea.

Spring Cleaning
She saunters
through tired house of
dull wood floors
where cracks knot
and cradle handfuls of grime
after many years.
 
Face painted
with day’s wheezing breath,
doused in smoke 
remnants of
filth, grease layered on its skin,
falling from shoulders.
 
All strays down
where jagged grooves of
sharp rippling
floorboards grab,
and chew the disease of day,
grinding up the greys.
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Millions,
of miniscule crumbs,
she sweeps to
light-bitten
cracks, and aching bends, to feed
the suffocation.

The Origin Story of Night and Day
Short Story
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

The Origin Story of Night and Day
Before the concept of time was established, a battle between 
two forces began to dominate all life on earth. The powers of 
Light and Darkness were the first to find the new planet. Ever 
since their arrival, the two forces have fought for control over 
the earth. The world knew only of chaos. Shards of white and 
puddles of black inked the atmosphere as these two powerful 
forces clashed. The power of light illuminated the skies with 
milky nebulas and slashed fires across the landscape. The 
power of darkness poured blackness into the deepest lakes 
and tinted the mountains dark greys and browns. The 
influence of light and dark touched every crease and crevice of 
land and every living being.

Light took its claim on the radiant birds and colored them all 
sorts of bright hues. It poured glorious gold upon the lions, 
foxes, and wild cats. Darkness stained the bears, beetles, and 
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ravens with the boldest of blacks. The cheetah, however, was 
caught in the crossfires of all this claiming and was both 
doused in Light’s gold and splattered in Darnkess’ black.

On a day rife with violence and pandemonium, the mighty 
golden lion said to the cheetah,

“Oh, creature of Light and Darkness, you possess the qualities 
of wit and intellect. Will you not reason with these powers, 
convince them to stop this onslaught, beg them to make 
peace?” The Lion was crying now; large golden tears.

The cheetah thought for a moment. It was given the gift of 
cleverness, speed and strength from the influence of both 
Light and Darkness. It knew it could use it’s abilities for good.

“I will help.” The cheetah said calmly.

The cheetah devised a plan to end the constant fight between 
light and dark and bring order to Earth. It looked towards the 
battle field, where blacks and whites bled onto the earth and 
mixed like paints. It approached the two powerful forces and 
said ever so smoothly,

“My dear friends, we creatures of earth are so very grateful for 
the colors you have bestowed upon our world. Your quarrels, 
however, are futile, for you are both equally powerful and your 
battle of strength will not warrant a victor. Why, what you 
require is a test of speed rather than strength.”

The two battling forces momentarily stopped their fighting and 
looked upon the brave and cunning cheetah. As they pondered 
the suggestion, curious animals emerged to investigate the 
unfamiliar silence. Finally, Light burst forth and stated proudly,

“Well, my dear creature, it would be unfair to my opponent to 
engage in a test of speed for I am superior to him in this field.”

Darkness swelled with anger and screeched,

“You are neither superior in speed nor strength. For all know 
that I, Darkness, am quick, agile, and possess the ability to 
dominate all. My superiority over you would make the race 
unfair.”

Before the two entities could engage in another furious battle 
the cheetah said,

“Have you not heard The Tale of the Wind and the Stars?”

Light shot out small sparks to signify its confusion while 
Darkness silently dripped with dark matter. Neither was willing 
to admit their ignorance, so the cheetah began its story.

The Tale of the Wind and the Stars

Before Light and Darkness met the earth, the colorless world 
was ruled by two strong demons. The demons controlled the 
movements of the world. The first demon made the waves curl 
while the second demon made the leaves rustle. Both demons, 
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however, had their eye on one particularly powerful movement; 
the movement of air. The demons argued constantly over the 
air. One day, the first demon proposed that they race for 
control over this power. Both demons, being haughty and 
proud, thought that they would win. They decided that the 
victor would claim the wind, while the loser would fade into 
nothingness and never possess the power of movement again. 
The two demons stood at the starting point. The second 
demon decided to adorn himself with millions of ocean pearls 
so that he could camouflage himself amongst the grey 
scenery, trick the first demon, and get a head start. The two 
demons stood at the starting point. The demons took off. The 
first demon, who was not weighed down by millions of ocean 
pearls, reached the finish line leaving the second demon right 
behind him. The loser began to disappear into nothingness. As 
he disappeared the pearls on his body began to tremble and 
burst into the sky, leaving thin trails of white. These pearls still 
bounce aimlessly through the sky. The first demon then 
controlled the wind. The first demon was victorious because he 
was clever and quick. 

Both Light and Darkness were in a deep trance from the 
cheetahs words. The entities were inspired by this tale of 
speed; Light swirled with excitement while Darkness rose with 
anticipation. When the cheetah finished its story, Light and 
Darkness were already prepared to race. The cheetah smiled 

as it watched them stare into the horizon. It leaned over to light 
and whispered,

“Oh great and powerful Light, we creatures on earth much 
prefer your qualities over Darkness so you must get a head 
start to win this race. There!” The cheetah pointed towards a 
piece of round gold, “use that bright gold to blind Darkness.” 
Light picked up the gold which became encased in flames. The 
cheetah nodded to Light, moved over to Darkness, and 
whispered,

“Oh great and powerful Darkness, we creatures on earth much 
prefer your qualities over Light. This is why you must know that 
Light is planning to cheat and begin before the race has 
officially started. But hush! Do not let Light be aware that you 
know of this! You must chase Light and obliterate its power 
while it is off its guard. Light will never expect it, for Light will 
be too busy thinking of speed to consider its strength. There!” 
the cheetah pointed towards a large grey stone, “use that 
stone to throw at Light.” Darkness picked up the stone and 
took its position.

Darkness tensed with anger towards Light and excitement for 
the competition. All creatures of earth gathered to watch the 
great race. The cheetah took a deep breath. As it opened its 
mouth to sound the start of the match Light zipped forward. 
Darkness, however, was prepared. Darkness slithered like a 
serpent across the earth, a few steps behind darting Light. The 
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race sped on until Light reached the finish line. Light stopped 
and spit flames of victory.

“Are you mad?!” yelled the cheetah, “If Darkness catches up 
with you it will swallow you whole! You must race on! Now, go!”

In a blazing hurry, Light took off, traveling once more around 
the globe with Darkness lurking around the corner. The 
competition went on and on; neither entity was willing to give 
up. The race fell into a rhythm and the creatures of earth 
adapted to the new periods of Light and Darkness. The 
animals continued to be spectators of this race; however, 
because of its never-ending nature, the animals had to select a 
particular time to watch the competition. Those who chose to 
see Darkness engulf the earth were called “nocturnal” while 
those who chose to experience Lights smudging of gold were 
called “diurnal”.

Light and Darkness twisted through branches, inhaled clouds 
and glided across every surface they came in contact with. 
Their touch missed no crevice, skipped no corner, dodged no 
cranny. Light dragged its flaming gold ball of fire behind it as it 
dashed across the atmosphere. Darkness carried its grey and 
glowing stone; eager to hurl it at Light. And thus, Light and 
Darkness wrapped around the earth and intertwined their 
powers with the worlds life; dividing time into increments of day 
and night.



797

Letters Home
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Letters Home
#1

Dear,
 
I’ve been thinking about souls recently. How they look and how 
they sound - marbles, knocking between your ribs, or fibrey 
cotton that gets caught in your throat. Acalasia, obsidian, other 
things that exist in the world that shouldn’t be a part of you.

 
Every time I make tea, I’m reminded of you, and so I also 
make coffee, and then I sit there, with two cups, feeling both 
accomplished and mostly pointless. A lot like putting an ice 
cube in cold strawberry soup would be. If my blood was made 
of something other than blood, it would probably be strawberry 
soup. You would be raspberry. That way, we’d match.
 
I worry about you. That’s not really some deep confession 
because I worry about most everybody in small and deep 
ways. It’s just harder, when the worry can’t reach the person 
it’s worrying over and it latches onto me instead, so I feel a bit 
eaten. There was a disease called consumption, so I guess 
this is like that, but from the insides of my arteries, or my 
lungs, growing on my edges.
 
I hope you always remember that there’s poetry in you. You’re 
always flickering from place to place, and it surprises me, that 
voice of yours, like a river. Your soul would be a cloud, I think, 
a daydream or, depending on how you look at it, the sky on the 
days that we come home.

#2

Dear,
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There will always be a place for us: for the scars starch-white 
on the webbing between your fingers, for the blood that drips 
from my lips in the parch of winter, for flowers, crumbling 
against the wall where you taped them to dry. You are standing 
at the top of the stairs, feet pushing into the oak beneath the 
worn white carpet. You are an imprint of rain left on the wall, 
rubber boots filled with water enough to hatch a tadpole, sticky 
cantaloupe fingerprints that I never wiped away.

I see you there, past the briar and brambles and stone, where 
the water meets the shore. You are looking, out and up and 
over, at the place where the sun used to be. Now, starlight and 
moonshine mingle and flow from the stratosphere, and you are 
bathed in light like milk, light that’s better for the soul than for 
the bones.

Once upon a time, you shone with sunlight, precious and dusty 
and warm. You looked like you were made of water’s 
refractions, of dune silt and sea glass and algae, drifting 
towards the surface. Now I see you there, and you look like the 
froth of waves, a gull’s lost feather; something fleeting, at the 
edge of being lost.

You step onto the water, surface unbroken. Starlight, better for 
the soul than the bones because it makes both lighter, and 

there’s only one that’s meant to go unweighted. And as you 
walk to where the moonshine puddles in the gaps between the 
waves, seaweed curls around you, and breakers lap by, never 
crashing, only shattering in your wake.

I am here, when you are ready. I am standing by the kitchen 
window, running a cloth over and over the baking pan. I am a 
click of a reading lamp, conversations drifting through the open 
window, a tea kettle screaming from endless heat, dark circles 
that have collapsed into laughter lines. There is nothing but 
myself to give to you; nothing but the roots I’ve sunk into the 
oak beneath the worn white carpet, the chamomile steeping, 
growing cold, air that smells like jazz and candle smoke and 
broken crayons.

If you are never ready, that is okay.

It is okay because you are here, in the place in my chest 
where I feel the sadness draining out, in the fingerprints I 
never wiped away, in the tadpole that I will find between the 
rocks tomorrow, gasping for a tidal wave. It is okay because 
you are not here: you are mixing yourself with the water, with 
the sky, with the seaweed and the world, pulling yourself up 
onto the edges of the horizon.
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There will always be a place for us: the waves will always 
crash against our rocky shore, light misting down from the 
clouds like rain. There will always be the places where the 
edges of my reading light meet the darkness, there will always 
be a worn white carpet for you toes to sink into and there will 
always be me, smiling in the doorway, even after I am gone.

When you are ready; if you are ready;

Welcome home.

Yrs,

#3

(If)
We are the same stars,
threaded into galaxies,
(then)
You are the softest of them,
the quiet radiance and
lemon tea and
dandelion seeds,
a cupful spilling over
into a smile

We’re sitting in a restaurant
surrounded by anyone and everyone,
threads of their stars
pulling, pulling
people talking and moving
as I feel  curls of gas
(a chemical reaction)
twist away and out of me

You’re sitting across from me
and I watch as you drink
bubble tea (mango)
for the first time
And your nose crinkles
at the unexpected boba
And the threads slacken
And the wisps curl in on me again

(So)
We are one constellation
or in orbit,
next door neighbors
making houses in skies
and teabags,
tangling threads every time
we say hello.
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Ode to a Highway
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Grade: 12
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#

Ode to a Highway
There is nothing so heavy
as the wind that curls and
pushes, swirling birds and
leaves, and in
autumn, I distill my
sunsets, pour them
out over the highway
that thunders with
gasoline in an oil-slick
spill of light, over
flowers, queen anne’s
lace and the largest
dandelions I’ve ever
seen, the largest
wishes on this side
of the city, and I

think that once upon
a time, this hill
was a giant and
this freeway, a spinal
chord, nerve endings
firing with steel
and electricity and
someday, I want
to be that big;
I was to lay
down across the
pavement, arch my
back to let cars
pass beneath me,
and wait for flowers
to grow from my skin,
for trees to dig their
roots into my veins
and I will be a
mountain; a cliff’s
edge; an oil-slick
spill of light, made
only of growing things
and bright lights that
reach their hands
toward the sky.
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You are in...
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
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#

You are in...
You are in the denim dress with the embroidered flowers on 
the hem, sitting on the playground. You are four. Or five. Or 
seven. It doesn’t matter; you are one of the ages that 
eventually blur into one, like a forgotten palette of paint, vibrant 
but indistinguishable. You have no comprehension of the 
cruelties and senseless tragedies that exist, your entire 
essence is unconditional love and happiness. The world has 
not hurt you yet, it has not thrown you into the flames and left 

you there to burn. You are still whole. Your flawless skin is the 
color of caramel, with cheeks the size of apples that people 
can’t help but squeeze. The hair that grows out of your head is 
just as wild and untamable as your spirit. Deep chestnut curls 
going whatever way they damn well please. A perfect little ski 
slope nose that your big sister accurately says resembles a 
mushroom, in the best way possible, obviously. Huge brown 
eyes that are so dark people say they’re black. But they’re 
brown. You always tell them they’re brown, you just need to be 
in the light. They don’t listen or care or both.

You are in the comfort of your ignorant reality. You haven’t 
noticed you are different yet. You have not consciously 
recognized that you are not a reflection of those surrounding 
you. You didn’t yet know, that to be a few shades darker, to 
have a little extra pigment meant to tread a path of bitter 
struggle and frequent hatred. You didn’t know the world would 
feel the need to package you into a box and not even think to 
ask you about your compartmentalization. No one had yet told 
that you were too much, you felt no need to dull your shine and 
exist apologetically.

You are in the freezing cold biology classroom, in a khaki kilt 
and white polo. It is middle school, or arguably the worst time 
in everyone’s life. You now question everything you once 
thought to be true, nothing makes any sense. You do not know 
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who you are, where you fit, where your rough edges and loose 
ends are supposed to belong. You relate to no one, feel 
connected to no one; the loneliness consumes you and you 
have no control. You are cracked and shattered. Your skin is 
caramel, but no longer flawless. Small red bumps adorn your 
face, the mark of puberty approaching. Cheeks still the size of 
apples, but people no longer squeeze them and you think think 
they make you look like a chipmunk when you smile. Your 
eyes are still obsidian saucers that take up too much of your 
face. The hair that grows out your head is dehydrated and fried 
beyond repair, no longer free, no longer wild. The second you 
entered the fifth grade you were allowed to begin straightening 
your hair, and so you did, every chance you had. Suppressing 
your curls, and subsequently your spirit, with 400 degrees of 
direct heat.

You are in a hell of your own creation. The blissful ignorance of 
one digit ages has faded away. You have put yourself into the 
box others constructed for you and set up camp. Skin color 
has become something that now you are not only aware of, but 
wish to personally ignore, because the boy you liked turned 
you down, not because you were unattractive or irritating, but 
because he couldn’t date a black girl. And because people ask 
if they have to turn on rap music when you get in the car or if 
you can dance the latest dance trend. Your light has burnt out 
entirely. You wish you could be vanilla like your peers, and 

have a perfect, long straight ponytail, and thin, non-mushroom 
nose. Your authentic self has been tucked away for fear of 
judgement and isolation. Your being is no longer unapologetic.

You are in the calm after the storm, you have made it. You 
have freed yourself from the prison of never being good 
enough. You are comfortable with your solitude, you embrace 
your uniqueness, you value your individuality. Your skin is 
hazelnut from abundant sunrays, flawed and beautiful. Cheeks 
still the size of apples, no longer squeezable but sculpted, face 
bones now visible. Your hair is the curliest it has ever been; 
you threw away your flat iron. A perfect mushroom nose. 
Brown orbs too dark to distinguish any pupils are framed by 
high arched brown brows. Your cracks have been filled, your 
rips sewn up. You are whole again. The burns have healed 
and the scars have faded and every color is brighter than the 
last. You have remained soft in a hard world.
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Field of Memories
Flash Fiction
Grade: 11
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne
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Field of Memories
My surgical gloves snap and constrict as they become a 
second skin. I flex my fingers and survey the restriction; they 
look like freshly cased sausages. Walking into the room, a 
young woman’s body lies perfectly still on the cold metal table. 
The gray walls washed away any color that could still remain 
after her death.
 

I walk over to her body. Dark, coarse hair contrasts her ghastly 
pale shoulders. She has one scar, just above the knuckle of 
her index finger on her right hand. Ink dances across the 
underside of her left wrist. The words read a language that is 
unfamiliar to me, but it looks like a romance language 
gracefully scrawled in loose loopy font.
 
I take the scalpel from the tray that rests near her right 
forearm. There is hesitation just before I lift my hand to 
puncture the skin between her ribs. I guide the blade down her 
torso, finishing my slice just above her naval.
 
Continuing, I begin to carefully lift her organs from their home, 
moving them onto the scale to weigh them, cradling each one 
like a quivering newborn. One liver, two kidneys, two lungs, a 
heart. Each have the slightest reminisce of her warmth. Each 
tissue and cell where they should be.
 
I step back to note every part that I’ve removed from her. She 
still lies on the table, now an empty shell. Each piece of her 
sitting in their own ice bath like a puzzle that was thrown out of 
its box, each piece insignificant without the other pieces.
 
Again, standing over her, I sew her up as if she were a paper 
doll, each pull of the thread tugging her skin in rhythm, like the 
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pull of a bow on a fiddle. Stitching her tight, I finish with a knot 
near her neck.
 
Arming myself once again; with my blade, this time I slice 
behind her head from ear to ear. The motion feels like the 
natural stroke of a paintbrush. I slowly pull back her raven hair 
to expose the bone. Carefully, I cut and remove the skull. 
gently placing the bone in a tray beside her, a subtle breath of 
blossoms shocks me.
 
In front of me, a greenhouse of wildflowers radiates its own 
light. Patches of lavender with small circles of marigolds and 
lilies, mixed with blotches of carnations, gardenias, lilac. I’ve 
never seen flowers here before, only small tokens or personal 
artifacts. Now, I’m intrigued. I lean in to investigate each petal 
of each flower. I touch the soil and breath in the perfume of the 
field that has grown within this woman’s skull.
 
And so once more, I take my scalpel. I meticulously cut a small 
lavender flower. And as I dissect the flower, she surges to life. 
Her memory trickles from each tiny petal that append to that 
one stem. Wisps of people pull themselves off each bloom. 
Places aparate as they overlap as if multiple movies are 
playing at once.
 

She sits at the side of a man. Her hand in his. His head hangs 
low, but she sits with poise, ready for the oncoming waves that 
will soon crash onto their shore. She messes with the ring 
around her finger that reminds her that she must remain stoic. 
The storm will hit soon and she will keep their home steady 
until clear skies bring more opportunities.
 
And with that, I grasp a lilac. And with that lilac, a wisp of her 
dances across the the table. She is younger in this memory 
but her dark hair still bends around her shoulders. She gallops 
over the stainless steel on which her body is resting, her white 
dress pinwheels with every twirl. The man from her previous 
memory joins her as he guides her circles and twirls. His dark 
suit compliments her luminous gown.
 
And then a pink carnation. One that presents me with a movie 
of memories. A scene with her arms holding a small baby girl 
whose eyes dare to open in the harsh light, whose fingers are 
the size of the scar on her own hand. A scene that shows a 
toddler who stumbles across a handwoven rug, into the hold of 
a man with whom she shares her dark brown eyes and 
contagious smile. A scene of the young girl in the back seat of 
a car as she looks into the rear view mirror, taking her eyes 
away from the light that has turned red, not knowing she 
should have stopped at the intersection.
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And finally, a lily. A lily that pours out the image of a stiff bed in 
a white walled room. The bed has a skinny woman with coarse 
hair and pale shoulders, whose reflection can be seen on the 
glass of the outdated television that can be found in the corner 
of each room in the hospital. The image begins to fade, but still 
shows the mourning of the man and his daughter who mimic 
the drooping of the lilies that sit beside them in the dismal 
room.
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The Fluctuation of Crime in United States: The 
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Critical Essay
Grade: 10
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#

The Fluctuation of Crime in United 
States: The Problems and the 
Solutions
In a Wall Street Journal article in May 2016, Heather 
MacDonald, a scholar at the Manhattan Institute, argued that 
the crime rate in America has dropped exponentially over the 

past two decades due to “stop and frisk” (MacDonald, “The 
Ferguson Effect”). Stop and frisk is the act in which police 
officers stop, question, and frisk a random citizen or a subject 
of a non-violent crime. Because of this act, officers have been 
able to crack down on many public transgressions. For the 
most part, stop and frisk is credited for the reduction in crime 
over the last two decades (Ross). But after the riots involving 
the race-related police killings in Ferguson, Missouri, stop and 
frisk was discontinued due to its being deemed 
unconstitutional as well as studies showing that it was 
specifically targeting minority groups (MacDonald, “The 
Ferguson Effect”). MacDonald argues that once police 
suspended their stop and frisk policies, crime rates spiked 
dramatically, as citizens who would have been questioned 
instead went free. However, MacDonald’s reasoning is not 
supported by the best research on crime rates. That research 
suggests that stop and frisk policies have not driven down 
crime rates, but that “broken windows” policing has. Broken 
windows policing steams from police being more vigilant about 
minor crimes such as vandalism and prostitution, as a means 
of preventing violent crimes from being carried out in areas 
that might otherwise seem to be neglected by the police 
(Gross). This crime growth is not a true growth in all crime, but 
instead a greater frequency of citizens being charged with 
crimes, including nonviolent ones (Fears). In contrast, this long 
term decrease in crime over the last two decades stems from 
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three causes: broken windows policing, the legalization of 
abortion, and the elimination of leaded fuels and paints. In the 
present day, the best means of reducing crime tend to be 
technological: Their most prominent ones are the 
reintroduction of stop and frisk and the implementation of 
police body cameras.

Broken window policing was instituted by New York City Mayor 
Rudy Giuliani when he was elected in 1993. The main focus of 
his campaign was to bring down the crime rate. According to 
Giuliani, “Tolerance of small crimes would create a vicious 
cycle ending with entire neighborhoods turning into war zones. 
But if you cracked down on small crimes, bigger crimes would 
drop as well” (Giuliani quoted in Drum). In other words, when 
broken down parts of large cities are cleaned up and an 
orderly environment is created, people will be less inclined to 
commit major crimes that would destroy their neighborhoods 
and the people who reside in them. This new form of policing 
turned out to work very well. Kevin Drum reported that since 
1993, rape rates had dropped 17 percent, assault 27 percent, 
robbery 42 percent, and murder a bewildering 49 percent. By 
cracking down on minor crimes, Giuliani was able to jail the 
people who would have caused violent crimes if they had not 
been caught carrying out a minor crime. According to 
Newsweek, broken window policing has been on the decline 
since August 2014 (Worrord). The Ferguson unrest also 
happened on August 9 that same year, and after those riots we 

saw the vast decrease in broken window policing (Chettiar). 
These riots were also around the time when the crime rate 
began to rise (Chettiar). The implementation is that if broken 
windows policing was reinstituted, the crime rate would fall 
again.

The legalization of abortion could also be credited for the 
decrease in crime over the past two decades. Between the 
year 1973, when abortion was legalized, and 20 years after, in 
1993, the country saw a 50% decrease in crime (Barro). 
According to The American Prospect, 69% of women who are 
economically disadvantaged have abortions (Bouie), and 
according to The Bureau of Justice Statistics, the people more 
likely to commit violent crimes are people from low-income 
households. Robert J. Barro, a professor of economics at 
Harvard University put it best when he stated, “The idea is that 
the children who were not born would have been 
disproportionately likely to grow up in poverty and on welfare 
with a young and poorly educated single parent. Because 
these factors are known to breed crime, the children not born 
would have been prime candidates to be criminals 15 to 25 
years later” (Barro). To put it in other words, the people who 
normally commit violent crimes were not around to commit 
them. Though many Americans disagree on the morality of 
abortion, one cannot deny that the crime rate has dropped 
because of it. Research shows that for every 1,000 extra 
abortions in 1973 to 1976, there were 380 fewer property 
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crimes, 50 fewer violent crimes, and 0.6 fewer murders in 
1997. Overall, the abortion effect accounted for one-half of the 
drop in crime from 1991 to 1997 (Barro). Though there is a 
perception that people who are economically disadvantaged 
get more abortions, and that more people who are in a lower 
economic class commit more crime, these statistics do not 
speak for all of the people who are economically 
disadvantaged. Instead, it forms a broad generalization that 
does not account for every person who is poverty-stricken.

One final, well-supported theory for the decrease in crime over 
the last twenty years is the removal of leaded gasoline from 
cars and lead paint from houses. In the early 1990s, economist 
and housing consultant Rick Nevin was contemplating weather 
it would be worth it for the U.S. government to spend large 
amounts of money on cleaning leaded paint out of old 
American houses. By this time most people already knew that 
lead harms the brain and takes years to leave the body’s 
system (if at all), but Nevin wanted to check and see if there 
was an actual correlation between lead and crime growth. 
Nevin calculated the growth of lead compared to the increase 
in crime over the last forty years, and the results were startling. 
Nevin found that as the amount of lead in our households and 
cars increased, so did the growth in crime, and in the early 
1990s when the use of lead decreased the most in US history, 
so did the rate of crime (Casciani). To test Nevin’s conclusion, 
Kim Dietrich, a neuropsychologist at the University of 

Cincinnati, ran tests on adults who were exposed to lead as 
children. She put them through an MRI machine and was 
shocked by the results. The author of the article, Michael 
Hawthorne, put it best: “The toxic metal had robbed them of 
gray matter in the parts of the brain that enable people to pay 
attention, regulate emotions and control impulses. Lead also 
had scrambled the production of white matter that transmits 
signals between different parts of the brain, largely by 
mimicking calcium, an element that plays a critical role in brain 
development” (Hawthorne). In other words, lead poisons some 
of the most important parts of the brain, causing someone who 
was exposed to it to make bad choices, including potentially 
committing a crime. According to Matt Rocheleau of the 
Boston Globe, lead poisoning generally happens to people of 
lower-income households (Rocheleau). This evidence shows 
an interesting trend which shows that people who are 
economically-disadvantaged are disproportionally exposed to 
harmful substances. These environmental contaminates may 
help to account for the disproportionate number of 
economically disadvantaged people who commit crime.

Unfortunately, despite this drop, the crime rate in major 
American cities has begun to rise over the last two years. 
According to The Washington Post, between January and 
June of 2015, the murder rate was up 6.2 percent in big cities 
and crime was up an astonishing 17 percent in areas 
consisting of fewer than 10,000 people. Violent crimes are on 
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the rise as well, with a 5.6 percent gain in the western states. 
Crimes such as rape and robbery were shown to be slowly 
growing as well (Berman). Law enforcement agencies around 
the country have been frantically searching for an answer to 
lower the crime rate, and they have come up with a variety of 
solutions. Their most prominent ones are the “viral video 
effect” and the implementation of police body cameras.

MacDonald sparked a lot of controversy with her July 2016 
article titled “The Ferguson Effect”, where she held the Black 
Lives Matter organization accountable for the increase in crime 
over the past two years. But one month prior to ‘The Ferguson 
Effect,’ she wrote another article titled “How Chicago’s Streets 
became the Wild West,” where she describes the current 
situation that is happening in Chicago involving crime, and 
then goes into great depth about what it is like for policemen 
during these times. In an interview with a veteran police officer, 
she was told, “People are a hundred times more likely to resist 
arrest. People want to fight you; they swear at you. ‘F--- the 
police, we don’t have to listen,’ they say. I haven’t seen this 
kind of hatred towards the police in my career” (MacDonald, 
“How Chicago's Streets”) MacDonald claims that this 
retaliation against the police is due to the Ferguson Effect, or 
otherwise known as the “Viral Video Effect”. The viral video 
effect is a phenomenon where a video of a “racially motivated” 
police killing of an African America sparks riots in the streets of 
big American cities. As a result of these riots, stop and frisk 

was discontinued and the police have less of a chance of 
fighting crime since this discontinuation. The one bit of 
credibility that MacDonald’s article holds is that right around 
the time stop and frisk was discontinued, the crime rate in 
large American cities began to rise. MacDonald claims that if 
stop and frisk were to be reinstituted, the crime rate would 
lower again (MacDonald, “How Chicago's Streets”). However, 
MacDonald’s theory has been easily discredited by more 
recent crime data. Studies by the American Civil Liberties 
Union show that even though the crime rate fell in New York 
when stop and frisk was instituted, the crime rate also fell in 
many other major American cities that had not instituted stop 
and frisk, proving that there is no direct correlation between 
stop and frisk and the crime drop (“Stop and Frisk Campaign”). 
Furthermore, recent Supreme Court rulings have questioned 
weather stop and frisk violates basic constitutional rights. In 
2013, U.S. District Court Judge Shira A. Scheindlin ruled that 
city police violated the U.S. Constitution in how it carried out its 
stop-and-frisk program, calling it “a form of racial profiling” of 
young black and Hispanic men (Kiely).

While in a city hall conference, the head of the Chicago Police 
Union, Dean Angelo Sr., claimed that one of the key factors in 
the rise in crime is the implementation of two-page 
investigative stop reports. These stop reports were 
implemented in 2015, around time that the national crime rate 
began to rise, and they served as a replacement to the old 
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checklist contract card. According to Angelo, instead of filling 
out a quick checklist for every encounter they had on the 
street, police now had to fill out a two-page questionnaire 
(Cox). This questionnaire adds a lot of work for police, and at 
the end of the day, would let more violent crimes be carried 
out. Angelo stated that policemen would end up spending 
entire days filling out these questionnaires, rather than 
stopping violent crimes from happening (Cox). A Daily Wire 
article by Aaron Blander says that the Chicago Police 
Department blames the American Civil Liberties Union for the 
increase in crime. Many police officers say that the new 
workload makes them less inclined to make stops, as they do 
not want to fill out two hours’ worth of paperwork for even the 
smallest of crimes (Bandler). According to a study by Michael 
D. White, police officer body-worn cameras could be a large 
solution to this problem. This new technology can greatly 
decrease police officers’ paperwork and “enhances their ability 
to determine whether a crime occurred, and increases the 
likelihood that cases will end in a guilty plea rather than 
criminal trial” (White). If a widespread usage of police body 
cameras in cities such as New York or Chicago is 
implemented, the national crime rate could decline as a result.

As time moves on, the national crime rate continues to rise, 
and spread. Crime has made it to the suburbs, where innocent 
families and communities are now at risk of the violent crime 
that inner-city areas have long known and suffered. In a Wall 

Street Journal article, a local store owner of Guinea-Bissau, a 
town near Atlanta, Georgia, personally found that crime has 
spread to affluent suburban areas. One day, when he was in 
his driveway unloading groceries, he heard gun shots, and 
later found out that a neighbor was shot and killed. The man 
was shocked. In all of the years he had owned his store in the 
south side of Atlanta, he had never dealt with any crime of that 
magnitude (McWhirter). This shooting was an eye opener for 
people in wealthy suburban areas, in knowing that now nobody 
is exempt from the spread of crime. And unfortunately, there is 
no fixed solution when it comes to stopping the spread. 
Researchers and police officials have worked around the clock 
to find a solution but to no success, only possible ideas. If local 
law enforcement continues to suffer from underfunding, then it 
will only be a matter of time before it is too late, and innocent 
people will die because of it.



811

Inescapable Beauty
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 10
Laurel School
Instructor: Angela Fasick
#

Inescapable Beauty
The night was somber, as if the sky had soaked up all her 
problems and was casting them over the world. And yet she 
felt loose, fragile almost. Alone yet in the presence of 
something bigger than herself. And when she saw it she knew 
she was right. Stagnant, luminous. The anchor that binded this 
melancholy night.
 

She inched closer, letting the glitters of the flame be reflected 
in her curious eyes. They quivered, like a child taking its first 
steps, and yet they could leap, like one who had just learned to 
dance. They embodied her mind, soul, always moving, 
thinking, flickering with thoughts that were bigger than herself, 
only contained by the single wick.
 
She was laying in the blanket of grass, letting the dew gently 
seep in her clothes and the tickle of the blades be felt on her 
skin. She watched as the sun glinted off the array of the 
dappled leaves, casting a kaleidoscope of gems flecking 
across the trees. She gazed at the sky, its salvation. How it 
stretched on till infinity, a never-ending blue landscape that 
was so much bigger than herself.
 
We live in a world where logic trumps imagination. Humans 
are rational creatures, who yearn for explanation, for actuality. 
Perfection is what we strive for, when in fact it is our most wild, 
ludicrous flaws, our moments of hysteria, the enigmatic and 
frenzied feelings that drive us to be careless, that makes us so 
profoundly human. Love, the most disorienting and consuming 
emotion, is humanity's greatest achievement. If the world were 
a perfectly sculpted algorithm, we would be free of 
contradictions. But the reality is that we are constructed from 
them. I grew up in a melting pot of two distinct, paradoxical 
cultures. Two cultures, that in their extremist forms, want to 
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destroy each other, and I define myself as the struggle 
between the two, each one embedded in my soul, creating the 
labyrinth that is me. Humanity is ambiguous, contradictory and 
we strive too hard to correct something so vital to our creation. 
Sanity can lead to monotony, which would lead to a stagnant 
world lacking progression. In my eyes, I tend to see the life in 
moments, delicate fragments, each one essential in some way. 
A moon emerging to comfort a somber sky, an ignited flame 
quivering and leaping, an eternal blue. Life would be worthless 
without ingenuity, to see the complexity in simplicity. My world 
is illustrated for me through a lens which captures the intricacy 
of our existence. I find myself in countless situations where the 
elusiveness of the world and our vast universe seems to 
encapsulate my mind. Where the realization of our 
insignificance flusters me. Our cosmos is interminable, an 
infinite riddle, and somehow we are content to invest ourselves 
in our own miniature realms. I remember these moments, the 
rare moments where the triviality of my life is exposed through 
the beauty of the world, where fantasy keeps me sane. Where 
imagination trumps logic.
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Why The Ghetto Bird Sings
Poetry
Grade: 12
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Diana Snyder
#

Why The Ghetto Bird Sings
When you live by the streets and die by the streets
All you get is a punk ass candle light vigil and air brushed 
white tees
Now let us join hands and pray
Dear heavenly mother, cause fathers never meant much
When they were locked away in boxes
You provided, and kept us safe under lock and key
Despite a few holes in our socks

You clothed us
Even if it was ramen noodles
You fed us
May you continue to guide and protect us
Feed us and nourish our souls
Set us on paths to admire
Presidents and generals
Instead of prosecuted general store crooks
Educators who could educate us
That there's more to being
Instead being some hood nigga they gassed up
With mad guns and ops
With Xanax pills and a drug addiction
In addition, protect us from our brothers who wish to harm us
Armed with loud pack and large guns
We pray they never catch us slipping
Recently I was thinking
Metal would start ringing
Niggas would start slinging lead
And I would cease breath before leaving Cleveland
As a ghetto boy, with ghetto skin, watching ghetto skies, with 
hood dreams
I carry the stories of my niggas
Hooded figures who could
Hooded figures who kills
Hoodies will kill as quick as the bullet
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Just ask Trayvon
Hoods and hoods and hoods
To live and die young, because the hood wills it
Skyscrapers in the ghetto, where the ghetto bird sings
Free my Niggas and RIPs
Amen will end up dead or in jail
So A women
I repeat
When you live and die in the streets
All you get is a punk ass candle light vigil and air brushed 
white tees
Now let us bow our heads and pray
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Racism in "Heart of Darkness"
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

Racism in "Heart of Darkness"
Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad provides a glimpse of the 
European colonization of Africa through the perspective of 
Englishman, Marlow. Throughout his journey, Marlow 
experiences diversity and adversity first hand amid the land of 
the unknown and soon discovers that amongst the foundation 
of every of person, country, and institution lies a heart of 
darkness. Throughout the novel, Conrad describes the African 
land and people as inferior and substandard to the European 

peoples and customs. He explains his surroundings in a naïve 
and unworldly way – which, in my opinion, is as expected of a 
white privileged male experiencing life outside of the Western 
bubble during the late 1800s. Chinua Achebe confronts 
Conrad’s intentions in his literary criticism, An Image of Africa: 
Racism in Conrad's Heart of Darkness. Achebe argues that 
Marlow’s outwardly discriminatory descriptions of African 
culture articulate that Marlow is stuck in a racist, Western 
attitude. My own view is that while Conrad faces criticism for 
his biased and harsh descriptions of Africa, his use of racist 
language communicates the dangers and reality of racism.
Marlow, like most, is a product of his time. He was brought up 
with conservative values and specific customs and traditions 
which go on to influence his perspective throughout life. He 
was raised in a society overfilled with white-supremacist 
attitudes and experiences Africa for the first time with racist 
European crew members. It is only natural for Marlow to be 
staggered and taken aback by Africa’s exploding and 
idiosyncratic culture. In reference to the way Marlow perceives 
his African surroundings, Achebe criticizes, “The point of my 
observations should be quite clear by now, namely that Joseph 
Conrad was a thoroughgoing racist. That this simple truth is 
glossed over in criticisms of his work is due to the fact that 
white racism against Africa is such a normal way of thinking 
that its manifestations go completely unremarked,” (343). 
While it is true that Marlow processes his surroundings in a 
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way that may seem uncivil to the modern reader, in my 
opinion, Conrad constructs Marlow’s actions and language as 
if he truly were a complete foreigner to African culture. His 
ignorance stems from lack of cultural diffusion, not intentional 
desire for superiority. After experiencing African colonization, 
Marlow becomes an outsider. He understands the African 
condition in a way his crew members fail to. About his fellow 
white crew members, he states, “They were intruders whose 
knowledge of life to me was an irritating pretense because I 
felt so sure they could not possibly know the things I knew… I 
had some difficulty in restraining myself from laughing in their 
faces so full of stupid importance,” (70-71). Conrad 
communicates the dangers of being a racist through the 
actions of the European crew members. He uses them as an 
example of failed humanity and wasted thought. After 
experiencing the horrors of colonization, Marlow emerges a 
new person. His views on ignorant, supremacist talk change; 
he is more educated, and more sensitive to imperialist banter. 
He sympathizes with Kurtz’s pro-Africana ways and discovers 
that the true darkness lies in themselves, not Africa.
With this, Conrad is showing how Africa has affected Marlow 
completely differently than the others. Marlow begins to 
understand the reality of colonization and is communicating 
that to his crew members on the Thames River. His intense 
and life-changing realizations and moments with Kurtz show 

Conrad’s model of dangerous thought during this period – and 
communicate the purpose of his intentional racism.
Heart of Darkness is a complex tale showcasing the internal 
struggle of men faced with adversity. Conrad describes these 
struggles to demonstrate the complex nature of cultural 
diffusion and prejudice attitudes in the late 1800s. Through 
Marlow’s transformation, we see Conrad’s lessons and new-
found understanding of colonization in Africa. He uses 
Marlow’s harsh and upfront depictions of his surroundings to 
inform the readers of colonial horrors and to display the 
ignorance of many Europeans at the time. Although Achebe 
denounces Conrad as a racist, in my opinion, Conrad 
communicates the dangers of racism through Marlow’s racial 
awakening.
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Dissonance
Poetry
Grade: 11
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Diana Snyder
#

Dissonance
My hair be an afro.
my hair be an afro too tamed to be an afro
My hair be confused.
 
My hair be slicked back in ponytail
My hair be too knotted to do anything else
my hair be angry.
 

My hair be restless 
            be brown
            be red
            be every color of my rainbow
 
My hair be shrinking
violent but not
My hair be insecure.
U
My hair be too exotic to be white
my hair be curled into itself
My hair be confused.
 
My hair be too anything but to be black
My hair be too willing to break anything that gets to close
My hair be angry.
 
My hair be anything but silent
            be loud
            be creative
            be too Saturday night
 
My hair be a microphone
            be snaps
            be slams
            be beats boxed into braids
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My hair be an angry black women
     when she answers the phone.
My hair be ebonic vernaculars said wrong on purpose.
 
My hair be confused
            be insecure
            be angry
            be snaps
            be loud
            be insecure
            be angry
            be loud
            be snaps
            be ebonic vernaculars said wrong on purpose
My hair be too anything but.
My hair be mistaken for me.
 
 
English
 
I wanted you to whisper images to me
Caress me with all 26 letters of the alphabet.
 
Exhale symbolism into my lungs as you
Held me down with the pressure of your pen

-atrated my imagination with subtextual allusions
    to magnificence.
 
   Please.
you should have
allowed your words
to arouse goosebumps from flesh.
 
(or)
Kissed me with the sweet promise of language.
 
Maybe then,
I'd want to memorise the way you feel across my lips,
or explore every part of your heart with my i’s.
 
You should have cradled me in your pages.
 when the world got too loud
and I couldn’t hear my own thoughts-
You should’a spooned me in the dips of your words
 
hid my secrets
in the creases of your pages.
 
Doubled (the) space
between me and insecurities.
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Or fascinated me
with fabricated realities-
I wanna understand.
 
the way black and white lines blur
creating rainbows in your hand.
 
You should have seduce me
with your dialect
    while teaching me the sound of my own voice.
 
We could’a learned English again.
 
 
Silence
 
If I could remember the reason
your eyes dripped stars-

would you let me draw constellations in them?

'cause your pain hid melodies
    and I wanted to write the lyrics in the cracks of your smile-

to tell a story with just the feel of you next to me.

the sound of your skin
would be the dialogue
and I'd hold my breath
worshipping the sound of yours-

'cause I believed you were the sun
   and me -by default- the earth.

So I revolved around you
-mapping out plot lines
in the dips of your back
and creating poetry
with your sighs.

But you reside as the moon-
and I can't decide which one doesn't suit you.

'Cause you cradled yourself in shadows
and I couldn't find a place to fit.

I overlooked that though.

carving space for you and your walls
and I thought that'd be enough.

        But you had to go and open your mouth.
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-your words dripped acid-
and I cut myself on your rough edges

and now the sound of you
reminds me of goodbye.

Bittersweet
with tears of relief
because I'm glad when it's over.
 
Winter
I always believed I was a shooting star 
momma lost.
And if my legs pumped   swing sets    hard enough-
high enough
just
enough
I’d find a place to belong.
 
Shoes 
just grazing the sky
jumped
 found wings I forgot to hide
and
I think I looked away.
 

I must have.
Broke eye contact with the sun because-
well
maybe the ground just missed me.
 
Cause I crashed
into you-
Ripped wings off like offerings
but you were like yesterdays
spent at parks
  parked cars
parking lots
3 am
 
Wonders of “how did that happened?” leek through fingers
still tryna grasp for an image of you
Eyes
no longer traced shadows
they chased yours.
and you seemed to miss me
like you missed that shadow
and I couldn’t forget
    me
   #  You.
 
Remember us 
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present 
like moths to your flame
past-
burned us
 
You-
sat /stand/Strung
out on tomorrow.
 
with questions of-
“how'd we end up
down
here?”
or if your hand clutches sheets too?
 
Cold to feel.
 
Like touch
(yours)
on skin
(mine)
healing signed lips
with an innocence 
you seemed to lack.
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Surfs Up
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Surfs Up
The sun’s rays beam down on my pink cheeks, my chapped 
lips sucked dry by the unforgiving brackish water.

My bare stomach is scratched and skinned from the hard wax 
rubbed onto my board, supposed to give me a better grip while 
racing through the treacherous waves.

I can barely see through the salt and sun burning my eyes, but 
I look on to see the water rising in the distance.

I eagerly flip my board around and start paddling on the hunt 
for adventure.

Soon enough I am lifted onto my feet. The orchestra of waves 
crashing around me fills my ears and suddenly I am flying 
through the air, barely holding onto the board beneath me.

It is here I am truly and absolutely free.

Yet suddenly I am knocked off my feet, and I plunge into the 
cold depths of the ocean, the bright sun disappearing above 
the surface as darkness encloses upon me.

I am tossed and turned in the fury of the ocean, tumbling 
through the waves as they push me deeper into the water.

Unsure whether I’m swimming up or down, I scramble in any 
direction, searching for a breath of air.

Panic consumes me as my chest tightens. And just as the last 
glimmer of hope fades away, my face breaks the surface and 
air rushes into my lungs.

Honorable Mention

LEXIE VON 
ZEDLITZ



823

The First Tear
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
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#

The First Tear
I pushed open the rusting steel gates and followed my father 
inside. The rain beat hard and fast on the ground. The gravel 
beneath my feet crunched with every step and I could feel the 
edges of the The early buds of the blossoming lilacs filled the 
air with a bitter-sweet fragrance. With his hood up and head 
down, he stumbled in the rain, carrying a handful of items and I 
chased after him splashing into the large, grimy puddles. He 
reached the forgotten, but familiar, steps and stood there, 

remembering his first visit. Tombs made of whitewashed 
marble lined the rows of each step. We took three steps up 
and walked in between the rows to find his parents. I read the 
etched stones, Wen and Shan. My father placed his withering 
flowers on top of the pictures and set down the paper money 
and wine used to send the heavens luxuries that they asked 
for. Each gilded frame contained a black-and-white photo with 
my grandparents. The calligraphic Chinese brush strokes 
engraved the smooth tombs and my father glided his fingers 
across the stone’s carvings, feeling the dip of each character. 
My father kneeled and stared at their pictures in silence. The 
wind howled and whipped my hair across my face. The cold, 
humid air made me shiver and I pulled my light jacket toward. 
The sky was grey, filled with large storming clouds. I brushed 
back my hair and in a moment of silence, I prayed to my 
unknown grandparents. My father glanced up and looked at 
me; his eyes were swollen and I knew the wet streaks 
acknowledging the pale flush of his skin were not only from the 
rain. He quickly looked away, fearing his daughter might see 
him as weak and sentimental. He always appeared strong and 
hard-hearted and never revealed a soft side. I walked quietly 
toward him and knelt by his side. I wrapped my arms around 
him and held him tightly. I closed my eyes and we mourned in 
the early spring storm.
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The Newest Fad Diets
Humor
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

The Newest Fad Diets
Hey there, people of Earth! Are you satisfied with your body? 
Of course not! There’s always new and exciting ways to 
change yourself, and here are some of the ones that are 
currently trending right now! Aren’t you excited? I’m really 
excited! So! Excited! To! Help! You!! Explanation points are 
useful for looking genuine when I’m really just exploiting your 
insecurities for my own personal gain! Ha, so relatable!

The Archaic Diet
Why mess around with things like the Paleo diet when you can 
go back even farther? Let’s draw some dieting inspiration from 
the earliest lifeforms that arrived on Earth. Earth’s earliest 
habitable atmosphere greatly resembled volcanic outgassing, 
so consider a trip to Hawaii or Iceland. Personally, I would 
recommend Iceland. Not only is the scenery beautiful, but the 
generally colder climate will help you lose weight as well. It’s 
been scientifically proven that cold weather is the best for 
weight loss. Stand at the lip of a volcano – don’t be afraid to 
get right up to the action. If it’s a little too hot for you, that’s 
actually recommended. It’s been scientifically proven that hot 
weather is the best for weight loss.

When you’re positioned in a location to consistently get a 
stream of volcano gas right into your lungs just … stay there. 
After all, the earliest archaebacterial weren’t exactly the get-
up-and-go type. If you feel a bit of burning or debilitating 
coughing, that’s fine. That’s just your lazy, consumeristic 
modern body rejecting the simple utilitarianism of the olden 
days. Eventually, if you persist, you won’t feel it anymore.

Then, pretty soon, you won’t feel anything anymore!

Dismemberment

Honorable Mention

ALISON XIN



825

You may have heard the little factoid that you can’t lose weight 
permanently because fat cells don’t die when you die-t. Thus, 
the only way to really get rid of fat is to cut it off with liposuction 
or some other surgery. But why bother with only cutting off fat? 
If you really want to lose weight, there’s a lot heavier things 
you can cut off. Bone, for instance, or muscle. Heck, in one 
clean motion, you can separate 15-30 pounds from your total 
weight by lopping off a leg! If you’re looking for a less drastic 
drop, an arm (non-dominant, of course) can lighten your load 
by 5-10 pounds. Additionally, the resulting blood loss and 
shock can drop maybe another pound or so.

Overall, this diet is incredibly fast, though a little messy. 
Nothing a couple roll of paper towels can’t take care of! Really, 
there’s nothing to lose. Except a significant portion of your 
independent motion.

The Emperor’s Cleanse
Recently, you may have noticed a new diet dubbed the 
Master’s Cleanse, which touts the benefits of drinking glorified 
lemonade and tea every day to lose pounds. But why settle for 
a measly Master’s cleanse of plebeian lemon juice and boiled 
leaves when you can follow in the footsteps of the great 
ancient emperors instead? After all, if the ancients decided that 
something was medically viable, it’s almost guaranteed to be 
accurate – after all, you should always trust your elders. 

Simply obtain a large quantity of pure mercury and drink about 
half a teaspoon every day until you start noticing results to 
your liking. If it’s not working fast enough, don’t be afraid to 
increase the dosage to a full teaspoon, or even half a gallon 
every single day. After all, if the first Chinese emperor tried it, 
and all he experienced was a mild case of excruciating death.

High Protein Diets
Ah, a classic. Increase your protein intake and lower your 
carbohydrates to lose weight fast. However, recently, scientists 
have discovered that such measures typically rob you of 
important nutritional components. Luckily, there exists a fairly 
obvious solution to this dilemma. After all, if building your body 
is the problem, then the solution is to just consume other 
people’s bodies. You are what you eat, so if you’re 
(presumably) a human, then you should eat other humans. 
Everything that a human needs to be made out of is right 
there, and you’re a fool if you don’t take advantage of such a 
convenient package of nutrients.

However, if you decide to pursue these methods, it wouldn’t 
due to eat unhealthy people – because then you would 
become unhealthy, obviously. Nutritionists highly recommend 
lying in wait next to gyms and recreation centers and 
ambushing the regulars, as those visitors tend to be in the best 
condition and thus, the best quality meat.
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Exercise…?
Well, what if you’ve tried everything on this list and it still isn’t 
working? Maybe you’ve even tried a balanced and nutritious 
diet, too, like some sort of commoner. But exercise is hard, 
and pretending like you’re trying by jumping on the next “big 
thing” in nutrition is easy, so I encourage you to sit on your 
hands and wait for the newest, shiniest, even better fad diets 
to come out in less than two weeks.

Hopefully, this advice will help all of you conform to the 
practical and realistic beauty expectations that you absolutely 
have to live up to, or else risk being an unredeemable failure. 
Good luck in futilely attempting to change your pathetic, 
common, miserable life into something worthy of society’s 
standards!
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How To Use the Word "Sister"
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

How To Use the Word "Sister"
From the biological perspective, sisters are two masses of 
elements who happen to have some similar codes known as 
the DNA.

***

9/19/2007

I am sitting in the big classroom with my other forty some 
classmates, listening to our English teacher.

Ms. Young always lectures with a stern face, and today is 
nothing particular. “In English, you can only call somebody a 
sister if you have the same parents. Unlike in Chinese you can 
call anyone your senior a sister,” She says emotionless.

We do call anyone on the street a sister. My cousin is a sister, 
the girl next door I barely know is a sister, and my classmates 
call me a sister. After all, a sister doesn’t have to be someone 
dear. It is just polite and respectful and cute to call someone 
else a sister.

Ms. Young, still with her “I-am-so-bored-teaching-these-kids” 
face, goes on: “raise your hand if you have a sister.” Most of us 
do not dare to move. A few half-raise their hands timidly, 
looking around as if they are doing something wrong.

Ms. Young, staring at us, is angrier now: “All of you should be 
the only child at home (one child policy). You shouldn’t have a 
sister.” She frowns and complains: “How can you not 
understand? Only someone who shares your parents is your 
sister.”

***

10/9/2007
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My mother is about home. I can hear her footsteps. We live on 
the fifth floor in an old building without an elevator. Everyday 
around six she comes back. At first she climbs the stairs 
quickly, but then she gets tired and slows down toward the top. 
She stands on the last step for a while before walking to our 
door. Hearing her steps I open the door and welcome her 
back.

Meanwhile, my father is taking dishes out from the kitchen. 
Mother urges me to help get bowls and chopsticks.

The three of us gather around the circular wooden dinner table 
together.

 “Your sister is going to visit us in winter.” Father informs.

“Half-sister,” I clarify while shoveling rice into my mouth, “She 
is not my sister. We have the same father but not mother.”

“Okay your half-sister then.” My father smiles. He seems to be 
amused.

***

7/29/2010

It is probably around 95 degree. Without any shield from the 
wind or the cloud, the sun burns us.

I take the subway to my cousin’s house, who is thirteen years 
older than me. I, the rebellious eleven year old, am too cool to 
spend my birthday with my parents. “I will hang out with 
cousin.” I tell them as I tie my shoe laces.

My half-sister is there as well. She is visiting Guangzhou (the 
city we live in), and chooses to stay with cousin.

We walk to the McDonald’s nearby. They wait in line to order 
food, and I sit down at a table near them. While cousin is 
ordering, my half-sister looks back at me to make sure I am 
still there.

Our eyes meet. She smiles and nods gently before turning 
around.

Then they come back with trays. They wish me- happy 
birthday and hand me a gift bag. Inside is a stuffed red heart-
shaped pillow with “LOVE” printed on it. “That’s so cute!” I 
exclaim and hug the heart tightly.

But being eleven is more than being the cute and simple little 
girl who receives the gift and the sisterly love wholeheartedly. I 
notice the nuance relationship between my half-sister and me. 
At the same time I am smiling and looking happy, I wonder 
how the day feels for my half-sister. How it feels to celebrate 
the birthday of the girl who steals her father, and how it feels to 
give her a heart full of “LOVE.”
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I meet my half-sister once more at my cousin’s wedding two 
years later, which is also one year before I leave for America.

***

7/20/2016

“Can I go out when she’s here?” I ask father carefully. I have 
not seem my sister in four years, but she is visiting us in half 
an hour.

Things have changed so much over the past four years. Four 
years ago I was the ambitious teenager preparing for TOEFL 
and ISEE, dreaming about the day to come to America, the 
land of freedom and opportunity, as I believed. Now I am the 
unpassionate one who realizes that things are not as lovely as 
they appear. United States is not the dreamland I once thought 
it would be. And, thinking back, my half-sister is probably not 
that sweet. I painfully realize that she is not as fortunate as 
me. Since my father and her mother divorced, she has been 
living with her mother (who remained single) alone in another 
city. She probably hated me when she was younger, but was 
forced to show a sisterly love. And I probably hurt my father 
when I insisted on calling my sister a “half-sister,” although he 
didn’t say anything.

“She’s your half-sister!” My father replies, dragging my 
attention back to the conversation.

I want to say “don’t use the word half-sister anymore.” It 
sounds so sharp and I am ashamed. But I remain in silence. I 
don’t have the courage to correct him.

I only lower my head and whisper: “It’s awkward to see her.”

“What’s so awkward about it? You girls are sisters.” Father 
responds and walks pass me.

It is awkward for me. I feel the guilt. I have a father. She 
doesn’t. “It’s not even your fault, don’t be so sentimental.” I tell 
myself repeatedly, but it does not make me feel better. I don’t 
know how to face her.

She’s finally here. We both sit around the wooden dinner table, 
in silence. She is sipping soup, and I pretend to be staring at 
my phone, but in fact trying to find something to say.

“How’s your summer?” She finally initiates a conversation.

“Good.” I look up from my phone and smile.

“Is it hard for you to study in America?” She asks and takes 
another sip of the soup.

“Not really.” I shake my head. “I guessed it’s not as hard as 
Chinese high school. How’s New Zealand? Have you 
graduated?”
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“Yeah I finish graduate school over the summer. Now I work in 
the airport.” Then she goes on describing her life in New 
Zealand.

We open up a little bit. We talk and laugh.

Before she leaves, I follow her wechat, which is the Chinese 
Instagram. 

I browse through her photo album. One photo is a selfie of her 
with some guy. She leans on his shoulder and smiles with her 
bright red lipstick.

“Your boyfriend?” I ask.

“Yeah.”

“He’s cute.” He’s not really that cute, but I compliment him 
anyway. I am really happy that she’s dating. She is all alone in 
a foreign country, without family or anything. It’s so nice to 
have someone with you, someone who can talk to you, cook 
you breakfast, and do your laundry.

Later that day, my parents spend the whole night browsing 
through her wechat and looking at her boyfriend.

***

Whenever my sister updates her wechat, I immediately click 
the little heart that represents “like.”

But’s that all between us.

An invisible thread bonds sisters together the moment they are 
born. Because the same blood flows in their veins, they are 
supposed to see each other as the special one. People even 
designate a word for this relationship. It’s called “sisterhood,” 
not the common “friendship”.

My thread with my sister is naturally thin. I see her no more 
than ten times, each time no more than a few days.

Maybe one day in the future the thread will snap, maybe we 
will never reconnect after my father dies. But maybe the thread 
will never break, maybe it will grow even stronger.

But even if the thread breaks, I would always think of her and 
care for her. Of course not to the extent I would care for my 
parents, or to the extent that a sister would normally care for 
her siblings. I care her in the way I care for an “old 
acquaintance”, people from the old days who I don’t meet now. 

She is the old lovely memories from childhood, and the painful 
guilt of my teenage years. She is half sweet, half bitter.
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My Life in 7 Pieces
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

My Life in 7 Pieces
Nobody dies of tiredness, they can only die of indolence.

-Mom
_____________

 
History test tomorrow. Overdue math homework. Unwritten 
English essay. Tennis match until 8. Arrive home at 9 PM. 
Sleep at 1:00 AM. 6:00 AM alarm. Start over. Focus… Focus… 
Focus…Thoughts like these seemed to consume my existence 

sophomore year. I got caught in a maelstrom of never-ending 
assignments, exhausting extracurricular events and sleepless 
nights. There was no way out. I failed to notice my 
deteriorating weight, paling skin, restless heartbeats, chronic 
fatigue, yellowed eyes or trudging feet. This became my new 
normal. I was a zombie stuck in a Sisyphean cycle.

I took post-AP Chinese with one other girl. So, it was just us 
two and the teacher, Ms. Wu, in that small, overheated 
classroom. During first period, I complained to my sole 
classmate about my workload, and she glanced at me and 
said: “You need some sleep. If you don’t you’re never going to 
grow.” Though she said this out of concern, it triggered 
something deep inside of me. Upon hearing her words, I 
buried my face in my arms as tears started leaking from my 
eyes. Why did I cry? Perhaps it was because I finally realized I 
needed help. Maybe it was because of the embarrassment 
that I wasn’t able to handle my own life. It could have even 
been because I was offended by her remark on my height. 
Whatever the reason, I could not stop the drops of burning 
wetness dribbled down my face. After noticing something was 
wrong, Ms. Wu stared at me. I felt the heat of her gaze scorch 
through me as she asked my a classmate, “What’s wrong with 
her?” In hearing that, I broke my silence and bawled. My cries 
could be heard from our little classroom all the way to the 
moon.

Honorable Mention
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On a Saturday, I decided to take a shower after a long midday 
nap. Saturdays were the best. Nothing to worry about. I turned 
on the shower, instantly feeling soothed by the familiar high-
pitched sound as the water shot out of the faucet. As I stepped 
in, the hot water pounded my back and the steam rose. 
Everything felt so right. However, as I closed my eyes, I 
unconsciously began to sway back and forth. The sound of the 
water started to become more distant as I started to 
uncontrollably lose strength in my body. Suddenly, I fell 
towards the shower door and was left shivering on the icy tile 
floor. The shower door was still vibrating from being forced 
open by the weight of my limp body and the water was still on. 
All I saw was flashes of my towel, blurry metal parts of my 
shower and then blackness. After waiting for my hammering 
headache to halt, I was able to turn off the shower and crawl 
under the blankets of my bed to keep warm. As I lay there in 
the fetal position, I felt my wet hair soaking into the covers, 
making the sheets stick to my body uncomfortably. I might’ve 
been buried under my blankets anywhere from 10 minutes to 
an hour. No one was home.

I didn’t go the doctor until my mother forced me. I remember 
fighting her. It was a Wednesday and I had a history test the 
next day. I knew that it would take an inordinate amount of 
time to prepare for Mr. Purpura’s test if I planned to do 
marginally well. I didn’t understand why the doctor’s visit 

couldn’t wait until Friday or the weekend. I fumed the whole 
ride to the doctor’s office. There, I remember getting angrier 
and angrier that I wasn’t home. When the nurse came in, she 
took my blood pressure. My heart pounded so hard that it 
jumped further and further out of my chest with every beat. 
The nurse looked up from the monitor, confused, and asked to 
retake my blood pressure. I calmed myself down so I could go 
home as soon as possible. Surprisingly, my blood pressure 
turned out fine after the second go. Afterwards, the doctor 
came and asked me a series of questions. I was underweight, 
unhealthily pale and wasn’t getting enough sleep. She told me 
to get a blood test done at the nearest clinic then come back 
again the next week. I didn’t care about what she had to say. I 
just wanted to get back home and study for that history test. I 
never even gave the appointment a second thought.

I looked away as the needle penetrated my left arm, wincing at 
the pain. The nurse took 4 vials of my blood at what seemed to 
be an incredibly slow pace. I was at the Cleveland Clinic, 
following my doctor’s request for a blood test. Only three days 
later, my doctor urgently called my mother. She informed us 
that my red blood cell count was too low. I had to come in to 
the office as soon as possible. Upon arriving at the doctor’s, I 
was diagnosed with anemia. I had to take iron pills twice a day, 
eat calcium supplements, add 500 calories to my diet and I 
was prohibited from all athletic activity. According to the doctor, 
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my only option was to follow this inflexible schedule or else I 
would be hospitalized. After a span of six months, I slowly 
began gaining weight and color came back to my face. My 
focus began shifting from school to my health, and I 
abandoned my zombie existence to become human once 
again.

_____________

Piano
Eight years of practice
I hated every second

Why did I do it?
_____________

 
Dear Mr. Santa,

I think that ive been a good girl this year, so I really really 
reaaallly dont want to get cole (I heard you give bad kids cole 
instead of presents). I can even prove that I was good this 
year!!! First, I forgave my brother Frank after he bit my arm at 
the nature museum (I was even bleeding AND I didnt even hit 
him AND I didnt even cry). Second, I got 100% on all my times 
tables tests and Mrs. Galosi told mom that I was a good 
student in her class. Third, I actually listened when mom told 

me to turn off the TV (at least most of the time…hehe). Now 
that you know I am good, here is what I want:
A webkinz stuffed animal (I like bunnies/rabbits a lot becuse 
that is my chinese zodiac sign) 

The pink dress from The Children’s Place (the one with the 
ruffles and flower print) 

Money $$$ (I want to add to the money I get from red packets 
during Chinese New Year, so I can be the richest person in the 
whole wide world) 

THANK YOU SO SO SO SO SO SO SO MUCH!!!
Michelle Yin

P.S. I hope you like the cookies I picked from the store, my 
friend Melissa said she heard sugar cookies were your 
favorite, so thats what I got you.

_____________

19 Tips for Happiness:
 
1. Relax: don’t sweat the small stuff 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2. Be grateful for what you have 

3. Develop a healthy lifestyle 

4. Remember that you’re not alone 

5. Balance work and personal life 

6. Commit to your goals 

7. Be present 

8. Let go of anger 

9. Don’t be too serious 

10.Be open-minded 

11.Surround yourself with supportive people 

12.Take charge and be proactive (don’t procrastinate!) 

13.Understand failure is inevitable in the pursuit of success 

14.Focus wholeheartedly on what you care about 

15.Help others 

16.Don’t bottle up your emotions 

17.Treat yourself 

18.Forgive 

19.Believe that you deserve happiness 

_____________

It was the beginning of the school year in 2005. I attended 
Chippewa school for kindergarten in Mrs. Logan’s classroom. 
One day, during our daily phonics session at the front of the 
classroom, we learned about the soft g in “ing” words using 
flashcards. I was proud to have already known how to 
pronounce words like king and bring correctly. I felt like the 
smartest kid in the class, since all the other children were busy 
talking to each other, picking their noses or staring blankly at 
the teacher. After a 30 minute recess, Mrs. Logan sat us all 
down (with difficulty) to start on a new project. I hoped this one 
would be as fun as the earlier lesson in the day. Mrs. Logan 
announced, “We will start a drawing project today,” as she 
started passing out pieces of paper with rainbows on it. “You 
will draw something you have always wanted, but your mom or 
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dad have never bought for you,” she continued. At the age of 
6, I couldn’t remember anything I genuinely wanted, that my 
parents refused me. I brainstormed for an eternity. At first, I 
thought I could draw candy, but that wasn’t something I wanted 
that badly. In addition, drawing candy would be really difficult. 
They would probably come out looking like rocks or 
unidentifiable blobs. As I listened to my classmates’ ideas, one 
kid said they were going to draw candy. Well, at this point, I 
surely couldn’t draw candy under the rainbow anymore! Mrs. 
Logan would think I was stealing someone else’s idea. Another 
kid said a dog, but I was never very fond of pets (I already had 
a brother, you see). Then, another kid said a TV, but I already 
had two in my house. I also heard someone mention a car, but 
what would I do with a car? I don’t have anywhere to go 
besides school and home. I thought the drawing under the 
rainbow would be one of the hardest decisions of my life. I 
thought the rest of my kindergarten career depended on how 
much I could impress Mrs. Logan with my picture. At this point, 
everybody started to draw something on their page, and yet I 
still had no idea where to begin. So, to look like I was busy, I 
colored in the rainbow red, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple 
over and over again until the colors bled together. After seeing 
the pretty colors of the rainbow, I decided to draw flowers 
underneath because it would make a nice aesthetic. They 
would complement each other perfectly! As I drew a small 
patch of flowers, I gradually became excited. Oh how many 

different colors the petals could be! Then, I could add drawings 
of bees, our school mascot! The flowers smiled at me, 
cavorting across the field of grass as I drew. Just as I was 
gaining momentum, Mrs. Logan came over. She saw my 
picture, and her face turned into a frown. My spirit immediately 
dimmed. She told me I wasn’t doing it right and didn’t 
understand the activity. Then, she repeated, “You need to draw 
something you really want that your parents won’t buy for you. 
You can always pick flowers from your backyard or the park.” 
With my face burning and pointing to the ground, I said quietly, 
“I don’t know what to draw.” Then, Mrs. Logan asked me if I 
liked dolls. I did like dolls, so I nodded my head. Mrs. Logan 
decided that I should draw a doll under the rainbow, so that’s 
what I did. I violently crossed out the small patch of flowers I 
had already began to draw, and started on the new idea.

_____________
 
per·fect |p?rfikt for adjective; p?r'fekt for verb|
adjective
1 complete in every way and having no faults or errors
2 being as good as is possible; most excellent
3 correct or accurate; exact
verb
1 make (something) completely free from faults or defects, or 
as close to such a condition as possible
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origin
Middle English: from Old French perfet, from Latin perfectus 
completed, from the verb perficere, from per- through, 
completely + facere do.
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How He Could Have Died
Flash Fiction
Grade: 10
University School
Instructor: Jim Garrett
#

How He Could Have Died
If he dies old, he would be in the hospital, with a nurse leaning 
over the side of his bed. A tiny old television sitting in the 
corner of the room, flickering on channel thirty-eight, playing a 
late 90’s sitcom. At the foot of his bed sits a bowl of soggy, 
uneaten oatmeal. On the nightstand next to him is a can of 
oxygen, the only thing keeping him alive until the end. A musty, 
transparent gas mask attaches to his mouth and nose. No 
relatives are in the room with him; they all live too far away, 

unaware of his condition. He coughs. The mask clouds up with 
an opaque gas. A sharp pain bolts across his left side and he 
inhales sharply. He exhales and his body stiffens as the mask 
darkens entirely. Sighing, the nurse stands up. She lights a 
cigarette and breathes in deeply.
If he dies young and innocent, he will be at home. Mother 
grasps his right hand and holds his little sister’s left. Tears flow 
from both of their eyes. Father sits on the edge of the bed, 
telling him that it’ll be alright. Grandma sits in a grey velvet 
chair next to the bed, holding a plate of untouched chocolate 
chip cookies, still warm from the heat of the oven. A lamp next 
to him glows softly, casting looming shadows on the walls and 
illuminating the entirety of the room. A sprinkle of rain dances 
on the rooftop, trickling down the glass windows. A pile of 
phones sits on the kitchen counter, buzzing and ringing with 
messages of prayers and love, never to be seen by the one 
who needs it most. He takes the wig off of his bald head, 
telling them to thank those who helped and supported. He 
thanks the doctors who tried. He softly tells his family that he 
loves them, and that life moves on. He calmly passes on. His 
family, shaken with grief.
 
If he dies young and wild, he will be on the road. Far away 
from home. He’s driving with his friends in an old 2004 Jeep. 
It’s nearly three o’clock in the morning. The lights fly over head 
like an endless flock of birds. They’re out after a late night of 
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drinking at college parties. They agree to go out and grab 
some food. He volunteers to drive. He doesn’t feel tipsy. He 
feels free, like a balloon rising up in the sky. He zooms down 
the road going sixty-four in a thirty-five zone. There’s no one 
around, he thought, grinning. Their music pounds throughout 
the city. He rolls down the windows, exposing the sunroof. He 
steps on the gas, speeding up. He shouts at the top of his 
lungs, laughing. A red light flashes on the road. He continues 
his pace, ready to go straight through. A car appears out of the 
intersecting road, turning into his pathway. He realizes too late. 
He slams on the brakes, yanking the wheel to the right. His 
friends scream, intoxicated with fear. The wind temperature 
drops to a frigid icebox. 
If he dies right now, he would be inside his mother. Never to 
meet his sister. Never to meet his parents. Never to 
experience the joys and fears of life. Never to be born.
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Don't Keep the Peace
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Beth Armstrong
#

Don't Keep the Peace
The fact that America’s current political climate is toxic is not 
arguable. Seemingly every day, a new disparaging comment 
from a candidate or high-level official pops into mainstream 
news feeds. Countless lines in time-honored public etiquette 
have been not only crossed, but also hop-scotched, trampled, 
and spat on. This polarity also seems to have reached the 
level of ordinary citizens. I have not gone a week this fall 
without hearing about a spat between friends that led to the 

tragic severing of bonds, whether through media or word of 
mouth. Where is the beacon of light that we all desperately 
need? Where are the Bernie bros who offered to give out free 
hugs at Trump rallies? Where is the gentility of Bush II’s warm, 
fatherly Oval Office welcome note to Bill Clinton? Where is the 
sensitivity of McCain’s dignified acknowledgement of the 
Obama candidacy’s historical gravity? And possibly most 
concerning to us regular folks, where is the human respect we 
should have for our family, friends, and neighbors regardless 
of their choice in bumper sticker or yard sign? In “Good 
Neighbors, No Politics,” Margaret Renkl argues that it is still 
present, with one condition. Despite her family being the 
“token liberals,” she describes her close-knit Tennessee 
neighborhood with fondness, but also unashamedly cites 
silence and avoidance as the primary way the peace is kept. 
“What we don’t ever talk about is politics,” she states bluntly in 
an essay that is otherwise sentimental and optimistic. Most 
writers would use that strong statement as a springboard into a 
discussion of the culture of taboos and silences in our society, 
but instead, Renkl defends this censorship’s role in keeping 
her community together. She also addresses the fact that her 
neighbors are aware of their differing political inclinations, and 
cites their continued healthy relationships as proof that nothing 
that occurs “at the ballot box…could even touch what it means 
to clutch a friend in the street, wailing, or to text in the middle 
of the night, grieving in the dark.” She credits the depth of her 
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relationships for their survival. While I agree that it is possible 
and rewarding to sustain relationships across party lines, and 
that perhaps it isn’t as insurmountable a problem as the media 
would have us believe, I am uneasy with her methods and her 
reasoning.

At least in this essay, Renkl is content with leaving only one 
sentence to explain how she manages to keep out of 
arguments with neighbors: again, “What we don’t ever talk 
about is politics.” In other words, a strict don’t-poke-the-bear 
attitude. I am left to infer that she believes that people can and 
should keep their political opinions to themselves. But to form 
opinions on candidates and policy, we must be informed 
somehow, and in this day and age, when information can’t be 
reached through human interaction, it is merely instinct to 
search the web for answers. The thing about the internet is 
that users get to choose what they want to consume, and if 
they’re already leaning left or right, they’ll probably gravitate 
toward the media that is in line with their beliefs. The people 
who are reading Slate are not usually also reading Breitbart. 
On Twitter, Rachel Maddow’s followers usually don’t also 
follow Ann Coulter. As a result, by the time people have 
informed political opinions, they’ve probably only seen the 
facets of issues that agree with them, to little fault of their own 
thanks to web optimization and social media filters. They are 
getting farther and farther away from the center, where 

discussion is easiest, and even with the Big Sort, our physical 
communities are one of the only places left where we regularly 
encounter people with opposing political opinions. Without the 
neighborhood as a bastion for civil discourse, we lose yet 
another chance to try to bridge the ever-widening gap between 
our two parties. (Or one party and a dazed, amorphous 
grouping of people with vastly differing opinions masquerading 
as a party.)

Renkl proudly affirms that the profundity of her relationships 
with her neighbors is what keeps them alive today: “For more 
than two decades we have fed one another’s dogs and 
watered one another’s tomatoes and seen one another 
through every struggle imaginable: infertility and childbirth and 
postpartum depression and infidelity and divorce and troubled 
teenagers and dying parents and medical crises and, by far 
the most devastating of all, the loss of a child.” I am aware that 
it is easier said than done, as I have tried it out myself, but 
engaging in a thoughtful political dialogue seems at least 
doable in comparison to these monumental obstacles. 
Emotional support is worlds away from intellectual 
disagreements, but if we care about these people, the least we 
can do is sit down and really listen to them, whether it be about 
Trump or teenage woes or Clinton or child rearing. 

Works Cited
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I am Loud
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
#

I am Loud
It’s funny because my friends always tell me how loud I am
Loud like the cymbals in a marching band getting too close
Loud like the stinging sound of the smoke alarm as cookies 
burn in the oven
My laughter, chatter and whispers
 
I love being loud
Like an elephant’s trumpet

Like a thousand jets taking off at the same time
A lion’s roar can be heard miles deep into the jungle
Why else would he be crowned “ The King?”
 
I am loud but you tried to be just as loud as me
Screams of goodbye still ringing in my ears
Every time you left, I fell silent
You cut my tongue out
Replaced my mouth with a zipper you thought you could 
control,
Took my voice box away and suddenly
Words became the pile of letters at the bottom of our scrabble 
game
We were always missing the letters “R” and “V”
You joked about the letters taking a cross-country road trip
And I would laugh
Every single time
 
I only knew the world through your thick, old-fashioned lenses
But you are the reason I can no longer roar
After those months
When I saw you get on
Plane after plane after plane
 
I am no longer the king of the jungle
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Why don't Gay Black Men write about Nature?
Writing Portfolio
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Why don't Gay Black Men write about 
Nature?
Push/Sorry

You’re beautiful, baby girl
7 pounds
caramel skin
Caribbean blood
you’re so adorable
when your eyes fill up with tears

you’re so amazing
when you perm your hair
you’re so beautiful
when you buy foundation
one shade lighter
 
Just so you know
I’m your son
you thought I would be a girl
you wanted to call me Eva Marie
you were a college student
You’re too young to think of college now
your mom went
        your dad…. didn’t
but you’ll go
you’ll go because everyone expects you to
you’ll go to prove that you’re just as good as your mother
you’ll go because you damn sure
aint ending up another dropout
you can’t end up like your father
YOU CAN’T END UP LIKE YOUR FATHER
 
Your mother was a nurse
Your father was a deadbeat
mine was too
maybe you loved my father

Portfolio: Gold Key

MARCUS HARVEY
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because he reminded you of yours
maybe you slept with my daddy
because he liked it when you called him daddy
and maybe you liked it too
because it was a reminder
of the people
you never got to call
mommy and daddy
 
Dad told me how unattached you get
how you’re evil
how you’re satanic
how he misses you
you’re a succubus, ma
you’ve drained him of his soul
someone drained you of yours
didn’t they
it’s a cycle
i’m searching for a soul now
i want a filler for my black hole now
 
But this isn’t about me
this about you ma
I’m not mad at you; I love you
I just thought you should know
do you love me back

do you at least love
what I used to be?
back when
I was quiet
battered
afraid of my own opinion
I’d sat outside with mosquitos biting me
but the bugs biting weren’t
the worst pain I’ve experienced
 
i’m sorry
sorry my dad didn’t bring a condom
sorry you were the final chapter of a book you’d never read
sorry abortion wasn’t acceptable back then
sorry your past is the prohibitor of your future
sorry i can’t push like you can
sorry

Parents (excerpt)

SON lies down on a bed, with MOM sitting on the edge. The 
two try to avoid eye contact with each other.

MOM
(after a beat)
Your father-
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SON
Don’t.
 
MOM shuffles uncomfortably. SON goes on his phone.
 
MOM
We need to talk about this.
 
SON
Why? He’s not here. Why speak of the dead?
 
MOM
Your father is not dead.
 
SON
He’s dead to me.
 
MOM sighs and looks down at SON, who looks up from his 
phone momentarily.
 
SON
Mom, I don’t want to talk about this. Not now. Not after 14 
years. There’s no point.
 
MOM

There’s always a point.
 
SON
And what’s his?
 
MOM goes to speak, but SON cuts her off.

SON
I don’t need him. He didn’t want me so I don’t need him. I’m 
fine. I don’t need no damn daddy.
  
MOM
Don’t curse in my house.

SON
I don’t give a DAMN.
  
MOM
You will NOT speak to me like that!
 
SON
Mom, just drop it. You’re so worried about me needing a male 
role model, it’s too late. I’m fine. He left us and I don’t need no 
man to raise me.
 
MOM
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I left HIM.
 
SON stops playing with his phone. He looks up at his mother, 
who bites her lip and looks at her hands in her lap.
 
SON
You… left?
 
MOM
(looks away)
I-
 
SON
You told me he… he left for Texas.
 
MOM
(after a beat)
He’s filed for custody.
 
SON sits up in his bed, looking at MOM, upset.

SON
You lied.
  
MOM
(shrugs as she continues looking down)

What else was I to do?
 
SON
Why would you leave?
 
MOM
He wouldn’t have raised you right.
 
SON
He’s better than nothing; Mom, are you serious? All these 
years?
 
MOM
I don’t like that tone.
 
SON
I don’t like you LYING to me!
 
MOM
(sighs, getting off the bed)
I knew you wouldn’t understand, you’re too young.
 
SON
I’m too young?
(gets up from bed)
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MOM
You want a father who’s gonna tell you you’re worthless when 
he comes home from the bar? A father who’s gonna break a 
window so he doesn’t break your arm from grabbing it too 
hard? Then fine. I’ll sign off. But just know, he's told me he was 
clean before, and he went right back too the booze. And I'm 
not expecting any different with you.
 
Beat. SON looks at MOM as she stares him down. SON huffs.
 
SON
Don’t leave this up to me after this long. You know how much I 
wanted to meet him—
 
MOM
Meet him!? Oh, after all this talk about not needing a father, 
you wanna meet him?
 
SON
I—
(swallows hard)
Every man needs a father.
 
MOM looks at SON, and they begin to soften.
 
MOM

Am I a bad parent?
 
SON
…I don’t know. I never had any other to compare you too.
 
SON goes back on the bed, back to the phone. MOM slowly 
walks back to the bed and sits on it. The two are in the same 
position that they started in.

Genesis

The Book of Genesis according to St. Marc
(inspired by Miguel Pinero)
 
Before the beginning,
God felt a funny feeling
about a man
so being God
he bottled his feelings
and in the beginning
God created the gay districts
with rainbow flags
and BDSM brothels,
and God thought this was good
just not in his house
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but he said “let there be more gay districts”
and there were more gay districts
God saw this as fruity
so he made the downtowns around them
And on the second day
God created     the twinks
       the bears
the butches
the lipstick lesbos
and they were naked
and God gave them leaves to cover themselves
but the Devil granted them tattoos and leather
and this made God unhappy.
But God in his wise ways,
God created the clubs,
which begat party-and-play
which begat nonprotective sex
which begat HIV
and God saw this as good
 
But then he realized,
“Oh no, what about reproduction?”
So God created the breeders
and he created their religions
and the clergy members
who begat fear

who begat Leviticus 18:22
who begat gay bashing
who begat heteronormality.
and God saw this was good,
but on the third day,
He was watching his downtowns bloom,
and the Devil had his filthy hands
on the gays again
they were rioting for rights
protesting for power
and God saw this wasn’t good,
in fact, it was bringing back his funny feelings
So God created conservatism
which begat homophobia
which begat gay panic
which begat God Hates Fags
which begat traditional family values
 
and God sat back
with his tina
and he said
“Yaaaaaas, bitch”
But the breeders
were getting tired
and they begged
and they pleaded to God
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they said, “Separate church and state!”
And God said,
“Think of me —
I mean… think of the kids.”
And the Republicans thought of the kids
and they kept on thinking of the kids
and they do think about the kids
even as their pastors prey on the kids
and the Bible brainwashes the kids
And God saw this all as FABULOUS
and he put on his glitter makeup
hiding in his fancy  little  closet
and he kissed the mirror

Holes

cold fingertips
heat draining
leeching power
from his poise
staring into a mirror of
hazel brown eyes
holding back tears
his father said they
shouldn’t be seen
 

stained shirt from salty drips
he’s been trying to strip
himself
create a hole in his soul
 
his soul
had dreams
of being anything
but Poseidon’s rushing waters
roared saltwater tides
into the veins
in his brain
as years grew by
these dreams gave way to
virility and arrogance
 
he saw his father
thrusting in desperation
searching for the soul of man
his father became afraid
of her padaria
too many sons
too much power he said
and this boy became afraid
yet he lusted
craved the power
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craved that paideia
between a woman’s thighs
 
the pleasure was a flash of yellow
that shone into his eyes
giving him the strength of Zeus
and he ruled over his woman
ruled over the bruises
on her insides
ruled over the hickeys on her neck
and her spirit suffered
she’s invisible
invisible to his spectrum of light
 
he began thrusting
emulating his father
began searching
for the soul of man
but she only produced female fruit
this made him worried
because her full moons
were becoming brighter than his sun
his sun was dimming
and the paideia between her thighs
scared him
said it had too much power

took his sweet lifeblood away
 
but within his sun was an icy core
so while he kept thrusting
he’d frozen her bruises
with icy sunlight
pushed her back down
away from his spectrum
into black holes of her woes
darker than the pupils of her eyes
his sunlight dipped and ripped
her paideia apart
 
sinking her into muddy seas
she stares into his eyes
darkening with lust
with suppression of Gaia’s warmth
his fingertips are cold
plunging her into icy waters
deeper than Earth’s core
deeper than Hades
deeper than a man’s oceans

Little Red

In the year 2016
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there lived a cute girl
her mother was extremely overprotective of her
and her grandmother loved her very much
so much in fact
that to protect her
she made her a hooded red jacket
that fit the girl a bit too large
her grandma told her it was because
‘men won’t chase
what they can’t see’
and she wore the jacket so much
everyone called her Red Riding Hood
 
One day her mother asked Red to
check up on her grandmother after school
so Red hopped on the Red Line
got off at Windermere
and as she was waiting at the stop
she met a wolf
who’s Sex-Ray vision let him see past her jacket
and into her untouched breasts
his vision slid down to her unpenetrated hole
and he had a great mind to grab her there
but he dared not
because of some police cruising around
so instead he said hi like a gentleman

introduced himself
told her she looked oh so scrumptious
a compliment Red never heard before
since her curves were usually concealed
Wolf asked her where she was going
and poor, naive Red,
she just shrugged and told him she was taking the 37
“What stop you get off at?” he said,
and she replied, “my grandma live off 156th”
“So you getting off at Waterloo”
“Yeah, she right around the corner."

And as the girl waited for her bus
Wolf decided to get an Uber
got dropped off at 156th
and knocked on the first door of the first house
that had a great garden and a cross on the door
“tap, tap, tap”
“Red is that you” Grandma cried, to which Wolf said,
in his youngest, most feminine voice,
“Yeeeeeees, Nana”
“Well the door’s still broken so you can just come in”
and the wolf let himself in
immediately falling upon the old woman
sacrificing her to his throes of misogyny
his entitlement reenergized



853

then sat in her bed
putting on Nana’s bonnet
her cold cream, her glasses
hiding his body under the covers
 
He heard the squeak of the bus stopping
licked his lips in anticipation
Red walked up to the door,
“tap tap tap”
“Red is that you chile?”
“Yeah Nana”
“Well come in”
So Red came in
walked up the stairs
opened up the bedroom door
“Nana,let me hug you!”
And Wolf sat up, hugging her by the bed
and Red said
“Ooh, Nana, what big arms you have!”
Which were all the better to hold her down with
“Nana, what big eyes you have”
Which were all the better to stare into her eyes
“Nana, what big lips you have!”
Which were better to whisper “you asked for this” into her ear
And this was the point when Red knew this was not her Nana
so she tried everything she could

fighting
scratching at his arms
clawing at his face
screaming into his ear
but this fairtytale wasn’t meant to have a happy ending
when he finished
Wolf let Red go
her tears ran down her face like tap water
she went home
cried in the bathtub
went downstairs
cried to her mother
went to the police
cried in the interrogation room
and they said
“you certainly were asking for it with that jacket on.”

When?

When you were born,
did you decide not to cry
because you wanted to be a man?
did your fists ball up
because you already had emotions
suppressed with yourself
bottled up in that tiny little body
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did you already have the weight
of the world
on your shoulders?
 
When you nestled in your mother’s bosom,
bare chest against baby face,
did you hold yourself against her breast
for support or sexual experience,
something to boast to the other newborns about,
your momma having Double D’s?
and on your first birthday,
when she helped you blow out your candles,
did you feel inferior because
you needed a woman to help you out?
 
when you first went to preschool,
first heard from other boys about cooties,
did your masculine pride
clash with your flirtatious charm?
did you promise juice boxes and carrot sticks
with the intention of rejection?
were the girls’ skirts too short, too tight to resist?
did the nipples, revealed through tight tee shirts,
awaken your sexual appetite?
 
when did you realize?

who taught you
that your masculinity must never be challenged
who taught you the pyramid scheme
of gender roles and sexuality
what age did you decide that
you were the king of the world
and she was only your footrest
when were one woman’s feelings
another man’s treasure
left to the bottom of his ocean

Reflections
 
i saw this boy
grey sweater, muddy sneakers
on his computer
he’s writing poems
and drowning himself to feel alive again
and i snagged him out the tear-water clogging his lungs
i told him to put his happy mask on
and he did
 
then at the bus stop
i saw him
replying to more “wyd’s” “asl’s” “unlock them nudes’”
losing himself to
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creaky mattresses
rough fingers
sacrificing his nirvana
give his heart to
boys who were too clumsy
to handle delicate objects
he cut himself on shards of glass
because he didn’t want
to look into his own reflection
 
i caught him
sipping sprite
sitting on library steps
wondering if anybody else recognized him
waiting for somebody to notice
he’s shivering in summer weather
kicking litter because
he’s spent too much time
trying to save trash
while nobody’s been saving him
 
he knows the rapid
is the best place to cry
he hides his face under his beanie
red eyes
blotchy skin

and i think of him
redeeming himself because
at least online guys like him
so he skypes
self-valuing because
people hold them in his arms when they’re close
so he sexts
 
when we turned 17
he blew out birthday candles
gifted himself with an anxious smile
my nails were bit down     scarred
so I hid them underneath the table
while they spoke of his
“sensitivity” “sweet heart”
all he could hear was
“no fems no fats no blacks”
and it reminded me
of the difference in my right and his left brain
 
he swallows pills
a prescription for my broken liver
it almost matches the broken heart
our parents endowed upon him
he wrote essays on
the beauty of a man’s bulge
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and they disapproved
dangled his sanity
in paperclip chains
 
he saw heat and lust on his tv
he wants that heat on his body
he wants to be free
will you do it?
can you do it?
maybe you should
you should set him free
 
i should be used to this by now
his throbbing eyes
his stomach churns
he’s been dancing on poles
connected to glass ceilings
slitting his throat with slices of
self-hate and insecurity
florida water poisoned his mind
made him think his inner god
was lost long ago
 
he remembered
how he felt so defeated
after he was called an oreo

how he’d succumbed
to the heartbeat inside the closet
how warm he felt
when men rubbed their hands
down his abdomen
and I watched
as they touched him
all he felt were holes in his heart
 
i haven't seen the boy for a while
light eyes and sienna skintone
he’d ducked into a new dimension
inhaling springtime air
and humming pop songs
to him
he is unknown
but i’mma call him Cinnamon
and I want Cinnamon to know
he doesn’t have to be caged anymore

D/ee
 
Our parents are strong Christians
we were raised on bible lessons
and bedtime prayers
we’ve outgrown those times now
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but I want to tell you
that I asked God why today
I asked God why he’d curse you
with a body you’d never be comfortable with
with a family who’d never understand your struggles
with a school who couldn’t wrap their heads
around homosexuality
let alone
    let alone
 
I don’t want to say it David
I don’t want to say this word
this statistic
I don’t want to say the word
that could very well be your death sentence
Pittsburgh is not a nice place
it’ll split you into two like the Ohio River
bridge your uncomfortability
with your innocence
carve your emotions into hills and valleys
 
I want to hold your hand
laugh with you
cry with you
I want to be there
when you take your first shot

buy your first palette
Skype doesn’t make a good social setting
for these types of talks
but I want you to know
your life decisions do not lie in an 8 ball
or an @ name
or a twitter community
we cannot control alt delete these feelings and restart
there is no modification that can alter your emotions
there is no exit without saving the stigmas we will face
 
ive been to busy in my own sexuality
to realize ours were not the same
i didn’t realize your hurt was more gender
than gender loving
transitioning culture is the hardest part of being trans
but I pray to God
that he blesses you with the best estrogen
gifts you the most glorious girl parts
you can dream of
but maybe I should ask the Devil instead
since god intended for you to be in this body
cuz a holy book
        edited by unholy men
says so
in that case
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I hope Satan gifts these niggas 7 deadly sins
 
Lust when you strut down the street
Envy when you getting another nigga numbers
Gluttony when they’re full of your kisses
Sloth so they can sleep and dream about you
Greed so they hustle to try and buy your heart
And anger
anger that your pride makes them feel shy
your hershey’s kisses are delectable
your black nails are impenetrable
your love handles have too much heart for people to handle
Dee
your black and your woman will contrast in this world
you will be told being trans is a “white people thing”
be told your woman is a reflection of devil’s work
told your black is the reason you should stay a boy
and Imma tell you
your goddess is hidden behind a Mulan mask
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five thousand days
How It Began

When people asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up I 
answered doctor, lawyer, accountant, analyst despite my 
overwhelming urge to say writer, writer, writer. From a young 
age I believed that writing was reserved for geniuses with 
tremendous luck. Writers have to have super human 
imaginations and fairies that put their manuscripts under 
publishers’ pillows. Because my parents moved us to the 

United States from Colombia and left an entire life so that I 
could have a better future, I grew up feeling I could not gamble 
with their sacrifices. I felt that I could not afford to fail. My 
future was already mapped out. I would get a good education 
to get a steady job. I needed safe and reliable;  no setbacks no 
daydreaming.

       Writing was too big of a risk to fit into my safe steady 
future, so I learned to compartmentalize. There was writing, 
there was life, and they had to live in separate spaces. When I 
switched to a new school, I signed up for the research program 
although I pictured myself in the writing center. Every choice I 
made reflected a future I thought I was supposed to have. I 
thought I had to choose between my parents’ approval and 
poetry. Between success and writing.

Still I crafted poems after school. While listening to podcasts 
about poetry and watching interviews with playwrights and 
novelists, I filled my mind with words that sounded good. I 
went back to the basics, pulled out Shel Silverstein from my 
bookshelves and taped quotes to my mirror. I read stand up 
comedians’ memoirs for an entire summer. In my junior year, I 
went to poetry workshops after school. I spent countless 
Friday afternoons with a ponytailed poet named John writing 
as much as I could. When he would come to Cleveland every 
couple of weeks I could savor language for a few hours, and 
for those few hours I pretended I was a poet because I loved 

Portfolio: Gold Key

MARIA PERILLA
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the way the world looked like when I held up metaphors to it. It 
was the same feeling I got when I first got a pair of glasses. 
Even though it was in secret, I really did love all of it. I could 
not get enough of it. I was running out of space to hide it.

       Despite my best efforts, writing pushed out doubt. I started 
to carry around a notebook. I watched the sunset for a little bit 
longer and wrote down the colors. I observed trees just 
because I liked the way they leaned into each other the same 
way my dad leans into my mom after he gets home from work. 
I wanted to remember that. I wanted to remember the 
Thursday evening and how it blushed into dusk. I run into 
poetry at swim practice, between classes, and during lunch. At 
night it dives down from the moon and into my covers. I wake 
up in awe of dewdrops, find charm in my cheerios and reach 
for my notebook so I can capture the road I drive to school on 
after a night of rain.

       I thought “writer” was a bad word; it is silly now to see how 
wrong I was. I thought I could put life and poetry in separate 
boxes, on two different shelves inside two separate houses, 
but you cannot separate joint from bone. The older I get the 
more I fall in love with the world. The more I fall in love with the 
world, the more I write poetry. Before, it had been as if I merely 
existed. Waiting restlessly for poetry to find me, hand me a 
flash light, and say, “Go where it feels like something has 
always been missing. Write down what happens next”.

Observations

Gush
you are underwater
your mother left the sink running your father is screaming
angry bubbles form from his mouth as he squeezes his eyes 
shut tight like the elevator doors in the building where the man 
jumped off last tuesday
and as the water fills up the rest of your cookie cutter house,
you watch your underwear float up from the oak cabinet and 
across your nightstand,
dancing like the tropical fish you wrote a report on in the 
seventh grade. And so,
you're eyes shut tight too,
your lungs sad deflated birthday balloons,
and all you can think is how you left the toaster plugged in, and
that one time
with
the concussion and
the nosebleed and
how beautiful it all was when
red ran down
the snow. 

Honey
Can you own the sky?
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You can name the stars after your children but children were 
barely yours to begin with
Can you hold a summer's day in the your clammy palms? 
Maybe
but not a summer's night,
wide like hips, like parted lips
long like the walk from the ice-cream parlor to your driveway to 
the porch steps
After dinner, when you run through sprinklers on the football 
field,
the cotton candy sky sets slow like honey down the rim of your 
favorite coffee cup
Slow and gold, pink then purple then black
After the football field when the fireflies come out, you walk 
home in the dark, count the kitchen lights left on,
list names for your children at each bulb hope they come 
sweet and leave slow
Slow and gold, pink then purple then black. 

Suburban Overture 
Last night the sky was not black but purple
and I couldn't tell airplane from star so for a while
the lovely lights danced near each other the way boys and girls 
do.

And before that, the sky was so pink I stuck my tongue out to 
taste it, like a thick slice of watermelon, juice dribbling down 
my chin.
The trees leaned their leafy bodies over the road just to listen
for the sprinklers turning on sounded like Debussy
the boy watering his plants splashed Tchaikovsky onto the 
sidewalk a golden retriever barked the best of Bach
and a young buck bowed as I passed him in the park
for there was Vivaldi in the squeak of my sneaker
and Mozart traveling in the breeze. 

Mackinac 
 
On the island the stars fill the sky like white bread crumbs on a 
black marble countertop.
 
As I lay there on the cool grass, the big dipper shone in 
between the trees and the moon was a thin white smile pulled 
up by cosmic cheeks.
 
There was a wedding on the island so people roared outside 
our window into the early morning light.
 
And I didn’t think about him leaving.
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I didn’t think about missed phone calls and silence between 
rooms.
 
I thought about hamburgers, bug bites, and streams that flow 
forever.
I thought about turning into our parents, diet coke, and rain.
 
A storyteller told us that spirits are said to appear regularly. 
 Soldiers catch rides on carriages and women in white wail by 
the big stone gates.
 
So I thought a lot about what it must feel like leave a soul 
behind.
 
On the island, the sun sets slow like a winding down music 
box. Like it wants to be watched when it dips its glowing body 
into the endless blue.
 
The whole world stops for minute.
 
The sound of slow breaths can be heard beyond the gardens, 
as liquid gold runs underneath the red rusting bridge.

3

The highway is wet and grey but a fat orange moon sits over 
dust in the sky.
 
After that moon the trees shed their leaves and the road is 
covered in gold.
 
Orange, red, yellow, copper, and crimson. A cardinal’s wings, a 
glass of red wine, the muddy brown footprint of a well worn 
boot.
 
After that moon, the sun burns a deeper gold. Amber peaks 
through blades of grass on hill after hill after hill.
 
A chipped porcelain mug.  
A fogged up pair of glasses.
A marching band.
 
Wool socks smoked like paper at the foot of a bed. A slow 
breathing body curled under cream-colored covers, knees 
pulled into chest.
 
A fat wiggling worm. 
Blue freckled eggs in a round nest.
A greedy grey squirrel.
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The sun starts to dip. Slow then quick then the suburb drops 
into dark. Cell towers and airplanes wail in the night sky. The 
streetlights turn on. The sky is the deepest blue yet.
 
Three sleeping bodies curl inside of the house.
 
Three sleeping bodies croon through the night.
Three windows are left open.
Three nervous hearts
Three dreaming minds
 
And 567 miles away and a blurry giggling boy falls into his cab.
 
A shining silver river slides under a bridge.  
 
Moths circle streetlights.
 
Mosquitos steal fat juicy bites

Cindy

“Okay so,” She said placing her hands on her hips for 
emphasis and pausing to make sure she had everyone’s 
attention. “So I was going to like ask him out. You know like 
casual or whatever. Cause like, he had been eyeing me all 
night, and I was bored so it might as well just be him, you 

know?” We nodded, she was glowing; she was literally radiant. 
“So like I went up to him, and I was wearing that vinyl mini 
skirt, real tight, textbook material seduction sort of stuff.”
 
“C’mon Cindy,” said a girl sitting next to her. “Just tell the story, 
we have to get going soon,” Cindy flashed the girl a red-hot 
look. The girl looked like a scared wet dog. Silly girl. We all 
knew Cindy knew best. Silly wet dog-whimpering girl.
 
“Anyway,” Cindy continued. “I started to walk towards him and 
we made eye contact but then he like started hitting on some 
other chick right in front of me. Like what the hell man. And she 
wasn’t even, like, hot you know. Nothing naughty, nothing bad 
about her. Like I would totally get it if there was but there 
wasn’t.” She paused, moving a hair out of her perfect face. We 
waited. “Well I walked up to him and I smiled, touched his 
thigh, you know did the whole thing, took him right from the 
other girl. You should have seen her face. It was…pathetic, 
yeah pathetic. And he had no idea, like so clueless. ” She 
reached into her pocket and pulled out some chewing gum. 
The bell rang. No one moved.

“ Next thing you know, we are in his car, you know, really 
getting into it, and I am looking into his eyes, he had these 
great green eyes… and bam! I cut right into him. Took his 
great green soul. Sucked it right out of him. And like it wasn’t 
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even hard. It was like cutting into butter, actually not even. It 
was like…frosting, yeah frosting.” The edge of her mouth 
curled up into a jagged smile. Our eyes widened. We were so 
hungry for her, starving.

“Well that my one millionth soul. Delicious right? Who says 
Hell can’t be fun! And like don’t worry though you guys! You’ll 
all get there! It takes centuries of practice to be like a really 
good demon. And like I’m no Satan either, I just put in the 
work. That is what school is for. Besides we literally have 
eternity.” She popped a perfect pink bubble, got up, and 
stepped into the flaming hall. 

Girls

Girls are told to be quiet. Girls are told to be still.
Girls are called too tall, too short, too skinny, too fat.
Girls are told not to drink at parties.
Girls are told not to trust him even if his eyes look like the 
bright blue July sky.
Girls are told he is only looking for one thing.
Girls are told that once they give it away they can never get it 
back.
Girls are told they are made of pieces that can be taken from 
them.
Girls have so many pieces taken from them.

 
Boy with bright blue July sky eyes tells girl that she belongs to 
him.
Boy tells Girl that this is Romantic.
 
 
Girls are told not to cry in public.
Girls are told to stand up straight like pine trees.
 
He says that Boys only like Girls with spines like pines.
 
Girls are tired of trying to lose five pounds.
 
Girls are tired of being called gardens, gates, temples, 
trophies, statues, shorelines, canvases, cars, and slow soft 
falling rain.
 
 
Girls kissed Girls on wet grass.
 
Girls wrote poems.
Girls laughed loudly.
Girls were kind to the red rivers running down their hips 
Girls said Shit, Damn, and Fuck.
 
Girls were not gardens.
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Girls were not churches, or shrines, or fenced it fruit.
 
Girls were Girls.
Girls were Bones, were Skin, were Teeth.
 
Girls were Mean Marching Bands.
 
Girls were Singing Trumpets,
 
Swinging Mallets,
 
Roaring Drums.

Alien Writer American Dream

I am 4 years old.
Mama and I are at our first Real American Birthday Party. 
There are so many little girls just like me, but nothing like me. 
We line up to play a game with a clown. Time after time a little 
girl walks away from the game with a stuffed animal. I wait in 
line while everyone around me talks like they’re underwater. I 
nod and say okay when anything is directed at me. More 
underwater talk; I say “okay, okay, okay”. It is my turn and I am 
so ready for my Real American Birthday Party stuffed animal 
too. I play the game with the clown like all the other little girls 
and am handed a coloring book. I don’t understand. I point at 

the stuffed animals, the man talks and talks in tongues. He 
won’t give me the stuffed animal. I am crying now. In this 
moment all I know of America is a cold winter in a cold house, 
where people talk yet saying nothing at all. Mama picks me up. 
I tell her about the game and the coloring book, but she 
doesn’t know how to help. We are a different species it seems. 
This is the earliest memory of my otherness.
 

***

As long as I can remember I have had this desperate love 
affair with words. When I was younger it was a puppy love, a 
schoolgirl crush at best. Nowadays poems only seem to crawl 
into my covers between the hours of one and four in the 
morning. Poetry these days is an impatient lover. I let it seep 
into my mouth and stay there like it owns my tongue. I have 
never written poems in Spanish. Spanish has been a better 
friend than poetry. She has always been kind, even in my 
stubborn formative years. Years ago, we would fight all the 
time when I twirled her and English together carelessly, when I 
stood her up, when I stopped calling. I know better now, I treat 
her well. With me she knows she is always at home.

***

I translate waiters at restaurants around seven. I explain 
permission slips, TV shows, American names, directions, jokes 
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and books. I help my parents write emails at 12. “People think 
I’m wise because I wait to talk,” papa says. “Really, I am just 
trying to find the right words, but I could sound so smart if I 
could speak like you and your brother. Now that would be a 
different story wouldn’t it?” papa reaches for my hand across 
the dinner table and squeezes it tight. My hands look just like 
my father’s. We share the same winding veins with the same 
insatiable hunger to take things apart just to put them back 
together. My father makes use out of this hobby. He is our 
resident handyman. I make poems out of mine. I will go 
through layers until there is only bone. I take things apart just 
to see what it is to be deconstructed. How it must feel to be so 
easily assembled and unassembled. I ask you reader: are you 
satisfied knowing you are only a little part in a machine more 
important than you? Does your life start when you figure out 
your purpose as part of a whole? Are you whole yet? Are you 
lonely? Are you afraid?

***

I step out of the taxi. The rental car place is empty on this 
particular Sunday night in California. The rental car place is not 
a nice spot. It has broken up asphalt and a chain link fence. 
The cars are curiously parked in only one corner, each one in 
a different direction. The same way you put away crayons in 
their box as an impatient child and I wonder, what kind of 

person parks cars like that. Anyway…so the rental car place is 
not very beautiful, and the cars are a nervous mess, but I look 
up… and there it is. This magnificent sky, this obese heaven, 
and it is fading into blacks and blues like one big bruise to take 
pride in. They say everything is bigger in America. Whoever 
“they” are, whatever “they” have seen or heard, they are right 
about this. For if the holiest person I knew told me that what I 
saw getting out of that taxi was the spotless cheek of God, I 
would have shouted “yes!” and “of course I knew it was, I knew 
it was, I always knew it was!”

***

 I remember reading this story once when a was little about the 
word “please” and how it was a little elf that lived inside of a 
boy’s mouth. And when the boy stopped saying it, the little elf 
got bored and left him to find someplace more polite. I like to 
think that maybe poetry is like this too. It comes to live inside 
your body but only for a little while. So maybe I’m the bed and 
breakfast on the side of the road that only hosts the weary 
traveler for a night. At least I can bill him for whatever he 
breaks, and I am not totally responsible for whatever mess he 
makes inside these walls. I mean how was I to know that this 
one would be such a troubling houseguest anyway.

***
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The first piece of poetry I discovered was on YouTube. It was 
Sarah Kay’s poem Point B. In that moment something reached 
out from within the cosmos and took a hold of me. And so, 
since then, I have not stopped writing. I write in search of that 
thunderous grip, I write trying to give it a name. I write because 
the day before I heard that poem was a just another day but 
the moment poetry stormed into my life, that was it. I was on. I 
was awake. Before, It had been as if I merely existed. Waiting 
restlessly for her to find me, hand me a flash light, and say, 
“Go where it feels like something has always been missing. 
Write down what happens next”.

To my older brother in college

The last time we sat and really talked was in the parking lot of 
CVS eating King Cones.
 
You were wearing a button down and bright shorts with 
Sperry’s.
I think you would wear a button down to bed.
I know that you are happy, and I know that you finding a lot 
about yourself.
 

I know that when you got drunk for the first time you skipped to 
McDonalds and told jokes to the statue of Benjamin Franklin 
because you called me the morning after.
 
And when you first got high you told Mom cause you thought it 
would be funny,
And then she made you pinky promise to never to it again,
And your face turned red like the tomato you passed to my 
salad when she wasn’t looking.
 
 
Mom and Dad always talk about you.
Sometimes like I haven’t met you.
So they tell the whole story from the beginning.
 
How you were terrible at sports and wore wire framed glasses.
How you were an old man in an 8 year olds body.
How one Sunday, a boy and the skating rink pushed me over,
So you skated around him in circles,
Until you knocked him on his ass.

November 9

When I was four years old, I came to this country a running 
bubbling caramel colored fast talking thing. I held my mom's 
hand when our plane took off and from what I remember that 
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was the scariest part. We rented the top floor of a house in 
Shaker Heights so weren't allowed to jump up and down. 
Every week my mom let my brother and I pick out a toy from 
the dollar store. English was a new taste in my mouth, as was 
pizza and PB&J.
 
For the first time in my life, I saw snow.
 
I believed in the American Dream because I believed in my 
father. I believed in working hard and hand me downs. I 
believed in the dream because that’s what it was. A dream. A 
miracle of a thing: four Colombian immigrants inside a warm 
house, a yellow stripped school bus, a box of 64 crayons, a 
Wendy's, a blue truck, a pink tutu, a green card.
 
On November 9th, I woke up to a world that did not feel mine. I 
woke up to the darkest despair I have ever felt in my life. I saw 
the people that I love looking hollow and defeated. I saw the 
heaviest sorrow settling onto their brilliant minds. I searched 
for something to hold on to, but it was too dark, too grey, too 
cold, and too dead to want to try. I wondered if there was 
anything left to salvage.
 
I am still wondering it now.
 

I read somewhere in the storm of tweets and posts that grief is 
work. My English teacher, red hot with rage, handed me an 
essay by poet named Hanif. It ended in, "I think we'll make a 
way. Despite." I don't know if we are supposed to hope now, or 
fight now, but I think we ought to try. Or at least keep moving, 
keep writing, keep marching and roaring. I am not going to 
pretend that I have any of the answers although I have 
searched for them in so many eyes.
 
At least, I cannot deny this: even through our tears, even in our 
mourning, I felt a fiercely courageous resilience in my friends. 
My friends who are my teachers. My teachers who are my 
friends. All the people that have become my family. They held 
me up that day, and yesterday, and today.
 
When I went home after swim practice, the sun still colored the 
sky violet, and the trees still stood raining gold. I may be afraid, 
but I am still American and I define that as "Making a way, 
despite". I may be lost but I am not alone. I am here.
 
We mourn, but we move. We mourn and we march on.



869

The Final Portfolio
Writing Portfolio
Grade: 12
St Joseph Academy
Instructor: Erin Libbey

           

The Final Portfolio
Dearest Daughter

With your tiny little feet
And your bright blue eyes,
I brought you to life
But you are in for a surprise.

Here is some wisdom
To get you through your years.

Follow these steps
And you will have no fears. 

Always respect your parents,
They love you a lot,
Even when you feel
They put you on the spot.

Cherish education
And work really hard.
If you do this,
You are sure to go far. 

Love yourself every single day,
Even if you don't see it.
For one day you will find a love
Who will value every bit.

Keep your friends close.
Let them stay in your heart,
That's always where they will be
Even when you depart.

Never listen to the words
Of hate or despise.
Instead of letting them tear you down

Portfolio: Silver Key
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Let them help you rise. 

Find beauty in small things,
In the sun and the moon,
And if ever we shall part,
Know that I will see you soon.

Only In

Time do we
see              how far we
comeandgo so fast
to get where we want to be

Love do we
know            what it's like
to feel like a                       fast   rollercoasteride
                                                                        zoom. 

Sadness do we
understand    when pain is
given just
                to
                        teach
                                      lessons

Happiness do we
l o n g            for it to
stay
right here

Because of Me

Because of me you are
Heartbroken.
Crying. 
Lost in your thoughts.

Because of me you are
Not getting out of bed.
Not eating.
Slacking in school.

Because of me you are
Learning to be on your own.
Losing motivation.
Going out more.

Because of me you are
Getting on your feet again.
Learning to love again.
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Trying again.

Because of me you are
Forgetting me.
Moving on.
Letting go.

Because of me you are
No longer mine.

Something We Need

What do the people
of the world need
Now?

Maybe they all just
need to slow
Down.

Listen to each others hearts and souls,
they need to let it
Go.

Someone needs to make it clear

that emotions are okay to
Show.

Love and kindness, 
is what we need,
Especially,

In all
of this
Catastrope.

The Other Side of the Story

No one every talks about the second side to the story
The one that left the other
For reasons that could go on
Being tired of waiting
Being tired of yelled at
Being tired of feeling like the only one who put in effort
It's only when the person leaves
That the other realizes
She's gone.

No one ever talks about the heartbreak
The one who left has doing the deed
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The deed of a final goodbye
After long nights of fights
After long days of no talking
After long days of being the stronger one
Not being able to do it anymore
"The love is not there" She said, so sad that
She's gone.

Everyone talks about the boy
Who got his heart broken by a girl
That was done trying for him anymore, so there was
The nights of crying
The nights of questioning
The pain he felt through the split
Everyone writes songs about the broken hearted
But no one considers what they ever did wrong, only that
She's gone.

No one ever talks about hard part of the break up
The one who left just needed a hero
And he wasn't that anymore
Superman didn't try
Superman didn't fight
Superman didn't care
She gave her all and loved him dear
But it's time for her to take care

Of herself for once, and so
She's gone. 

A Far Away Memory

Summers day
Just coming in from play
AC on high
I took a breath and let out a sigh

Bright blue sky
Matching clear blue water
My oh my
Was I a lucky daughter

Green green grass
I peered through the glass
Of the window
The trees left a dark shadow

Never did I think I'd see the day
When my friends were busy
And couldn't come play
Tag on the concrete, getting all dizzy

To live a life with no care
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We were always the perfect pair
We lived a life of luxury
Now is only a faraway memory

Ever Felt Your Heart Break?

Unfortunately I have felt my heart break right where I was 
standing. Does that mean I should be scared of it again? This 
breaking feeling that you get in your chest… It doesn’t 
necessarily need to happen with a boyfriend or the “love of 
your life.” It could be from a best friend, or a parent, or a family 
member, even maybe from society. I was about three years old 
when the Twin Towers fell down, but I recently have done a 
research paper on 9/11 which opened my eyes to how heart 
broken people really were. So many innocent lives, lost. A 
beautiful, bustling city, now broken down. I think that’s a 
perfect example of heartbreak within society. What if you feel 
heartbreak from a best friend? Say someone betrays you and 
tells a major secret that ruins many parts of your life, or ditches 
you for a boy and leaves you alone after a big fight. Or from a 
parent or family member? Say someone close to you has 
committed something illegal and sends you and your family on 
your own, or a divorce happens leaving you to feel unwanted? 
All of these things could or will happen eventually. So why do 
we always connect heartbreak with boyfriends and “true 
loves”?

I have felt my heart break with family members, as well as with 
best friends. But one that I remember the most, and many 
others I’m sure, was with my past boyfriends. Yes, we always 
remember the heartbreak and hurt we felt from that parent or 
from that friend, but we don't recognize the feeling as much as 
when being heartbroken by an intimate relationship. We don’t 
usually give our lives up to them. Yes, they mean the world to 
us and they are all large parts of life, but do we do around 
giving ourselves up to them? Your parents don’t take your 
virginity, they give it. Your friends don’t usually either… at least 
I hope not. In my case, my parents don’t know every single 
detail about me. Heck, my dad doesn’t even know what my 
favorite color is, and all but one of my friends remembered my 
birthday. With a boyfriend, you stay up late at night and share 
dreams and talk about your past, at least in my experiences. If 
you trust them you open up to them completely, in my case. 
But something about telling this boy, we will call him Micheal 
for our purposes, all of it and giving him every single inch, and 
hearing that he gave up on me really broke my heart.

Before him I had break ups, yes, and cried in school about one 
once. They all hurt. I think that’s because love between people 
is different. You love your parents because they are your 
parents and they gave you life. You love your friends because 
they are there for you to get through that life. Micheal… He 
made me laugh and smile. I could breath around him. Even 
though he wasn’t the best thing for me, it felt like he gave me 
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life, because my life always lit up around him and everything 
was happy and fine. He was there for me through all the ups 
and downs, and we always had a good time together. Maybe 
that’s the difference… An intimate relationship is a combination 
of all the relationships we have in our life. Is that why those 
heartbreaks hurt the most?

Recently, I have had a hard time getting Micheal off of my 
mind, and I’ve been in another relationship for 14 months. 
Don’t get me wrong… the boy I am with now is one of the best 
things that’s happened to me, and he’s a much better guy than 
Micheal ever was. Which makes me come to another question. 
Why do we always get heartbroken the worst over people that 
are so bad for us? My answer to that, and I’ve thought about 
this a lot, is that he has what I call the “roller coaster effect”. 
That’s when your mad at them for one second, and then the 
next you see his goofy face and you two are laughing again 
and totally fine for the rest of the week. He got me in troubles 
that were petty and no big deal, but I liked that. Everyone has 
their first love, and honestly I think they are always the worst 
thing for us. That’s who Micheal was. That’s what makes your 
first love, your first love. He’s reckless and careless, usually, at 
least in my case. When I heard he had moved on it hurt really 
bad because I wanted to be that girl.

Also, recently I’ve realized that I was never given time to be 
heart broken over Micheal. Not once had I cried over him, nor 

called a friend upset that he was gone. The way Micheal and I 
broke up is very, very complicated, and a different story for a 
different time. To make a very long story short, we had a lot of 
roadblocks, he had given up, and someone that was my friend 
through all of it asked me out the next day. I said yes to him 
because I was heartbroken and trying to move on as quickly 
as possible. Which was a mistake, but a mistake I’m glad I 
made, because to this day, we are very happy together. But 
because of the rush, I was unable to get all my heartbreak out 
over him. Finally, a few days ago actually, I was able to get 
closure. Why are you telling us this you may ask? I tell 
because I remember some words Micheal once told me, “I’m 
scared of break ups now because of you.” So I ask in return, 
why are we all scared? If heartbreak is bound to happen, why 
don’t we just let it happen? I’m a strong believer in the 
question, “How will anyone learn from their mistakes if we 
don’t allow ourselves to make any?”

People are going to leave. Society will mess up. Loved ones 
will pass, and lovers will come and go as they please. Don’t 
get “trust issues” because of it. No matter how hard we all try 
to protect ourselves, its bound to happen, sometimes more 
than once. And hey, maybe it will only happen a few times, and 
within a few years you find the love of your life. But please, 
don’t be heart broken if he isn’t the one. How will you ever 
know you found the one, if you don’t put yourself out there? 
Go! Make mistakes. If they leave, just know that it was for the 
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better. Its because, yes, he was a fine mistake, but he wasn’t 
the mistake you’ve been waiting for. At the moment, the boy I 
am with is the best mistake I’ve ever made, and Micheal was 
one of my favorites, but now I realize that Micheal and I could 
never work no matter how much we loved each other. “Big 
words for a young girl,” I know. But still… I think theres a lot to 
be said about losing your first love, and trust me, we will all 
experience it. “He was my true love though, not just my first 
love!” you may say. Well… don’t be so sure. How do you know 
that it isn’t just your broken heart telling you that? How will you 
know that he’s the one unless you tried to get to know anyone 
else?

So, should we be scared of heartbreak? I think I’m starting to 
realize that no matter what, its bound to happen. Don’t be 
scared to have your heart broken, because it will happen 
without us realizing it. Maybe you don’t get into the college you 
wanted, or you don’t get the job you applied for all night. 
Maybe a family member dies, or a best friend betrays you in 
time of need. All of those examples hurt. But don’t associate 
heartbreak with just boys because honestly, it doesn’t just 
come from boys. Don’t lock yourself up and hide from them all. 
What if you miss him, and then you live in loneliness for the 
rest of your life because you didn’t him in, because you didn’t 
know. “The good guys always finish last,” is a good quote 
because it's true, your Mr. Right will be your last, if you get 
what I mean. Yes… heartbreak hurts really, really badly, no 

matter the cause. My mother, divorced twice, one with whom 
she had three children with and after 15 years, got back into 
college, received a degree and a new job. That's from getting 
out of bed every day and saying, “I can do this without him,” 
and overcoming that urge to stay in bed and hide from the 
world, even when she wasn’t sure she could do it without him. 
Yes, believe me, she had her low days, and it was hard. But 
how you come out of it and keep living your life, is what 
defines you. Never lose yourself, be fearless, and love hard. 
And when you find the absolute one, I promise, we will all 
know it.

You've Got to be Joking

One day I decided that it would be a good idea to read the 
newspaper considering I haven’t in months. I got up sunday 
morning, walked out to my lawn, and grabbed the newspaper 
on my driveway. It was a generally normal spring day, the sky 
was blue and neighbors were walking their dogs. There was a 
car on my street I hadn’t seen in my neighbor's driveway 
before, but other then that everything was generally the same. 
I walked back inside to start reading and get my coffee.

The headline for the day was, “Car Stolen in Parkinwood this 
weekend! Read more for the story!” I kind of thought this was 
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weird considering that doesn’t seem like it should be a 
headline story. I thought that maybe it would be a good idea to 
go back and read the crimes over the weekend to see if they 
had anyone that was caught for it. Store theft, robbery, and 
domestic abuse were all on the list, but nothing about the car. 
So then I looked at the wanted list and something really caught 
my eye… the top of the list read, “Wanted! Cameron Todd 
wanted for stolen car! $2,000 for anyone with information!” 
That's me, I thought, how can it be me? I didn’t do a single 
thing this weekend but watch football with my wife and get 
groceries. They have got to have it wrong, I needed to call the 
newspaper immediately. My wife came downstairs and greeted 
me goodmorning. I looked at her with a panicked expression, 
and she asked me what was wrong.

“I’m wanted for $2,000!” I told her.

She sat for a second and thought about it and then said, 
“maybe you should turn yourself in, we need the money” and 
laughed.

“Carly this is serious, look.” I said, and handed her the paper. 
She looked at it and then looked back at me. “Is this for real? 
You were home all weekend” She asked me.

“I’m not sure, I’m about to call the newspaper,” I said, but right 
then we heard a knock at the door. My wife stood up to go get 
it. My heart was pounding. I listened to her open the door. 

“Police” someone said, “we have a warrant for the arrest of Mr. 
Cameron Todd. Can you tell us of his whereabouts?”

My wife started interrogating them, “my husband was home all 
weekend sir, I need proof that he did it. Where is the car, 
where is the evidence?”

“The car, ma’am, is in your driveway.” The police officer said. I 
looked out the window and the car that was originally in my 
neighbor's driveway was now in mine. I panicked and looked 
around our kitchen frantically, trying to figure out what to do. 
The kitchen window was open. I looked around the room one 
more time while the police were demanding my wife to let them 
enter, and then I tried to jump out of it. I hit a dish that was on 
the counter and it made a bang. The cops heard it and pushed 
my wife aside and went in the house. By then, I made it safely 
on the ground and took off. I could heard the police rushing out 
of the house to start chasing me once they realized what I was 
doing. That was when I knew I had messed up. I kept running 
down my street in nothing by my pajama bottoms and messy 
bed hair, probably looking like a mad man to my neighbors. 
That’s when I heard the sirens.

I was still running when they got behind me and said, “Mr. 
Todd, you are under arrest, stop running now!” But I couldn’t. I 
think it was out of plain fear for what might happen. Those 
dang neighbors, I always thought they were shady ever since 
they moved here a couple months ago, and now they are 
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falsely accusing me for stealing a car I have never seen 
before. So many questions ran through my head; whose car 
was it? Why did they steal it? How did they steal it?

I kind of figured that the way they pulled it off goes as follows: 
after stealing the car and seeing that information was wanted, 
they would call and give my name and address and then put 
the car there. I decided that I should stop panicking though, 
and plus I was getting really tired of running. I got onto the 
sidewalk and slowed down. My wife was in the passenger seat 
of the second car. She got out and ran to me.

“What were you thinking Cameron?! They may be taking you 
into questioning, but you have your alibi, why did you need to 
run? You’re making yourself look more suspicious!” pleaded 
my wife. I just looked at her with ‘I’m so sorry’ written all over 
my face as a police officer cuffed me and recited my rights. 
Then he put me in the back of a cop car.

He chuckled and said, “it will be interesting to see how it goes 
for you with only pajama pants on.” I gulped as he closed the 
door behind him. Another officer was talking to Carly and she 
was getting mad. I could tell by the way her fist was clenching, 
just like she does when she yells at me. The words they were 
saying were muffled since I was in the car, but then she 
walked over to the second cop car and got in, and the cop that 
put me in the back seat got in the driver's side “Sir, we are 
taking your wife home. She is going to meet you at the station 

later with your lawyer. Sit back and enjoy the ride.” Off we went 
toward the police station.

It had never occurred to me once that this was really 
happening until we actually reached the station. First they took 
my fingerprints, and then my mug shot. Then they walked me 
over to the holding area. I never thought I would see the day 
when I would be put into a jail cell. The walls were cement and 
there were thick metal bars for a door. I didn’t have shoes on, 
and the floor was extremely cold. There was a wooden bench 
to sit on, and a toilet with a sink. I felt like I was about to cry. I 
sat there thinking that I couldn’t believe I was put in this mess. 
I was thinking of how we would be able to be sure I got out of 
it, the only thing that worried me was the thought that I had no 
idea what evidence they have that I stole the car. They 
certainly wouldn’t just arrest me because someone said I did it, 
right?

A few hours passed and I was counting the tiles on the floor 
over and over again to entertain myself. Then a security guard 
walked over to my cell and said, “you are now going to be 
interrogated. Come with me.” My hands were still cuffed, and I 
still had no shoes. The guard led me to a room with a table 
and two chairs. The advised me to sit down on the right side of 
the table and that they would uncuff me as soon as I did. I sat 
down fairly quickly.
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Then a man in a suit and tie walked in, introduced himself as 
Detective Martin, and shook my hand. After he sat down 
across from me, he started asking me plain questions like what 
was my full name, what was my birthday, where was I born, 
what was my height, etc. After all of that, he looked me in the 
eye and said, “Mr. Todd, can you tell me where you were at 5 
P.M Saturday night?” So much had happened within the past 
few hours I needed to take a second to think about what I even 
did this weekend.

“Well, I think that I had just gotten home from the grocery 
store, my wife asked me to go buy some bread, milk, and 
detergent.” I replied, nervously.

“And what car were you driving?” He asked me nonchalantly, 
writing down some notes.

“Well, my car, what else would I be driving?” I responded, 
maybe a little too sarcastic. He shot me a frown that said 
‘really? Come on’ so I said, “I drive a black honda civic.”

“Do you know the license plate number?”

“No, I bet my wife would though. She is good at remembering 
things like that.”

“Do you have a receipt of the groceries?” He asked me. That’s 
when I really, really panicked. I thought long and hard about it. 
Carly always asked me to save receipts so she could log it into 

the checkbook, but sometimes I forgot to and threw it away. I 
had increasingly gotten better at it over the years though, and 
rarely ever threw it away. Of course this time though, I threw 
the receipt away. That's why Carly was yelling at me saturday 
night, which lead me to remember her fist clenching this 
previous morning. Crap, I thought, of course! The one time I 
don’t listen to her.

I looked the detective in the eye and said, “crap.” He just 
looked at me, shook his head, and took some notes.

Then he looked up at me and said, “sir do you understand why 
you have been taken under arrest today?” And I nodded my 
head. I mean, it was pretty obvious, why would he be asking 
me this? “Do you know what the day is?”

“Uh… Sunday?” I questioned, a little confused. The cop just 
shook his head and proceeded to take notes, then he looked 
at me and said, “son, if I were you I’d lose the sarcasm. Things 
are really not looking good for you right now.”

Then someone knocked on the door and opened it. The 
detective stood up and walked over. The two exchanged some 
whispers and looks, and then the detective looked over at me 
and said, “Sir your lawyer and wife are here. They will be 
coming in to talk to you now.” I sighed huge relief. The 
detective left the room, and in walked Carly first and then my 
lawyer, and family friend, Fred.
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My wife gave me a hug and a solemn look and then started 
pacing the room. Fred then shook my hand and said, “Hey 
Cameron, how ya been?” I stared at him with a blank 
expression. He got my drift and sat down quickly, pulling out 
his paperwork. He started going over some of the logistics of 
what had happened. What I had predicted was correct, the 
neighbors next door were the ones that stole the car, and then 
called in a report that it was me. “We know 99% that it was 
probably them because we have witnesses saying that they 
originally saw the car in their driveway, and they also are not 
answering the door.”

I was getting a little mad. “We can’t just be 99% sure, Fred. We 
need to be absolutely, without a doubt sure that it was them.” I 
said, a little more aggressive than I intended.

Fred took a deep breath and let it out. “Look, Cameron,” he 
started, “I know that you are in a sticky situation. But we can 
work this out. All you need to do is give me the receipt from the 
grocery store last night and we can get this all sorted out. All 
you really need is an alibi.”

I froze and slowly looked up at my wife, who was peering down 
at me in complete rage. Then she said, “well, well, well 
Cameron. Isn’t today just you lucky day, huh. We don’t have a 
receipt, Fred. Cameron threw it out because he thought that it 
was ‘useless’”. I looked at the floor with shame.

“You have got to be kidding me, Cameron. Really?” said Fred.

My wife scoffed and then said under her breath, “he never 
listens to me. Never.”

“Hey! How can this possibly be my fault?! I had no idea that I 
was going to be falsely accused of stealing a car, and would 
need it. Stop blaming me for a crime I didn’t commit.”

“Well if you had just saved the receipt like I asked you to, we 
wouldn’t have this problem right now, Cameron!”

“I can’t believe you right now, Carly. It was the simplest thing, I 
can’t predict the future.”

Fred stood up between us and said, “I highly would suggest 
we leave the fighting for later because they can hear 
everything we are saying right now, and we don’t need to look 
any more suspicious than we already do. Okay? Leave the 
bickering for when you guys get to go home. The receipt is 
something we can find from the store manager, if we really 
need to. In the meantime, I am going to get ready for your 
case which is in two hours. They wanted you to go 
immediately so you could get it over with. They are really sure 
that you did it. So Cameron, you are gonna go back to your 
cell, and Carly is going to come with me. We will see you in a 
few hours.”



880

The door swung open, and in walked the guard. He cuffed me 
again and took me by the elbow to lead me back to the cell. I 
sat down and started to think about just exactly what Fred 
might do to get me out of this situation. I ended up falling 
asleep out of either exhaustion or boredom. I was woken up by 
Fred and the guard two hours later, coming to get me to go to 
the courtroom. Fred didn’t say anything. He looked really 
nervous.

We walked into the courtroom and sat down in our correct 
spots, Carly was not sitting by me but was sitting in the 
audience. The panel of jurors were in their seat, chatting 
amongst each other. The judge's seat was empty, but a single 
police officer stood near it. Fred sat down next to me, my 
hands still handcuffed. The detective then walked in and sat at 
his correct table, and took out all of his evidence with his 
assistant. Everyone was asked to stand by the officer, so we 
all did. The Judge walked in, and sat down in her seat, and 
everyone else sat as well. I looked around the room. The walls 
were brown and looked just like the courtrooms I see on TV. 
There were no windows in the room, so I had no idea what 
time it was, but I was guessing it was maybe 5 P.M. Then the 
Judge started to speak into the microphone, “Today, for trial 
412016, the defendant and prosecutors will be arguing their 
case for Mr. Cameron Todd. Defendant, Fred Tring, please 
bring up your first witness.”

“I call Mrs. Todd to the stand” said Fred. Carly walked up to the 
stand, promised her honesty on the bible, and sat down. “Mrs. 
Todd, where were you at five P.M saturday night?”

“Well, I was at home, waiting for my husband to come home 
from the store.” She said.

“And what did he go to buy, do you recall?”

“Detergent, milk, and bread.”

“Alright, was there anything else you did at all this weekend?”

“No, we didn’t even go see anyone, we stayed in all weekend 
and watched football because I wasn’t feeling good.”

“Thank you Mrs. Todd, you may take seat. I now call up Mr. 
Todd to the stand.” My heart was racing, I stood up, and 
walked over to the stand. The officer held up the book, and 
said, “do you swear to only speak the truth, and nothing but 
the truth, so help you god?” I said yes. He took the bible down 
and I sat down in the witness’s stand. I looked at the audience 
and then at the jury, nervous of just what Jeff might say to me.

“Mr. Todd,” he began, “where were you at the time of the 
alleged crime? Five P.M saturday, to be exact.”

“Like my wife said, I was coming home from the grocery store.” 
I replied, unsure of where he was trying to get with this.
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“And what did you pick up?”

“Milk, bread, and detergent, like my wife said.”

“What else did you do this weekend, other then just sit and 
watch football with your unwell wife?”

“Nothing really Fred…”

“Thank you, you may take your seat” said Fred, and he smiled 
at me. I was really embarrassed and scared of what was going 
to happen. Once I sat, he turned to the jury and said, ”Ladies 
and gentlemen of the jury, let me present my case. My client, 
Mr. Todd, is an innocent man. And I have proof. Here is his 
receipt from the store with his exact purchases, his card 
number, his name, and the time that he bought it. He simply 
couldn’t even hurt a fly. I mean, look at what he is wearing. If 
he were really someone to be suspicious of, he would have left 
his house long before, instead of resting easily in his bedroom 
and waking in the morning to find the police banging at his 
door. It is clear that Mr. Todd never stole this car, as his alibi 
clearly shows it. I know that my man is innocent, and therefore 
should be released. Thank you.”

Fred sat down and smiled at me again. I couldn’t believe he 
went to the store just to ask for a copy of the receipt. Now it 
was the prosecutors turn. Detective Martin stood and asked for 
his first witness, the cop that arrested me. He asked him if I 

had made any bold moves while being arrested, and the cop 
mentioned my running away from the house. He turned to face 
the jury once the cop sat down. Then he started his statement.

“Ladies and Gentlemen of the jury. When asking this man 
questions in the interrogation room, he gave many sarcastic 
answers back to me. This really showed to me suspicion on 
his part. Also, he too ran away from the cops when being 
arrested, showing more guilt. Although I could not get the 
person who called in his name, I do have one of their 
statements. They said, ‘We saw him at the store, in the stolen 
car. No one knows why he needed to do that, since he has his 
own car, but I saw it with my own eyes.’ People of the jury, this 
man is guilty. I rest my case.”

Shoot, he seemed convincing, I thought. Detective Martin sat 
down, seeming confident. The judge asked if either side had 
anything else to say, I looked at Fred with pleading eyes, but 
he had nothing. The judge then sent the jury back to the room, 
and everyone took a break. Twenty minutes later, we were 
called back in. The jury had reached a very quick verdict. One 
of them stood up, “the jury has decided the defendant Mr. 
Cameron Todd… Guilty.”

My heart sank. I heard Carly start crying. The judge hit down 
her hammer and said, “this case is closed. But thankfully for 
you, Mr. Todd, the date is April 1st. Happy April fools day.”
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I looked around the room, as the audience, jury, everyone 
burst into laughter. I searched for Carly, who was now laughing 
so hard. They uncuffed me and I walked over to her, “did you 
set this up???” I asked, very frazzled.

“That’s what you get for not listening to me! Happy April fools, 
honey.” she said, still laughing.

Fred walked over to us and explained everything. They had set 
everything up overnight, since Fred is a lawyer, he had many 
connections to make it all possible. They rented a car last 
night, and asked the neighbors to keep it in their driveway over 
night. Fred was the one that moved it in the morning. As for the 
newspaper, they just made one themselves and switched them 
out before I woke up. I was a little flustered, but more relieved 
than anything. They definitely got me, but I knew now not to 
ever mess with my wife again.
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A Taste of Ginger
Remember How It Felt

Cross-legged on the floor, I pulled photo after photo from the 
tattered box in front of me. Moving again meant sorting 
through things, so attacking the box of old high school 
memorabilia was the first on my list. After sorting through what 
seemed like a gazillion pictures, I came across a tattered piece 
of filler paper. I pulled open its frayed edges only to find my 
own handwriting scrawled across the page. I immediately 

knew what it was: a letter to an ex-boyfriend of mine. Feeling 
both nostalgic and curious, I began to read:
 

"Dear Jason,
 
I know it’s been a long time, but I feel like I miss you more 
now than I did when you left me. I have a few things that 
were left unsaid because we ran out of time, and I want 
you to hear them..
 
First, I love you, and I’ve never meant those words more 
in my life. You are the only boy I have ever fallen in love 
with, and that means more to me than you could ever 
know. I fell in love with you for those bright green eyes 
that never held a dull moment. I fell in love with you for 
the way you listened when I spoke, taking in every word. I 
fell in love with you when you shared the most secret 
details of your own life with me. I fell in love with you 
when you kissed me and held me close, like you’d never 
let go. But more than anything, I fell in love with you 
because you were there for me when I felt like I had no 
one else. I will never forget the heart-racing, butterflies-in-
stomach feeling I felt anytime you walked in a room, 
anytime you messaged me, hell, anytime I even thought 
of you. You were all I needed, all I wanted. You still are, if 
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I’m being honest. I’m still in love with you because you 
stole my heart..
 
Also, I have never been more grateful for anyone in my 
life. You were quite possibly the best thing to ever happen 
to me. When I was with you, I wasn’t the broken girl I had 
become. I was just Taylor, the way she used to be. You 
helped me find myself again. In your arms, I was worth 
something; I meant something. You opened my eyes to 
the beauty in life, the beauty in myself, and you helped 
me appreciate the little things. I’ll always remember that, 
no matter where life takes me. I am utterly grateful for 
what little time we had, and I promise I’ll never forget you. 
I don’t make promises I can’t keep, so hold me to that, 
okay?
 
The last thing I wanted to tell you is I’m sorry. I’m sorry for 
all the times I wasn’t the best to you. We had our downs, 
and they were usually my fault. I’m sorry for that. I’m also 
sorry I never said goodbye, and that the last conversation 
we ever had was an argument. It’s probably the biggest 
regret I have in my life, and I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive 
myself for that.
 
It took me awhile to accept the fact you were gone. I 
didn’t want to believe it, Jase; I really didn’t. It took weeks 

for me to accept the hard truth that you weren’t coming 
back, that I’d never see those green eyes again or hear 
that ridiculous laugh of yours. You haven’t left my mind 
since the day we first met, and I don’t think you ever will. I 
still think about you every single day, and I kind of hate it 
if I’m honest, because I know no matter how much I 
remember, you’re never coming back. I know no matter 
how much I hope and pray, you'll never hold me, never 
kiss me, never tell me you love me ever again. When you 
left, a piece of me went with you. It was the piece you 
stole with those piercing green eyes that somehow 
always knew when I was lying, the piece your laugh 
ripped from my chest, the piece your loving arms plucked 
from my grasp. I want you to know you’ll always be a part 
of me, and I’ll never forget our little piece of heaven we 
created in your basement. This is my goodbye, the one I 
left unsaid two years ago. Here on this page are all the 
words left unspoken, the ones I wanted to say but 
couldn’t because it meant I’d have to accept the fact that 
you were gone. I’m saying all this with the sincere hope 
for closure, the hope that someday, I’ll be able to fall in 
love again. No one will ever be able to replace you, Jase, 
but I think I owe it to myself to try and love again. So, 
here’s my goodbye to you, the one I wish I could’ve said. 
You’ll always be in my heart, and that’s a promise too. I’ll 
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see you soon. Keep a picnic blanket warm up there for 
me.
 
I love you,
Taylor"

 
I could feel tears pricking the corners of my eyes even after all 
these years, and my heart broke for my sixteen-year-old. The 
letter reawakened the heartbreak I felt the day Death ripped 
Jason from me. As I sat there in the silence, I couldn’t help but 
wonder what would’ve happened if he was still around, what 
our love could’ve become. In that moment, I realized I still 
loved that boy, even five years later. I realized something else 
too as the quiet air embraced me: Love is a mystery to us all, 
one that can never be defined. We may think we know love, 
but it’s different for everyone. That’s what makes it so 
beautiful. With Jason, I think I finally discovered what love was 
to me, and this letter in my shaking hands will always hold that 
memory.

Silence

Door wide open
Thundering steps

Silence

Booming voices
Wavering protests

Silence
A smack against skin

A gasp from within
Silence

Pounding footsteps
Door slammed shut

Silence
A thud on the floor
Wracking with sobs

Silence
Trapped in the mind
All you can hear is

Silence
A morning bird

A mourning broad
Silence

Mind-racing
Stomach-aching

Silence
Spotting him

He says nothing but
Silence

Can’t tell a soul
Living in
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Silence
Alone as can be

Looks towards the tree
Silence

Whispers ‘round
Rope you found

Silence
A single tear
Joins you in

Silence
Thoughts spinning round

Begging for
Silence

A gentle sigh
A whispered goodbye

Silence

Thoughts from a Broken Heart

We were a four-month whirlwind of a mess that I never wanted 
to clean up. I still wish it wasn’t cleaned up. He was the first 
mess that was worth my while. I still think of him all the time, 
only now, my chest simply aches. The scorching pain the 
thought of those green eyes used to bring is gone. Now, 
thoughts of him are accompanied by a subtler, yet somehow 
harsher pain. I know I didn’t need the mess, that cleaning up 

was good for me, but the mess that came with him had a 
certain charm. I miss it. I miss him. I think that’s really what this 
all boils down to, all the long nights staring at my ceiling fan 
aching for his touch, wishing his whispers would tickle my ear 
as our bodies intertwined. At first, I thought avoiding him would 
help me forget, help me move on. But, I ached for him all the 
more when I didn’t get to see him. I ached for that 
mesmerizing green gaze to look at me the way it used to, all 
starry-eyed like I was the only girl in the whole world. There 
was something about him, a certain something I could never 
quite put my finger on. Somehow, he managed to earn my 
trust, and even now, I couldn’t tell you how he did it. He taught 
me how to feel, to love, and now, to mourn. The pair of us 
really weren’t good for each other, but he and I, we were an 
utterly beautiful disaster. With him, I felt something I hadn’t felt 
in years, an absolutely indescribable feeling. I was happy, truly 
happy, the kind of happiness money can’t buy. Emphasis on 
was. Now all that was left was the pain of what could’ve been 
as I picked up the pieces of my heart he had broken. I couldn’t 
forget the way he looked at me, the way his hand seemed to 
meld with mine like the long lost pieces of a forgotten jigsaw 
puzzle. Each time his fingers interlocked my own, another 
damn brick in the wall I hid behind crumbled to the ground, and 
when he kissed me, it was like a wrecking ball hit it. But now 
my wall was gone, and I was left with the shattered pieces of 
my heart and the looming silence he had left me in. He broke 
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me with those times he pretended to care, the times he 
pretended to love. But what lingered in the silence was not 
those memories, but rather the words I never said, the words 
that would haunt me forever. Three simple words, three simple 
words he ruined with his game, three simple words he turned 
to lies: I love you. And I did; I loved him, but it didn’t matter. 
Nothing mattered anymore. I needed him the way your lungs 
need oxygen, the way your heart needs your blood-pumping 
veins. He was my oxygen, my life, my reason for being… but I 
was no longer his.

Here By My Side

Two days have passed since the time you last called,
and I find myself sitting here, feeling so small
without you here by my side.
 
A third day has passed and I’m starting to scare.
Everything’s different without you there,           
Without you here by my side.
 
After the fourth, my telephone rings,
and my beating heart finds itself begin to sing.
I need you here by my side.
 
But alas, it’s not you who gave me a call,           

and I once again sit here feeling so small
without you here by my side.
 
The news they do tell is a terrible case.
Never again will I feel your embrace.
You’re no longer here by my side.                
 
A single tear rolls onto the floor,
and I find myself turning to look towards the door.
Is it you, here by my side?
 
An eerie voice whispers “Goodbye” in my ear,
and now I realize I must face my fear                
without you here by my side.
 
All alone in the world with nothing to give,
I wander along, struggling to live
without you here by my side.
 
But a piece of me left the world with you,           
And everyone else can see it too.
I need you here by my side.
 
So I walk alone till the lights fade out,
and Death takes my hand, making me doubt
If you’ll ever be here by my side.                
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But then a smile creeps onto my face,
and I hurry to your warm embrace.
I have you here by my side.
 
We are together, no longer alone.
In your embrace, I have found my home           
With you right here by my side.

Freedom Ties

The agrarian society we call America was founded on a 
solitary, abstract idea: liberty. This very concept is the sole 
basis from which our country derives all its laws, both moral 
and legal. Freedom is the grassy field upon which the herds of 
humanity flock. Freedom is the tree upon which the birds of the 
oppressed world come in search of the liberties they so greatly 
desire. Promises of freedom, the right to choose your path in 
life, a vow to live by your own decisions are the very 
foundations we as a nation hold dear. These very foundations 
are the primary purpose of the immigrant’s journey to Lady 
Liberty. These very foundations are the dreams of many, but 
the reality only of the few who have voyaged to America. 
Guaranteed freedom in our country, however, is slowly 
becoming its demise. The generations of today do not 

appreciate how precious freedom is, therefore abusing their 
right to liberty. This abuse of liberty is the very thing that 
plagues the majority of America. The day man begins to take 
advantage of his right is the day the walls of freedom crumble. 
In a world where man is free to do as he pleases, most men 
opt to do nothing at all. They merely await the giving hand of 
our all-seeing government to dispense their needs rather than 
reap the fruits of their own labors. In a utopia, perhaps this 
idea would ring true, but man does not live in utopia, but a 
world of flawed souls in which the quest for power by already 
reigning authority is imminent. By accepting the benefits of our 
government, man opens the door for the loss of his freedom in 
exchange for a guaranteed profit of necessity. His choice to 
indebt himself to authority lends itself to the loss of freedom. 
However, man utilized his freedom when he chose to reap the 
fruits of government funding.

The question now becomes are we truly free or is it within our 
ties to freedom that we are bound? It appears to me that within 
society today, the latter endures. By taking liberty and 
manipulating the term to grant us the right to apathy, we take a 
step through the loophole of our right to freedom and pull the 
knot tightly ‘round us. With this knot knit around our waist, we 
begin to lose the essence of our country’s foundings, the 
infrastructure upon which we built a quixotic dreamland where 
one can grow from nullity. We have squandered the dream 
upon which our country was founded, the American Dream.
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The root from which America grew was the conclusion that 
laborious work can lead one anywhere, whether man was 
black or white, adolescent or ancient, destitute or affluent. This 
belief has been crushed beneath the waves of privilege and 
entitlement in the sea of the present generation. Society now 
awards man for his lack of work ethic, granting him money, 
clothing, and the like. Man has begun to realize we no longer 
need hard work to live well, as he holds the liberty to be 
passive and lethargic. He uses his freedom to hand over that 
very same freedom to authority in exchange for capital and a 
right to apathy. A society founded on the ideals of laziness is 
the one we live in, but not the one founded all those years ago 
by our Founding Fathers.

 

The society we have founded is vastly different from the one of 
our Fathers, yet a single idea separates us: work ethic. As 
second or third generation Americans, we often lose sight of 
the loss of life and true cost of the freedom we so often take 
advantage of. Unlike men in our realm, the men who created 
our right to freedom were not awarded this liberty with ease. 
This right was not presented to them upon a tray of silver, a 
pink paper umbrella shading said right from the harshness of 
tyranny. Because of the bloodbath they encountered for 
freedom, our Founding Fathers realized the potential of that 

right if used correctly. They founded America with a single 
promise: Work hard and good will befall you. The pages of the 
story of your life will slowly grow into chapters and the 
chapters into novels if only you take your liberty and work 
rather than abuse the right. The essence of the American 
dream is this. Endorsement of laziness by the very power that 
runs America has engulfed this concept but the inherent 
lethargy of man in American society has only helped to further 
it.

 

Man no longer prides himself with the fruits of his labor, but 
would rather work for nothing. The pride of a man today holds 
the same definition as the sloth of man in the time of our 
Fathers. We are no longer the hard-working power in the world 
who utilized rather than abused their liberty. We are merely a 
shadow of that country. The essence of our liberty has been 
buried by the shovels of men who believe they are entitled to 
freedom. They fail to realize the danger in abusing our liberties 
as Americans, as their misguided beliefs cloud their heads 
from seeing the truth. They fail to view an America without the 
liberty they currently possess and the true horror within a 
nation of that ilk. By utilizing their freedom to exchange said 
freedom for their essentials, they, in turn, give up their right to 
freedom, allowing for tyranny to yet again reign and returning 
America to an oppressed society where dreams can no longer 



890

become reality. By handing over our freedom, we allow our 
American Dream to slip from our grasp completely, losing 
everything our Fathers combatted for. By handing over our 
freedom, we truly find ourselves bound, caught in the knot 
freedom once formed.

Blue-eyed Emotion

Everyday, I looked out that window to see the blue-eyed boy 
patiently waiting for his bus to get him for school. His eyes 
glittered, no matter the weather. Not even the rainiest day 
could silence the life in those eyes. He’d hum a new tune each 
of these days, just loud enough for me to hear. They were 
always cheery tunes. When the bus finally came, he’d skip on 
board, excited for what awaited him in life. I remember when 
my eyes were that bright, full of life and hope. My eyes have 
gone dull since then; life stole their light. A grin slipped onto my 
face as I watched him board. He seemed to brighten 
everyone’s day, even my own.

A few years had passed, and the boy was around my age now. 
The life his eyes used to hold was muddied as he shuffled his 
feet in the chalky gravel driveway. Life must have started to get 
to him, the “real world” as people like to call it. I never quite 
understood the real world. The sense in suffering to make a 
living never appealed to me. I guess that’s how I ended up 

here. This day was particularly memorable because today the 
boy caught a glimpse of me out of the corner of his eye. I 
ducked behind a curtain; humans aren’t supposed to see me. 
He glanced up again as I hid behind the curtain, searching for 
me. He seemed to be looking for a friend, someone to stand 
with him as he climbed on the bus.

Two weeks later, I saw the boy again as he stared out into the 
street. He seemed lost and confused, and the life had left his 
eyes. He trudged back inside instead of boarding the bus that 
day, and I knew he was no longer the boy I had grown to love. 
Before heading inside, he turned and waved at me, and my 
cheeks grew hot with a blush. For years now I had considered 
this boy my friend; I guess now he considered me one too. The 
world was starting to get him; I could tell. I missed the light in 
his eyes and silently hoped it would return. I didn’t want the 
boy to end up here like me.

When I glanced out my window the next day, the boy I had 
grown to love watching was nowhere to be found. I sat for 
awhile, assuming he was running late. As the hours passed, I 
realized something else had happened, and I began to worry. I 
felt a gentle tap on my shoulder and turned to see the blue-
eyed boy standing behind me. He was just as beautiful as I 
viewed before, and the life had returned to his eyes. He smiled 
at me in a friendly way and reached out to take my hand. I 
asked him how he was here in the room with me, and words 
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tumbled from his lips,” The real world got me too, so I decided 
to spend my time with you.”

My Final Goodbye

Watching the clouds go tumbling by,
I sink in the grass and hear myself sigh.           
The powder blue smooth of the sky above           
takes me back to the place I love.
As I sit back and wonder where you are,                   
strong arms surround me, and I know you aren’t far.
The clean, minty scent that you always bear       
fills the air around us there.
I breathe in deeply, enjoying the bliss;
it is moments like this that I truly do miss.   
At once your arms vanish from around my waist,
every inch of you gone without a trace.           
A time vast as the ocean seems to have passed       
since that moment where I saw you last.
Three grief-stricken years, I’m alone in the world;   
you left behind pain, but also your girl.
I run my hand ‘long the smooth polished rock,       
and it gives me a look as though I have forgot       
about the only boy who had stolen my heart.
As if I could forget why I’ve fallen apart.           

I can taste the sadness as it pours down my face,       
thoughts of you in my head I cannot erase.           
A single, broken tear falls from my eye
as I blow you a kiss, my final goodbye

Lost

The darkness that caressed your eyes finally gives way to 
blinding brightness. You struggle to open your eyes, the 
luminous glow of day burning holes in your sockets. You feel 
as though the darkness has surrounded you for eternity as you 
struggle to adjust to this newfound light. A crisp, familiar scent 
surrounds you as you breath in deeply: freshly cut grass. You 
feel something cold and prickly poking into your back and 
assume it’s the grass you smell. You pause 1for a moment, 
taking in your surroundings. A gentle buzz fills your ears as the 
pitter-patter of feet tickles your cheek. Unsure of what creature 
was crawling across you, you burst up. As soon as you do, a 
cool blanket of air surrounds you. Whatever was tickling your 
cheek had flown from your face with the sudden movement. 
You glance around this newfound place, observing nothing but 
grass as far as the eye could see. The silence was so pure 
you could hear your own heartbeat pounding in your chest. Bu-
bum. Bu-bum. Ba-bum. That is all. You come to the terrifying 
realization that you are utterly alone.
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The crisp grass you smelled when you first awoke crunches 
harshly beneath your feet, breaking the silence as you walk 
through the barren green wasteland. The sweet spring air 
assails your nostrils as you search this place for any sign of life 
or a hint as to where you are. Looking up towards the sky, 
intense hues of purple and blue are caught in your gaze. It 
appears as though every shade, from the darkest navy to the 
palest lilac has been painted into the sky, swirled together in 
imperfect perfection. You hear a sickening crunch beneath 
your bare feet and jump backwards in panic at the sound. 
Losing your balance, you crash to the ground. Next to you lies 
a soul paper flower, dressed in every red you could imagine. 
You’re unsure as to why only a single flower exists in the vast 
field, but you don’t have time to ponder much. The grass 
cradles your head in its arms, and the purples and blues that 
once pierced your gaze are covered by the hypnotizing 
darkness.

A sharp pain pierces your skull as your pulse pounds in your 
head. You assume it’s from the long fall you took in the field. 
Only two things surround you in this newfound place: cracked 
grey walls lined with a violet mold and a dingy shattered 
window a mere three feet away. The window’s fractured white 
frame is covered in chipping paint. It appears as though it’s 
been broken for years. A faint ticking noise much like that of a 
broken clock reaches your ears from beyond the window. You 

are once again in a place unfamiliar to you and have no idea 
where to turn.

Pushing up against the cold, hard cement, you raise yourself 
to your feet. The cringe-worthy squeal of glass shards 
penetrates your very being as you shudder in discomfort, the 
jagged pieces crunching with your every step. The tedious 
ticking picks up its pace as you inch along the wall. Tick… 
tick.. tick. You must be getting closer to the noise. Ragged 
shards poke every inch of your exposed skin, burning like the 
barbs on a wire fence as you slowly inch through the window. 
Your canvas jacket snags on a shard and an earsplitting tear 
echoes through the room. Any sane person would’ve stopped 
by now, but your curiosity is fueling your journey. The window 
leads to a dark, dreary hallway, much like one you would see 
in a horror movie. Everything in your mind is telling you to turn 
around, but you continue on into the darkness once more. 
Clunking along in your oversized shoes, you make your way 
towards the strange ticking, seeing as it is your only guide in 
the pitch blackness encompassing you. As you do so, a sweet 
nostalgia reaches your nostrils. You know that burnt sugary 
scent all too well: Grandma’s cookies.

A gentle glow shines through the darkness and your legs take 
off, leaving the depressing gloom for the hope of familiarity. 
Shades of red and pink surround you in a horrifyingly 
unattractive plaid as you step onto the shiny porcelain tiles. 
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Before you stands baby blue perfection, the worn metal still 
holding the same shine it had for the past fifteen years. It was 
Grandma’s beloved oven. The once tedious ticking becomes a 
sound of comfort now, of familiarity. You almost collapse into 
the dense sugary sweetness of Grandma’s golden cookies. A 
cheerful ding pierces the air and you sink into the shabby 
wooden chair at the kitchen table. The familiar wood beneath 
you calms your racing mind at last. A quiet creak of the 
floorboards and the soft pitter-patter of slippers fill the kitchen 
as you spy an old woman hunched over the oven door. Her 
blue hair is piled atop her head in a typical beehive style. 
Grandma. A grin occupies your face; you hadn’t seen 
Grandma in a while. The oven door groans from overuse as a 
warmth spreads throughout the kitchen. You can already taste 
the gooey, sweet cookie dough before it even meets your lips. 
These thoughts send a shiver down your spine. You miss 
home dearly. Hopefully, you’ll be out of this strange place 
soon.

Grandma turns around to face you, or at least what you 
thought was Grandma. A malicious, cracked grin forms on the 
old hag’s face, her eyes black as the night you had spent 
much of your time here in. Wrinkles created patterns on her 
face like a distressed work of art, and that nose, oh that 
horrible, jagged, crooked nose popped off the front of her face 
like the trunk of an elephant. Fear encompassing your 
thoughts, you feel your legs begin to run once again. The 

wooden floorboards of Grandma’s house groan with distress 
beneath you. A gentle hum fills your ears, the sweet, 
melodious lullaby Grandma sung to you every night. You feel 
calm, but only for a moment. You soon realize the tune was 
coming from the gruesome grin of whatever was chasing you. 
Beneath the hum, you could hear the undertone of pattering 
slippers; she was still after you. You plunged into the darkness, 
fear alone driving your movements. A numbing fatigue sweeps 
through your body; you feel as though you have been running 
for years. Your legs give out from beneath you, and you 
collapse onto the soft warm carpet. Panic runs through you 
when you notice the terror standing over you like a predator. A 
single, crooked hand reaches out, and your lungs gasp for air 
as the icy hand closes over your throat. Stars clog your vision 
and once again, the world fades to black.

You awake in a dimly lit room filled with doors of all kinds: old 
ones, new ones, tall ones, short ones, all in a circle around 
you. A chill runs through you as a eerie whisper murmurs, 
“Choose”. Your blood runs cold as you examine the doors 
before you. Only one catches your eye, a tall, looming thing, 
worn with old age and definitely an antique. The dull brass 
handle almost seems to beckon you towards it, but what 
intrigues you most is the small, white upside down question 
mark that appears on the door. The cold metal molds perfectly 
to your hand as you creak the old door open. Inside stands a 
person, a very familiar person. You scan this person from head 



894

to toe. They have your eyes, your hair, your height, but that 
can’t be you. You’re here. You can’t be there too. Regardless, 
you shut the door behind you and approach, well, yourself. 
Your quiet footsteps are the only sound in the room as you 
cautiously approach the other you. You pause and take a 
moment to look around. There are two mahogany armchairs in 
the center of the room; they look older than dirt, and you aren’t 
quite sure how they’re still standing. Surrounding you are walls 
of every color, some you didn’t know existed. The floor 
remains the same dingy floorboard from Grandma’s house, but 
here it holds a certain charm. Lowering yourself into a chair, 
you look back to where you, well the other you, was standing 
only to find them in the chair opposite you. You jump in 
surprise, a small squeal escaping your lips. A warm, familiar 
hand presses against your lips, and your own voice hushes 
you with a whisper. You stare back into your own eyes and 
nod. The other you looks towards the door, and a click 
resounds through the room, echoing into every crevice. You’re 
locked in here with yourself, trapped with only you and your 
own thoughts. The other you looks you dead in the eyes and 
grins, stating simply, “Welcome to your worst nightmare.”
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Exploring Literature
Pride and Prejudice: A Critical Correspondence

The epistolary form is essential to Jane Austen’s Pride and 
Prejudice. The volume of crucial information contained in 
letters advances the plot by leaps and bounds whereas the 
dialogue usually enables only baby steps. From Caroline 
Bingley’s letter to Jane, which informs Jane that the 
Netherfield party has departed for London without plan of 
return, to Jane’s letter to Lizzy bringing news of Lydia’s 

elopement, letters often reveal information that elicits 
emotional responses and changes a character’s course— the 
literal course or the course of thought. Jane becomes 
distraught upon reading the letter explaining the exodus from 
the countryside, and her emotional state transforms, as 
Elizabeth notes when she “saw her sister’s countenance 
change as she read it” (80). Lizzy’s habitually strong 
constitution weakens upon reading that her youngest sister 
has fallen prey to Wickham, and she visibly falters as her 
“knees trembled under her” (184) and she “sat down, unable to 
support herself” (184). While all of the letters in Pride and 
Prejudice are important to the development of the novel, one 
letter stands out. The letter Darcy gives to Lizzy on their 
encounter walking through the park in Kent serves as the 
turning point in the primary plot of the novel: the progression of 
Lizzy’s relationship with Darcy. Darcy’s carefully penned 
correspondence reveals that he influenced Bingley to give up 
on Jane because he genuinely believed Jane did not 
reciprocate Bingley’s love for her. Additionally, he relays his 
true history with Wickham, and Wickham’s gross misconduct 
with Georgiana. The format and content of Darcy’s 
communication is critical to its ability to lead Lizzy to a deeper 
understanding of her own emotions. Darcy’s transformative 
letter is the catalyst that drives Lizzy into a deep, reflective 
mode in which she reshapes her assessments of Darcy, 
Wickham, and even herself.

Portfolio: Honorable Mention
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The format Darcy uses to bare his secrets to Lizzy, a 
particularly long letter, proves crucial to conveying his 
messages and enhancing the impact of those messages on 
Lizzy. The act of writing a letter requires conscious thought, 
contrasting the often spontaneous replies characteristic of 
face-to-face conversations. Darcy takes care to ensure his 
letter expresses exactly what he wants to tell Lizzy. One can 
imagine him sitting at a desk surrounded by torn up shreds of 
rejected versions, working toward the perfect missive. The 
sheer length of Darcy’s letter, which Lizzy notes to cover “two 
sheets of letter-paper, written quite through” (133) proves he 
dedicated many hours to its writing and editing; there is 
inherent care apparent in the letter’s expanse. Darcy, a man of 
few words, would certainly not have produced such a 
monologue in person; in her first impressions of him, Lizzy 
correctly describes Darcy as “reserved” (10), “silent” (16), and 
as having “said very little” (22). Even if Darcy had overcome 
his taciturn nature and attempted to deliver such an extensive 
speech to Lizzy the morning after his proposal (that she so 
ardently rejected), Lizzy would not have allowed it, and most 
likely would have cut him off or run away to avoid the 
confrontation. By addressing her using the epistolary form, 
Darcy requires Lizzy to read his correspondence, commencing 
his letter by writing: “I demand your attention; your feelings, I 
know, will bestow it unwillingly, but I demand it of your justice 

[my emphasis]” (133). Darcy does not just ask Lizzy to read 
the letter, he “demands” her to do so, and repeats this forceful 
word, determined that Lizzy read on. In contrast to a face-to-
face encounter, Lizzy cannot stop Darcy from expressing 
himself through his letter; the letter is already crafted, and 
Lizzy’s natural curiosity is enough to lead her to read it.

The permanence of hand-written letters differentiates them 
from dialogue, as the recipient is left with pages of words 
penned by hand, rather than dissipating memories of 
conversations. Upon a single survey of the revealing letter, 
Lizzy cannot believe the information regarding Wickham: “She 
wished to discredit it entirely, repeatedly exclaiming, ‘This must 
be false! This cannot be! This must be the grossest 
falsehood!’” (138). If Darcy had revealed his account of 
Wickham’s past in person, Lizzy likely would have responded 
similarly, declaring Darcy’s words impossible (a word she often 
uses). Lizzy attempts to dismiss Darcy’s claims when she 
takes the letter and “put it hastily away, protesting that she 
would not regard it, that she would never look in it 
again” (139). While she may have been able to escape an in-
person dialogue with Darcy, the permanent nature of the letter 
tempts Lizzy to re-read and reconsider; moments later, “the 
letter was unfolded again…she began the mortifying perusal of 
all that related to Wickham, and commanded herself so far as 
to examine the meaning of every sentence” (139). With the 
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ability to “read and re-read” comes the chance to consider and 
reconsider the meaning of every single word of Darcy’s letter, 
one reason the letter plays such a crucial role for Lizzy and 
cements her realization of Darcy’s true character.

The act of reading a letter inherently requires conscious 
internal reflection prior to an external reaction. Lizzy’s 
thoughtful consideration of Darcy’s words precedes any public 
reply she can make; this ultimately proves advantageous for 
Darcy, because only upon deep reflection does Lizzy realize 
that Darcy is virtuous and his actions are honorable. The 
rapidity typical of Lizzy’s physical actions, exemplified by her 
“habit of running” (201), permeates her mental habits as well, 
as she is both quick-witted and quick to judge. Even Mr. 
Bennet, largely disinterested in his children, remarks that 
“Lizzy has something more of quickness than her sisters” (2). 
Darcy’s letter forces Lizzy to slow down, scrutinize his words, 
and consider her own sentiments before drawing a conclusion. 
The letter is like a speed bump or a stop sign; Lizzy must slow 
down or even stop before she can continue.

The letter, through its written word, ultimately corrects Lizzy’s 
inaccurate first impressions of both Darcy and Wickham. 
Reading Darcy’s letter leaves Lizzy in a tumultuous frame of 
mind. Lizzy initially does not know what to think, as Darcy’s 
assertions contradict Lizzy’s prior understanding of his 

character. In a period of deep contemplation, as she analyzes 
Darcy’s words, Lizzy “grew absolutely ashamed of 
herself” (141), and feels “she had been blind, partial, 
prejudiced, absurd” (141). Lizzy realizes how her perception of 
Darcy clouded her awareness, allowing Wickham, a villain, to 
disguise himself as a victim to Darcy, who in reality, treated 
Wickham generously and fairly. For Lizzy, the letter’s content 
reveals truth and also leads her to reconsider how she forms 
opinions of others. Lizzy comprehends how her “abilities” (141) 
to judge others’ character have betrayed her; she evaluated 
each man’s appeal after a cursory first glance, rather than 
allowing herself time to discover the intricacies of their pasts 
and the complexities of their personalities. While reflecting 
after analyzing Darcy’s letter, Lizzy declares her distaste for 
her rapid and superficial discernment of character: “Had I been 
in love, I could not have been more wretchedly blind! But 
vanity, not love, has been my folly. Pleased with the preference 
of one, and offended by the neglect of the other, on the very 
beginning of our acquaintance, I have courted prepossession 
and ignorance, and driven reason away, where either were 
concerned. Till this moment I never knew myself” (141). A 
tangible representation of reason, the letter enlightens Lizzy to 
the danger of forming prejudices after brief, superficial 
encounters. Lizzy recognizes that she allowed herself to 
become engrossed in Wickham’s likable qualities, preventing 
herself from thinking clearly. The letter clarifies Lizzy’s 
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thoughts and corrects her misconceptions of both Wickham 
and Darcy’s characters. Darcy’s words incite in Lizzy the 
recognition that her former method of forming opinions about 
others was erroneous in its quick, one-dimensional analysis, 
leading her to a self-discovery about her tendency to form 
rapid prejudices.

Austen employs a letter for Darcy’s most revealing 
communication to Lizzy, suggesting that the written word holds 
primacy over other modes of communications and can be 
considered a source of truth. For Darcy, the epistle form 
enhances his points and plays an important role in 
strengthening the impact that his message has on Lizzy. Darcy 
puts aside his airs, releasing his pride to inform the woman he 
loves of the truths of his past. The letter is noble; Darcy 
expects nothing in return for baring his soul— neither a change 
in sentiment from Lizzy, nor a reply. However, the letter has a 
major impact; the genuine feelings underlying the letter’s 
creation incite a deep response from the recipient. Lizzy truly 
considers each word of the careful note, and she exhibits the 
courage to allow the truths revealed to change her feelings, 
rather than choosing the easier path of assuming the letter 
false and maintaining her former prejudices. In her essay 
“Knowledge and Opinion: Pride and Prejudice”, Tony Tanner 
asserts that one could easily and truthfully define the novel as 
one where “a man changes his manners and a young lady 

changes her mind” (103). It is the epistolary form— namely, 
this letter— that moves the plot and lays the foundation for the 
changes that Tanner describes.

Hester Prynne: Criminal or Noble?

A bureaucrat living a monotonous life, Nathaniel Hawthorne 
did everything but adhere to the social construct of Puritan 
New England in his writing of The Scarlet Letter. Like many 
adults holding stable jobs, Hawthorne felt that he was losing 
the artistic side of himself, and wrote The Scarlet Letter in 
order to escape his dreary everyday life. A man of a high 
intelligence level, Hawthorne used his book as a way to 
criticize his society and his Puritan ancestors through a series 
of intentional choices only apparent to high-level readers. He 
focused on disputing the traditional Puritanical values in New 
England as well as the patriarchal standards of his society. 
Hester’s position in the novel is complex; she personifies 
Hawthorne’s protagonist and her community’s antagonist. 
Hawthorne ultimately challenges the traditional and male-
dominated outlook of his society through Hester Prynne’s 
actions.

Through his critical analysis of the New England society, 
Hawthorne contests the Puritan belief in the inherent evilness 
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of all humans. The Puritans’ Calvinist belief in predestination 
led them to the conviction that sinful acts signified association 
with the devil and foreshadowed going to hell. Hawthorne 
presents Hester to readers in her most shameful moment, as 
she exits the grim prison wearing the scarlet letter to be 
publicly condemned for her adultery. The scarlet letter itself 
“seemed to derive its scarlet hue from the flames of the 
infernal pit” (63), exhibiting how the townspeople related the 
red “A” with Hester’s eventual descent into hell. As the novel 
goes on, it becomes apparent that Hester’s moral compass 
shines bright among the unforgiving Puritan society. In addition 
to raising her daughter alone, Hester “employed in making 
coarse garments for the poor” (75), spending her energy 
crafting clothing for the less fortunate in her community when 
she had close to nothing herself. Hester’s virtue extends so far 
that she is unwilling to release the name of the man she 
sinned with, taking the punishment for both of them alone 
instead of sharing her sentence. Enduring public humiliation 
and constant degradation by her fellow townspeople alone, 
while she could have surely eased her punishment by sharing 
the name of the man she sinned with, demonstrates the 
nobleness of Hester’s character. Truthfully, the sinners in the 
Hester’s community included nearly everyone except Hester, 
constantly judging her for one earnest mistake.

By making a sinner the protagonist of his story, Hawthorne 
creates a dilemma for his audience. In the traditional Puritan 
society, sin was associated with a lack of moral direction. An 
adulterer like Hester never could have acted as the central 
character of a story. Hawthorne’s decision to make Hester the 
protagonist added an interesting facet to The Scarlet Letter. 
His audience has a choice as to whether they will also view 
Hester as a heroine, or if they will hold her sin against her for 
the duration of the plot. However, only the readers who accept 
Hawthorne’s outlook- that one mistake does not define a 
person- reap a full understanding of Hester as a person. The 
human condition ensures that everybody makes mistakes. 
Only the bravest of people move past their blunders and 
become better because of it. Hester’s adultery was illegal in 
17th century Puritan New England, but in her particular 
situation, separated from her husband and in love with another 
man, was it really so bad? Many readers begin to view Hester 
as a victim of her community rather than as a criminal; her 
fellow townspeople were the real culprits for ostracizing her 
from society after a single mistake of passion. Even the 
townspeople began to see Hester for her goodness instead of 
her sin. Hester provided help for the same people who had 
once shamed her “in all seasons of calamity” (140). Her ability 
to rise above proved her virtue, and she even changed the 
meaning of the scarlet letter for herself: “Many people refused 
to interpret the scarlet A by its original signification. They said 
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that it meant Able; so strong was Hester Prynne, with a 
woman’s strength” (141). Through Hawthorne’s choice to have 
Hester transcend her punishment and become the better for it, 
he defied Puritan definitions of what it meant to be a sinner.

In his choice to focus on Hester Prynne, Hawthorne called into 
question the early American male-dominated society. 
Hawthorne crafts an interesting juxtaposition of characteristics 
in Hester through the way he introduces her to readers 
compared with the woman that readers’ watch Hester become. 
Hawthorne first presents to readers a woman who was sent to 
the new world before her husband, and was unable to resist 
temptation. The members of her society resented her for her 
sin, some even wishing death on her: “This woman has 
brought shame upon us all, and ought to die” (49). The image 
of Hester as an unfaithful wife plays into the stereotypes of 
early American society, that women were weak-willed 
creatures not strong enough to control their emotional 
outbursts or the actions that resulted. However, as the novel 
continues, Hester defies gender roles and emerges as a 
strong and independent woman. She makes her own decisions 
about where to live, what to do with her time, and how to raise 
Pearl. On raising Pearl, Hester “early sought to impose a 
tender but strict control over the infant immortality” (82), 
making her own decisions on how to bring up Pearl. 
Furthermore, Hester raises Pearl alone without a husband to 

provide for her or a father figure for her daughter. In the 
seventeenth century, the concept still existed that women 
needed to be protected or taken care of by their more ‘mature 
and intelligent’ male counterparts. Hester completely defies 
this stereotype by spending most of the novel without any man 
in her life, only to reconnect with Dimmesdale on her own 
terms. Through all of Hester’s strong facets, it becomes 
apparent that Hester cannot be defined as a “woman” in the 
terms of what it meant to be a woman in the seventeenth 
century; Hester cannot be boxed in by the shortcomings of her 
society’s outlook on the female race. Hawthorne ensures that 
gender roles do not apply to Hester Prynne, giving colonial 
women reading his novel a vision of what their future could be 
like.

Hawthorne used the character of Hester Prynne to express his 
criticisms of the Puritan society and their conventional and 
male-controlled ways. Through Hester’s actions, he moved 
past the thoughts and ideas of his time and even foretold of 
changes that would come in American society. Hester’s self-
betterment following her sin and her independence 
demonstrated that Hawthorne believed in learning from 
mistakes and that he rejected his society’s perspective of 
female inferiority. Many great American authors followed in 
Hawthorne’s footsteps, creating female heroines who broke 
through stereotypes and inspired female readers.
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Worlds Apart, Still Twins at Heart

Often times in literature, when a character embarks on a 
physical journey of their own volition, the excursion acts as a 
transformative experience, allowing the character to find 
himself or herself. In The God of Small Things by Arundhati 
Roy, Estha is forced on a physical journey; Estha is ‘returned’ 
to his Baba after ‘The Terror’, and the involuntary journey 
causes Estha to lose himself. Estha’s journey not only acts to 
his own detriment, but also damages his twin, Rahel, as she 
has not a clue of how to live without her fundamental 
confidante. The return of Estha to his Baba leaves Estha mute 
and Rahel emptied. The separation of the two-egg twins 
leaves two half-people in the place of one whole person; 
instead of saving trouble or preventing any more loss, Estha’s 
departure ends both of their lives.

Separating a seven-year-old boy from his home just after 
undergoing a trauma ruins Estha. Estha senses that his 
journey will be the end of an era; even before he leaves, Estha 
correctly exclaims at the subject of Ammu coming to retrieve 
him, “But that will be never!” (308). Estha cannot fathom a life 
without his mother and twin, and is filled with “A bottomless 
bottomful feeling” (308), like a pit in his stomach that he cannot 
dismiss. Although The God of Small Things fails to share the 

time that Estha is away from Ayemenmen, the toll that his 
journey takes on him becomes evident upon his return to 
Ayemenmen. Most noticeably, Estha is silenced. Once upon a 
time, words defied Estha; answering “Yes” to the police caused 
the immediate death of Velutha (although he would have died 
anyway due to the severity of his injuries), and Estha feels that 
it was “His fault that the faraway man in Ammu’s chest stopped 
shouting…Because he was the one that had said it. But Ammu 
that will be never!” (308). The blame Estha puts on himself and 
his words builds up as guilt inside of him. Estha decides to 
take revenge on the prior actions that he believed caused such 
misfortune by silencing himself; since his words defied him, he 
simply takes them away, believing he cannot cause further 
harm without his speech.

Upon losing her twin, Rahel loses her passion and enthusiasm 
for life, unable to live fully without her soulmate. Rahel acts 
uncharacteristically, expelled from school after school, and 
unable to forge meaningful relationships. She floats through 
her life, rather than living, attending architecture school 
because she “just happened to take the entrance exam” (18), 
not because architecture interested her. Rahel has no path. In 
fact, in architecture school, other students “were intimidated by 
Rahel’s waywardness and almost fierce lack of ambition” (19). 
Rahel loses her drive and her emotions, almost as if she is 
depressed. She even wandered aimlessly into her marriage, 
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“like a passenger drifts towards an unoccupied chair in an 
airport lounge” (19). Rahel’s passive life is a result of “a hollow 
where Estha’s words had been”. Separated from her other 
half, Rahel only feels emotion partially, unable to experience 
life deeply, and instead, just drifting.

Estha and Rahel are reunited in Ayemenmen, nearly twenty-
five years after they last saw each other, and the reunion 
provides a glimmer of hope that the two half-people will be 
reconverted into one whole person. As young children in 
Ayemenmen, Estha and Rahel “thought of themselves 
together as Me, and separately, individually, as We or Us” (4). 
This identification that linked Estha and Rahel contrasts the 
lack of connection that Rahel feels when she comes back to 
Ayemenmen to see Estha. Rahel “thinks of Estha and Rahel 
as Them, because, separately, the two of them are no longer 
what They were or ever thought They’d be” (5). Despite 
physically being back in the same place, “Edges, Borders, 
Boundaries, Brinks, and Limits” (5) separate Estha and Rahel 
emotionally. If Estha and Rahel were one whole when they 
were children, it is as if when broken into two fragments, their 
edges changed as they underwent individual experiences, 
leaving the jagged halves not quite fitting anymore. The twins 
still love each other, but they do not know each other; Rahel 
labels Estha as “a naked stranger met in a chance 
encounter…the one that she had known before Life 

began” (89). Despite their “irreconcilable far-apartness” (89), 
the love between the twins still exists, but it is racked with 
sorrow. Even in their physical expression of their love for each 
other, Rahel and Estha do not find happiness, but instead, they 
share “hideous grief”.

The moment Estha leaves, both his life and that of his sister 
are defined by their separation. While the two lives were 
salvageable if they would have been together to overcome 
their losses, instead, the separation kills them both. Roy 
communicates the necessity of leaning on family in times of 
hardship by demonstrating the havoc that comes from 
separating two-egg twins who belong together.

Transcendentalism in the Modern World

Everyone has his or her own set of beliefs, but few are willing 
to completely change their lives to embrace the deepest 
workings of their souls. Chris McCandless, whose unique life 
and death are chronicled by Jon Krakauer in Into the Wild, was 
an exception. From an early age, Chris developed a 
passionate approach to life strongly in line with 
Transcendentalism. Writings by transcendentalist founders 
Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau struck a 
chord with Chris, articulating his sentiments and providing a 
blueprint for a life that promised to satisfy his inner yearnings. 
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Transcendentalism refers to rising above society by following 
one’s own intuition. Truth is the goal for transcendentalists, 
and they believe that instinct, coupled with the pursuit of living 
as ‘one’ with nature, achieves the discovery of truth. In 
Walden, Thoreau declares: “Rather than love, than money, 
than fame, give me truth” (Walden, 17). Another central 
principle of transcendentalism is the belief that a person only 
needs himself or herself; you do not need your past, your 
family, or society to live an honest life.

While transcendentalism was developed nearly two centuries 
ago, only a handful of people have truly attempted to live by 
the philosophy. I am certain that in one way or another, various 
tenets of transcendentalism appeal to all of us. However, when 
the belief in living simply is combined with trusting only 
yourself in the context of a “natural” existence, the ideology 
becomes nearly impossible to follow in the modern world. In 
addition, the works of Emerson and Thoreau offer vague yet 
complicated principles of transcendentalism that can be 
interpreted in a variety of ways, making the philosophy even 
more difficult to grasp. I believe that for a person to embrace a 
life of transcendentalism, the individual’s beliefs must be 
intensely profound, resonating in every inch of his or her being. 
Chris satisfied this criterion. Reflecting on the years leading up 
to their son’s disappearance, Walt and Billie noted that Chris 
“had a darker side…characterized by monomania, impatience, 

and unwavering self-absorption, qualities that seemed to 
intensify through his college years” (84). These strong words 
describe a young man whose feelings ran deep, and whose 
convictions about life were still growing. Thus, the combination 
of Chris’s powerful convictions with the compelling works of 
the founding transcendentalists provided a spring board from 
which Chris leaped into a life few can fathom: a 
transcendentalist life lived in pursuit of the truth. Adapting the 
nineteenth century principles of transcendentalism to the 
conditions of twentieth century America, Chris was a modern 
transcendentalist.

Throughout Chris’s childhood, his family and friends 
recognized his obvious disdain for American society, reflected 
most clearly by his disregard for rules. This aversion to society 
aligns with a transcendentalist outlook, explained in Self-
Reliance when Emerson comments: “Society everywhere is in 
conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its 
members” (1162). According to his parents, when Chris was 
just two years old, he already possessed “a will not easily 
deflected from its trajectory” (106); this statement foreshadows 
Chris’s actions during the final years of his life. Chris’s theories 
permeated all parts of his life; his neglect for rules even spread 
to his schoolwork, most notably when he disregarded his 
teacher’s guidelines for a physics lab report, resulting in an F, 
when he obviously possessed the intellect necessary to earn a 
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higher grade. A teacher’s grades are just one type of 
evaluation valued by American culture. Chris’s rejection of the 
concept that grades help define him speaks to his deeper 
refusal to let anyone else’s assessment of his qualities affect 
him. He chooses to live without a care of “what the people 
think” (Emerson, Self-Reliance, 1163).

Embracing the tenets of transcendentalism, Chris carried his 
defiance for rules and society into adulthood. As an adult, 
Chris recognized that in addition to eschewing societal rules, 
transcendentalism focuses on relying on one’s inner light to 
rise above society’s perceived flaws. To Chris, authority was a 
societal flaw. Chris objected to anyone trying to control him, 
whether it be a teacher, his parents, or the government. The 
government, designed to have power over its people, stands 
out as the stereotypical ruling entity for an anarchist like Chris 
to oppose. Kraukauer synthesized Chris’s views on the 
government with a quote from Thoreau: “That government is 
best which governs least.” (86). Many times along his journey, 
Chris expressed his anti-government sentiments through his 
actions and words. He abandoned his beloved Datsun, only 
after driving the uninsured car with an expired license. To 
Gallien’s inquiry whether Chris had a hunting license, Chris 
responded: “How I feed myself is none of the government’s 
business” (7). Chris “came across a sign warning that he was 
trespassing on the U.S. Army’s highly restricted Yuma Proving 

Ground” (24), yet continued on, unalarmed. He even “sneaked 
into Mexico” (26), carrying no identification, later to be “caught 
by immigration authorities trying to slip into the country without 
ID” (27). Chris obviously believed that to “live free and 
uncommitted” (Walden, 2) meant to live free of the restraints of 
the government and even to “flout the laws of the state” (21). 
Chris’s resentment of authority fits with the transcendentalist 
idea that a person only needs to follow his or her instincts in 
life rather than look to society for definitions of ‘right’ and 
‘wrong’. 

Your name is society’s way of defining you. You have no 
control over what your name is when it is given to you as an 
infant, but it is used to identify you for your entire life. Your 
name connects you to your family, your heritage, and your 
culture. Chris, in an effort to destroy the part of him that had 
begrudgingly lived a relatively ‘normal’ life and to symbolically 
start anew, changes his name to Alexander Supertramp. His 
new, self-determined name announces to those who hear it 
that Alex is a man who intends to wander, never to be held 
down in one place- a declaration that he does not want any 
human connections to stand in the way of his independent 
drifting. Chris disconnected himself from his family by 
changing his name, putting into practice the transcendentalist 
belief that he did not need his family to find his truth. By 
changing his name, Chris tries to separate his new life from his 
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old, making himself unidentifiable to those he had formerly 
considered his friends and even his family. Krakauer 
dramatically explains: “No longer would he answer to Chris 
McCandless; he was now Alexander Super-tramp, master of 
his own destiny” (18). In fact, there were many times along 
Chris’s journey when he slipped up, introducing himself as 
Chris McCandless or Alex McCandless. On W-4 forms Chris 
filled out while working for Wayne Westerberg, Chris “had 
scrawled ‘EXEMPT EXEMPT EXEMPT EXEMPT’” (71), yet, on 
a second form, Chris “signed his given name: ‘Chris J. 
McCandless’” (71). To me, this inconsistency indicates that 
Alex did not completely discard Chris. Chris still felt 
intermittently connected to the home and family he left behind. 
While some might argue that Chris’s periodic use of his given 
name violates the transcendentalist belief in independence 
from family and society, I see it another way. A perplexing 
aspect of transcendentalism is its intrinsic acceptance of 
contradiction. Highlighting this feature of transcendentalism, 
Emerson declared: “If you would be a man, speak what you 
think to-day in words as hard as cannon balls, and to-morrow 
speak what to-morrow thinks in hard words again, though it 
contradict every thing you said to-day…To be great is to be 
misunderstood” (Emerson, Self-Reliance, 1165). As part of the 
journey for truth, transcendentalist leaders established the idea 
that people must speak their minds at every moment, even if 
thoughts of the current instant contradict earlier thoughts. 

Through even the seemingly superficial inconsistency of 
presenting himself sometimes as Alex and other times as 
Chris, Chris was in fact demonstrating a principle of 
transcendentalism: that one can simply change his mind 
without worry of consequence.

Emerson and Thoreau imagined a utopia in which they could 
live alone, free from the burdens of society. Chris strove to 
make their vision a reality. He left behind his family in hope of 
living as Emerson suggested: a life “composed of Nature and 
Soul” (Emerson, Nature, 1107). Addressing the 
transcendentalist idea that “society everywhere is in 
conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members”, 
Emerson offered a solution by explaining: “Self-reliance is 
[society’s] aversion” (Self-Reliance, Emerson, 1162). Like 
Emerson and Thoreau, Chris believed that to “enjoy an original 
relation to the universe” (Nature, Emerson, 1106), he must 
take his journey alone. While the idea of an existence without 
companionship sounds dreadful to almost everyone, Chris 
found “freedom and simple beauty” (Krakauer, 64) in his 
independent lifestyle. Many people write Chris off as a young 
man, who out of anger at his parents, selfishly disappeared, 
with no thought of how his departure would affect his family. 
Although I cannot imagine the pain that Chris’s family endured 
after he left, I do not believe Chris took his journey purely out 
of spite for his parents. While there were certainly some 
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bumps in the road in Chris’s childhood, an old friend confirmed 
that Chris’s parents were not the sole cause for his actions: 
“Chris just didn’t like being told what to do. I think he would 
have been unhappy with any parents; he had trouble with the 
whole idea of parents” (79). Chris took his Alaskan journey by 
himself, for himself. His quest for truth was centered on 
discovering the world, hoping to be able to “observe again 
from the same unaffected, unbiased, unbribable, unaffrighted 
innocence…of such an immortal youth” (Self-reliance, 
Emerson, 1162).

Although he began his journey alone, along the way Chris 
developed connections with many of the people he 
encountered; most notably, Wayne Westerberg, Jan Burres, 
and Ronald Franz stand out as Chris’s “surrogate family” (15) 
during his journey to Alaska. Although I grant that the 
friendships and connections Chris formed along his adventure 
were not in line with the strictest interpretation of 
transcendentalist belief, this does not invalidate the notion that 
Chris led a transcendental life. I believe that the 
transcendentalist credence that the most fulfilling way to live is 
“to go into solitude” (Nature, Emerson, 1107) is wholly 
unrealistic; at one point or another, people need others to 
either help them carry out transcendentalism or just to survive. 
Even Thoreau, one of the founders of transcendentalism, only 
temporarily lived alone, and Emerson never even attempted to 

isolate himself from everyone. Transcendentalism endorses 
living naturally, but how does living alone equate to living 
naturally? From the moment a baby is born, the infant cannot 
take care of himself; he relies on the people around him to 
care for him. Since transcendentalists believe in retaining “the 
spirit of infancy even into the era of manhood” (Nature, 
Emerson, 1108), it is not logical that they also support living 
completely independently. While Chris did connect with a few 
people on his journey, these interactions served to maintain 
“the simplicity of his childhood” (Emerson, Nature, 1108) by 
allowing them to look out for him in small ways, echoing the 
manner in which adults look after a baby. Sadly, on his ultimate 
Alaskan expedition, Chris is too late in his recognition of the 
transcendental notion that one cannot always survive 
completely alone; in the days before his death, he wrote a 
“disquieting note” (11), begging someone to come save him. 
Of course, Chris perished alone, proving that even a 
transcendentalist requires some interaction with others.

Chris strived to adapt the principles of transcendentalism to 
modern life through his disregard for society and its rules, his 
ability to speak his truth, and his attempt to live with minimal 
human interaction. His struggles and ultimate death illustrate 
the challenges inherent in a transcendentalist approach to life. 
Some might say that he failed to embody transcendentalism as 
he formed connections with others, sometimes used his own 
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name, and never became completely separate from society. I 
disagree; I believe that Chris succeeded, at least temporarily, 
in living a modern transcendentalist existence. The founders of 
transcendentalism allowed for some contradictions; they were 
not rigid, shown in how neither Emerson nor Thoreau 
permanently stepped away from society. Chris struggled, as 
would anyone, with the extent of those contradictions, 
ultimately dying alone. In order to be a modern 
transcendentalist, an individual must accept some connections 
to society; if Chris had consistently accepted this principal, 
perhaps he would have walked out of the wild.

The Return of Tom Sawyer

“Me-yow! me-yow!” (Twain 12) called Tom Sawyer, beckoning 
Huckleberry Finn to climb out of his window and enter Tom’s 
“romantical” (Twain 249) world of robbers, ransom, and 
kidnapped women that “fall in love with you and never want to 
go home” (Twain 18). Tom’s presence at the beginning of The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain pulls readers 
into an endearing story of two best friends immersed in Tom’s 
world of imagination. However, after Huck undergoes his wild 
journey with Jim, Tom has no place in a novel full of genuine 
and heavy matters of race, discrimination, and loyalty. George 
Saunders, author of the witty essay “The United States of 

Huck” in his book The Braindead Megaphone humorously 
explains what he believes to be Twain’s “Apparent Narrative 
Rationale” (Saunders 190) for the reappearance of Tom at the 
conclusion of Huckleberry Finn. Saunders suggests that as 
Twain concluded his novel, he thought: “I Will Let Tom Sawyer 
Come Inexplicably Back into My Story and Ruin My 
Ending” (Saunders 191). Many readers share Saunders’ view 
that Twain stuck Tom back into his novel when the subject 
matter became “too hot to handle” (Saunders 198). I disagree; 
this theory fails in that Twain’s entire novel is intensely 
controversial; he would not have backed down at the thought 
of provoking his audience. Saunders’ claim that Tom Sawyer 
“comes flying up the river to save Twain from his own 
book” (Saunders 201) rests upon the highly questionable 
assumption that Twain had no plan for the ending of his novel, 
and had no message to convey. I cannot accept Saunders’ 
assertion because all of the choices Twain made in 
Huckleberry Finn have intentional deeper meanings, from the 
way Huck and Jim ‘go with the flow’ of the Mississippi River to 
the use of the n-word over two hundred times. Although 
readers cannot discern Twain’s true reason for Tom’s re-entry 
into the novel with full certainty, theories and ideas are 
constantly generated and debated. This ongoing conversation 
facilitates the discussion of Huckleberry Finn as a whole, 
exactly as Twain would have wanted. Though nobody can 
know for sure, I believe Twain reinserted Tom near the end of 
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Huckleberry Finn to demonstrate the power of superficial 
distractions to detract from moral awareness in Huck’s world 
and in American culture as a whole.

Huck and Tom’s friendship reflects Twain’s nostalgia for ‘the 
good old days’. At the start of Huckleberry Finn, Huck, 
uninterested in being “sivilized” (Twain 35), takes solace in 
Tom’s fantasies, joining the Gang in robbing a group of 
“Spanish merchants and rich A-rabs” (Twain 21) and carrying 
out other endeavors. The friendship between Huck and Tom is 
charming at the outset of Huckleberry Finn; their 
companionship flows nicely without any major plot action to 
detract from the boyish diversion. However, readers soon 
sense Huck’s growing boredom and frustration with Tom’s 
mock adventures, demonstrated in his realization that the 
Spaniards and Arabs the gang was robbing “warn’t anything 
but a Sunday-school picnic, and only a primer-class at 
that” (Twain 21). Saunders correctly explains, “The difference 
between Tom and Huck is that Huck believes in the reality of 
what he sees and feels, and Tom does not” (Saunders 202). 
Over time, Tom’s pretend adventures and the fake joy he 
experiences no longer appeal to Huck. Although undermined 
by his even-keeled narration, Huck’s difficult life hardened him; 
the harsh reality of the physical and emotional abuse inflicted 
on Huck by his father causes Huck to yearn for real joy to 
accompany his real pain. Huck’s real-life adventure quickly 

commences, spurred by Pap’s drunken kidnapping of his son. 
Twain dives deep into American culture, and particularly the 
issues of slavery and racism, with the situations he crafts for 
Huck and Jim throughout their journey down the Mississippi. 
Just as it seems that Huck is emerging from his “moral 
wilderness” (Hawthorne) and has developed a sure sense of 
the actions he must take to save Jim, Tom Sawyer re-enters, 
plaguing the book with his constant need for thrill and causing 
Huck to take the backseat in his own story. Saunders 
comments on Twain’s reintroduction of Tom: “Twain realized 
what he had brought himself to the brink of…instead he ran at 
high speed back the way he’d come” (Saunders 199). 
Saunders and many others view Tom’s character as a way for 
Twain to escape the profound questions his book raises, a 
hasty bandage for Twain’s deep cuts into the flesh of society. I 
take fault with Saunders’ assertion because one cannot take a 
part of Huckleberry Finn without taking the whole; Saunders 
sees profound messages throughout most of the novel, 
exemplified by his interpretation that Tom and Huck “represent 
two viable models of the American Character…side by side in 
every American and every American action” (Saunders 203), 
yet he refuses to recognize a deeper meaning in the return of 
Tom. Saunders cannot have it both ways. Furthermore, I find it 
difficult to accept Saunders’ assessment of Twain because 
Twain’s choices are so deliberate in the rest of the book, as he 
creates a complex and deep relationship between Huck and 
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Jim and uses this relationship to critique contemporary 
American society.

In the simplest terms, Tom Sawyer is a distraction. He diverts 
attention from the real world with his make-believe 
undertakings, and he relentlessly sidetracks Huck from his true 
purpose of helping Jim to escape captivity. Tom’s personality 
proves inappropriate in any serious situation; he is only 
justified in his childish games in the narrow realm of his gang. 
When Twain thrusts Tom into a position where he could 
potentially endanger Jim’s life, Tom’s reaction is frustratingly 
tasteless. Tom quickly turns Jim’s imprisonment into another 
one of his immature games, openly expressing how he is 
disappointed by the lack of obstacles to overcome in Jim’s 
escape: “Blame it, this whole thing is just as easy and 
awkward as it can be. And so it makes it so rotten difficult to 
get up a difficult plan…You got to invent all the 
difficulties” (Twain 252). Tom’s concerns with how the “best 
authorities” (Twain 253) stage rescues and the 
“regulations” (Twain 254) for prisoners quickly go from being 
playful to dangerous. Readers, including myself, are disgusted 
by Tom’s treatment of Jim’s imprisonment as a game, “simply 
an opportunity for Tom’s ego and cleverness to exert 
themselves” (Saunders 203). Tom hijacks the novel with his 
desire for the “insane ritual of [Jim’s] escape à la those in 
Walter Scott novels” (Saunders 203), causing readers to 

quickly furrow their brows, exclaiming, “What is this novel that I 
am reading, and where did Huckleberry Finn go?”. On the 
surface, Tom’s reappearance could be seen as “Twain’s failure 
to love, honor, and obey his Central Moral Vector” (Saunders 
198), and some audiences even going so far as to say Tom’s 
reemergence “jeopardizes the significance of the entire 
novel” (Saunders 198). Though I concede that Twain certainly 
took the ending of Huckleberry Finn in an unexpected 
direction, I still insist that Tom served a purpose in the novel. I 
view Twain’s ending to his novel as a representation of his 
beliefs on distractions in America, and a statement that 
happily-ever-after, all-of-the-problems-are-resolved, picture-
perfect endings are not realistic: not in his novel nor in 
American society as a whole. Still, the question arises: since 
Huck overcame so many other distractions throughout the text, 
why is Tom any different? Huck refocused on Jim after 
conquering disruptions including the time he spent living with 
the Shepardsons observing their family feud, and the stint 
spent with the duke and king engaged in their fraudulent ways. 
Tom is different. Tom is the ultimate distraction for Huck, a 
familiar obstacle as Huck’s best friend. Imagine trying to stand 
up to a peer you have passively obeyed for your whole life—
certainly, it is not an easy task. The tremendous difficulty in 
challenging one’s best friend causes Huck to conform to Tom’s 
plans even when he knows it could endanger Jim. This speaks 
to the trend of conformity that has always been present in 
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American life; speaking up against a common or powerful view 
is discouraged. Tom has power over Huck, mainly because his 
views are in agreement with those of most of the South in the 
time of Huckleberry Finn. Tom represents the ideas of the 
southern majority, whereas Huck represents the man who 
knows what is right but cannot speak up because of the 
overwhelming influence of the common opinion. Twain 
highlights Huck’s decision to be a silent bystander and in doing 
so, urges the individuals who are the ‘Hucks’ of the world not 
to make the same mistakes.

In addition to distracting Huck from his objective to free Jim, 
Tom causes a relapse in the Huck’s moral awareness. Tom’s 
return to Huckleberry Finn comes at a point when it seems that 
Huck has arrived at a solid understanding of the path he needs 
to take to save Jim. Huck comes to a crossroads where he has 
to make a choice between turning Jim in and helping Jim to 
safety and freedom. He goes so far as to write a letter to Miss 
Watson that would essentially equate to turning Jim in. Huck 
scours his mind for reasons that justify turning Jim in, but he 
comes to the conclusion that there are none, commenting: “I 
couldn’t seem to strike no places to harden me against 
him” (Twain 227). Instead, memories of Jim’s unconditional 
kindness and love flood Huck’s mind. In arguably the most 
important moment in the novel, Huck chooses to sacrifice 
himself to help Jim achieve freedom. Huck explains: “I was a 

trembling, because I’d got to decide, forever, betwixt two 
things, and I knowed it. I studied a minute, sort of holding my 
breath, and then says to myself: ‘All right, then, I’ll go to hell’- 
and tore it up” (Twain 228). Huck finally reaches this point 
where he completely renounces societal norms and fully 
decides for himself what is right. Saunders perfectly describes 
this moment: “It is a brilliant hymn to clear-sightedness and 
against hypocrisy” (Saunders 200). The return of Tom at this 
moment throws a wrench in Huck’s independence of thought 
and liberation from southern conventional morals. Saunders 
agrees, explaining that in Tom’s return, “Huck-Growing 
becomes Huck-Stultified” (Saunders 204). Huck’s increasing 
ability to think for himself comes to a grinding halt when Tom 
comes back and thinks for him; Huck goes from being a leader 
to a follower, “a passive Sawyer-lackey” (Saunders 204). If The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is the story of Huck’s coming-
of-age, it is as if Huck almost becomes a man but does not 
quite make it. Twain blocks Huck from emerging from his 
cocoon, instead having Tom come back to suffocate him. 
Some readers view this as a cop-out, evidence that Twain did 
not know how to deal with the serious subjects his book came 
across. In fact, Twain makes a bigger statement about America 
in his time by never allowing Huck to spread his wings. Huck’s 
failure to make a complete moral transformation parallels 
Twain’s opinion that Americans failed to make a true change 
by winning the legal abolition of slavery with the Civil War. 
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Twain believed that nothing really changed because of the 
extreme racism still present after the Civil War. Many people in 
the antebellum and Civil War Era believed that simply 
changing their mindsets was enough to make a difference in 
the lives of African Americans. Twain makes the statement 
through Huck that merely changing one’s mentality on a moral 
issue is not enough; these new and seemingly resolute 
conclusions can be easily reversed. Action needs to 
accompany a new mindset in order to make a lasting change. 
Since Huck never took the final action of physically helping Jim 
to escape, he quickly reverted back to his unpolished, hesitant, 
and bystanding self from the novel’s beginning.

Huck speaks to audiences so much because he is real: he 
makes mistakes, cannot overcome every distraction, and 
ultimately, ends up largely in the same moral place where he 
began. Despite his inability to help Jim escape, Huck is a hero 
for readers; everyone wants to reside in “the United States of 
Huck” (Saunders 203). Every hero has an Achilles’ heel, as 
does Huck in Tom. Questions about Twain’s motive behind his 
reintroduction of Tom at the novel’s end are important; different 
motives suggest different interpretations of the social 
controversies raised in the book. In order to maximize the 
experience of reading Huckleberry Finn, readers must bear in 
mind that Twain’s decision to reintroduce Tom was not random; 
it was an intentional decision that makes a point about the 

society Twain lived in— a message that still applies to our 
society today.

Archer and the Arts

Representing more than a simple grouping of visual, 
performing, and literary arts, “the arts” take on a broader 
meaning in The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton. During 
the Gilded Age, “the arts” connoted self-expression, intellectual 
endeavors, and freedom of thought; elite New Yorkers of the 
1870s attempted to silence each of these in order to maintain 
a conforming class lacking the original thinking necessary to 
challenge the established social order. Throughout the novel, 
art appears as a common feature that spans all social tiers, 
present in both high society and the lower classes. However, 
those who engage in the arts are looked down upon by high-
standing New Yorkers unless their experience of the arts 
occurs in a setting expressly supported by ‘society’. Indeed, 
the higher power of ‘society’ commands the actions of the 
upper class; they use the arts as a channel to display both 
their wealth and themselves. They make no attempt to 
comprehend deeper meanings, nor do they allow the arts to 
stimulate their minds. Surely, to garner an understanding of 
any type of art, one must pay attention to it; such focus is 
absent among New York’s crème de la crème. Despite living 
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his whole life trapped inside the rigid box of his elite class, 
Archer Newland stands out from his socioeconomic circle with 
his sincere interest in the arts. Sparked by his relationship with 
Ellen, Archer transforms from a gentleman who fears to 
disobey convention by openly appreciating the arts, to a man 
unafraid to overtly value art. In so doing, he opens his mind 
and steps outside the immobile constructs of the top of his 
social hierarchy, and in time, achieves personal fulfillment 
while engendering genuine respect. 

On the surface, it seems that New York society does, in fact, 
value the arts. The elites are routine spectators at the opera, 
and they adorn their mansions with paintings and portraits. 
The Age of Innocence even opens at the Academy of Music 
with the opera Faust, a setting that would be expected to 
include an audience relishing the performing arts. Yet, it 
quickly becomes obvious that the elites attend not to 
experience the opera, but rather to maintain their social 
appearances and to experience each other. Even the 
newspaper describes the spectators instead of the actual 
performance, with the daily press reporting “an exceptionally 
brilliant audience” (1). The focus on “the world of fashion” (1) 
at the opera rather than on the opera itself demonstrates the 
lack of focus on the performance. Only the most emotive song 
in the opera— the Daisy Song—captures the attention of the 
aloof elites: “the boxes always stopped talking during the Daisy 

Song” (1)— implying that they continued talking through the 
other songs.

Archer recognizes the irony in his peers’ approach to the 
opera, calling attention to the gentlemen who did not turn their 
opera-glasses to the stage, but instead “turned their opera-
glasses critically on the circle of ladies” (1). The elite culture 
does not attend the opera to enrich their lives or to expand 
their circle of thought. Rather, they go out to the opera only to 
look inward upon their inelastic circle of society, to inspect 
each other with the magnification of their opera glasses. The 
opera glasses in the hands of suited men and gloved ladies 
focus their vision, but only support a worldview that remains 
confined and narrow.

Archer’s initial insistence on conforming to the stiff culture of 
his class is apparent in the first scene at the opera. Explaining 
Archer’s fashionably late arrival to the opera, Wharton makes 
a more general assertion regarding Archer’s dedication to 
custom: “What was or was not ‘the thing’ played a part as 
important in Newland Archer’s New York as the inscrutable 
totem terrors that had ruled the destinies of his forefathers 
thousands of years ago” (1). Despite loyalty to conforming and 
continuing class’s tradition of unoriginal thought, Archer 
recognizes that he is inherently different from his peers. Archer 
is intrinsically drawn to artistic and intellectual activities, and 
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the narrator affirms, “delicate…[Archer’s] pleasures mostly 
were” (1). New York society’s insistence on considering the 
arts a “delicate” pastime is surely a reason that deep 
involvement in the arts is not supported by their male-
dominated culture. The insinuation that artistic endeavors 
reduce masculinity and make a man appear weak surely 
scares off even those men with a natural fondness for the arts. 
Nevertheless, Archer does not try to hide his love for the arts 
from himself. He is fully aware of his inclination to the arts: “In 
matters intellectual and artistic Newland Archer felt himself 
distinctly the superior of these chosen specimens of old New 
York gentility; he had probably read more, thought more, and 
even seen a good deal more of the world, than any other man 
of the number” (1). Not only is Archer cognizant of the 
important role that the arts play in his life, but he is also proud 
of his pursuit of art, revealed by the use of the word 
“superior” (1).

Despite Archer’s internal pride in his creativity and intellect, 
outwardly, Archer feels that he must present himself like the 
other men of his class in order to fit into the New York society 
that controls his life. Group power affects Archer, as the 
“specimens of old New York gentility…grouped together…
represented ‘New York’, and the habit of masculine solidarity 
made him accept their doctrine on all the issues called 
moral” (1). More than anything, Archer is terrified of being 

expelled from the only home he has ever known; the 
immovable walls of New York society represent safety and 
comfort for Archer. On the surface, it seems that Archer has 
achieved the best of what New York has to offer, including his 
inherited wealth, New York’s most eligible bachelorette, and 
widespread regard from the rest at the top of the social 
hierarchy. However, Archer’s unexercised passion for 
intellectual exploration lurks beneath his polished exterior, and 
he cannot achieve true happiness if he strives only to maintain 
his public image. Archer first chooses the easier path out of 
fear of losing everything, sensing that “it would be 
troublesome…to strike out for himself” (1). Archer foresees 
pain for himself, and perhaps for those around him, if he 
chooses to act as an individual instead of as a robotic product 
of New York Society.

Ellen’s entrance into the novel bursts the bubble in which 
Archer was previously enveloped. Archer had never met 
anybody like Ellen: a woman from a prominent New York 
family who breaks the unspoken rules of his society, 
disregarding both the trivial and consequential standards that 
dictate the lives of the elites. From her tucker-less dress to her 
one-on-one rendezvous with the notoriously “vulgar” (5) 
Beaufort, Ellen shocks New York and sparks unending gossip. 
Sensing that Ellen would cause complications in his imminent 
future, Archer declares to himself, “Hang Ellen Olenska!” (2). 
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Unabashedly, Ellen reenters New York society, as “a young 
woman…careless of the dictates of Taste” (2). A woman who 
so casually (albeit unknowingly) breaks the rules of society is 
sure to trigger consternation and fear in that society. While 
Archer is frightened by the potential effects Ellen, as a relative 
of his fiancée, could have on both his engagement and the rest 
of his life, Archer still feels attracted to her. 

After meeting her only briefly, Archer defends Ellen to his 
peers, insisting that Ellen’s “unhappy life…doesn’t make her 
an outcast” (5). Despite initially viewing Ellen as problematic 
and describing her arrival to New York as “inopportune” (6), 
Archer advocates on her behalf for the same reason that he 
wishes she had never appeared: because she is different and 
so flippantly disobeys the “dictates” (2) of ‘Taste’ and ‘Form’. 
Archer’s divided feelings regarding Ellen reflect his own 
personal battle between conforming to his society and living as 
an individual, unashamed of his interests in the arts and 
intellectual matters that do not align with the goals of the 
superficial and shallow culture of New York. Deep down, 
Archer wishes he could live like Ellen by embracing his 
cosmopolitan interests and being unafraid to denounce the 
“doctrine” (1) of the New York gentility. Yet, Archer fails to fully 
comprehend the reasons behind his initial mixed feelings 
regarding Ellen, resulting in his vacillating sentiments 
throughout the novel.

Ellen is an individual; in everything from her dress, to the 
arrangement and location of her house, to her behavior, she 
defies New York conventions. Visiting Ellen’s house presents 
Archer with tangible evidence of Ellen’s independence from 
society, and shows Archer that like him, Ellen is deeply artistic 
in ways the New York society does not support. Archer 
reiterates the omnipresent theme of the arts in his life as he 
appreciates Ellen’s residence for its aesthetic aspects. 
Archer’s first impression of Ellen’s drawing room has an 
ethereal quality, as Archer describes “the faded shadowy 
charm of a room unlike any room he had known” (9). Archer 
continues to inspect the artistic furnishings of Ellen’s peculiar 
quarters, recognizing “Italian-looking pictures” (9), unlike any 
he has seen in his extensive exploration of foreign art. Ellen 
lives on a street where “‘people who wrote’ were her nearest 
neighbours’” (9); she lives among creators. Impulsively, Archer 
initially tells Ellen that her address is “not fashionable” (9), but 
upon further reflection, he remembers that his acquaintance, 
journalist Ned Winsett, lives on that same street. Archer recalls 
asking himself “if the humanities were so meanly housed in 
other capitals” (9), and this inner dialogue confirms both his 
admiration for artists and his sympathy for their poor treatment 
by his peers. Simply by asking Archer for advice on how to fit 
into the society she left so long ago, Ellen causes Archer to 
“look at his native city objectively” (9), and to see the flaws that 
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he has accepted for so long. Archer begins to fall in love with a 
woman so far outside the bounds of what is deemed 
‘acceptable’ by his society that it causes him to reconsider the 
costs associated with adhering to the shallow rules that allow 
him to maintain a life of physical comfort. Ellen precipitates this 
change in Archer, willing him to embrace his individualism, and 
to stand up for his regard for the arts.

Although Archer recognizes his desire to be independent from 
the harsh, unaccepting constructs of his society, he cannot 
bring himself to create a clean break from the designs that 
defined his life for so long. This realization creates an internal 
conflict that he cannot quite resolve: a battle that pits his 
comfortable circumstances and the lack of true pleasure that 
accompanies them against an existence that embraces the 
arts and intellect, unfettered by the social constraints that act 
as obstacles. Ellen raises doubts and concerns in Archer about 
his monotonous life in his unbending class, but just as he is 
unable to leave May for Ellen, Archer is similarly unable to 
discard his comfortable life as an elite and well-to-do New 
Yorker. Archer’s predicament supports the notion that a 
complete and sudden departure from one’s life, society, and 
peer group is unrealistic; the book’s ending suggests that 
profound change in an individual’s relationship with society is 
best achieved over time.

The final chapter of The Age of Innocence chronicles a 
transformation that brings society in line with Archer’s values. 
Similar to the first chapter of the novel, the last chapter opens 
with an artistic setting. However, instead of Archer arriving at 
the opera as he did in the first chapter, Archer has just left “the 
inauguration of the new galleries at the Metropolitan 
Museum” (34), where people gathered to study ancient art 
rather than to inspect each other. Over the course of over 
three decades, Archer’s society has come to value the arts, 
just as Archer has all along. Now, young men pursue 
“architecture or landscape-engineering” (34) in the place of the 
“law and business” (34) of Archer’s days as a young man. The 
ultimate endorsement of Archer’s values and society’s 
metamorphosis comes when the New York Governor declares 
to Archer, “You’re the kind of man the country wants” (34). 
Recognizing Archer’s importance, “every new movement, 
philanthropic, municipal or artistic, had taken account of 
[Archer’s] opinion and wanted his name” (34). Rising above an 
antiquated class that has, itself, changed, Archer’s values are 
now shared by a society that wants him to steer it toward 
success. Archer demonstrates that while a person can 
recognize conflicts between himself and society, unilateral 
change presents tremendous challenges for the individual. 
Archer is fortunate; without disavowing society, he maintains 
his values, and society eventually comes to him. In valuing 
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Archer, New York society validates the importance of the arts 
and frees Arthur to pursue his passions.

The Great Gatsby: Glitz, Glamour, and Despair

World War I, a total war that produced atrocities like none 
before it, was a catalyst for the new age of culture and thought 
that defined the 1920s. The "Roaring Twenties" were 
characterized by unprecedented economic prosperity and a 
new wave of modern culture highlighted by the glamorous and 
opulent lifestyles adopted by the upper class. However, after 
experiencing the brutalities and evils of world War I, many 
people were disgusted by the superficial glitziness of the 
1920s. Those who were disillusioned by the empty affluence of 
the 1920s reminisced about the times before the war and 
wished for a return to normalcy. F. Scott Fitzgerald, a veteran 
of World War I who had recently escaped the complicated 
landscape of American culture by moving to France, wrote The 
Great Gatsby in 1924. In the famous novel. Nick Carraway 
narrates Gatsby's complex existence, regarding Gatsby's 
lifestyle with a mixture of awe and aversion. Through his 
choice to tell The Great Gatsby through Nick, a peripheral 
narrator, Fitzgerald manages to assert his own commentary on 
Gatsby's life. In fact, Gatsby’s life mirrors that of F. Scott 
Fitzgerald in many ways; essentially, Fitzgerald comments on 

his own life through Nick's assessments of Gatsby. Gatsby 
represents both sides of the twenties: on one hand, Gatsby 
seems to be the complete embodiment of the ideals of 
consumerism and excess; yet, on the other hand, Gatsby 
longs for a return to a time before World War I, demonstrated 
by his all-consuming desire to relive his past with Daisy. By 
exposing the flaws in each side of Gatsby's life through Nick's 
critiques and the plot of The Great Gatsby, Fitzgerald provides 
insight into his views on the 1920s and even his own life. 
Specifically, Fitzgerald relates his distaste for the opulent but 
empty ethos of the 1920s.

Although the central character of The Great Gatsby, Gatsby 
himself does not appear until readers are nearly fifty pages 
into the novel. Fitzgerald builds up to Gatsby's introduction 
with the thrilling rumors that circulate about him and the 
descriptions of Gatsby's epic parties. Gossip swirls, with one 
woman reporting that Gatsby "killed a man once" (44), while 
another clarifies that Gatsby actually "was a German spy" (44). 
Nick, an anomaly as he seems to be the only invited guest at 
Gatsby's party, is enchanted by the ethereal image of Gatsby 
created by "the romantic speculation he inspired" (44). 
Gatsby's bashes were packed with guests who were not 
invited, but "came for the party with a simplicity of heart that 
was its own ticket of admission" (41); the attendees of 
Gatsby's parties were largely strangers to Gatsby. The wild 
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extravagances at Gatsby's parties included a full orchestra, 
famous dancers, circus acts, and "champagne served in 
glasses bigger than finger-bowls" (46). Finally, at Gatsby's 
party, at the pinnacle of Gatsby's mysteriousness and when 
readers are itching to meet this "Great Gatsby", Gatsby enters 
the narrative.

Once Nick finally meets Gatsby, Gatsby's sublime quality 
endures, and his persona dazzles Nick. Even Gatsby's smile 
amazes Nick, who describes the one-in-a-million grin: "It was 
one of those rare smiles with a quality of eternal reassurance 
in it (48). When Nick first meets Gatsby, for a moment he sees 
the "young roughneck" (48) beneath his glossy surface; later, 
Nick realizes that Gatsby "had little to say...he had become 
simply the proprietor of an elaborate road-house next door 
(64), and at one point Nick even admits that he was sorry that 
he had "ever set foot upon [Gatsby's] overpopulated 
lawn" (68). Nick realizes that Gatsby's preliminary appeal was 
only surface deep upon spending more time with Gatsby, Nick 
reveals that he now knows that "Gatsby could happen, without 
any particular wonder" (69), Nick conveys to readers that 
Gatsby is far from perfect as he comes to understand more 
about Gatsby; however, his glorious entrance into the story 
reveals Fitzgerald's theory that a mysterious aura and an 
extravagant display of wealth disguise a flawed man, so all 
that the public sees is a shiny, spotless exterior.

At a glance, Gatsby's lifestyle of overindulgence and 
extravagant parties seems to signify a wealth and sociability 
that aligns with the mindset of taking advantage of the 
opportunities of the twenties. While Gatsby's money is real in 
the physical sense, Gatsby is of the West Egg brand of ‘new 
money’, and his riches are not seen by New York society as 
being as authentic as those of the old-moneyed East-Eggers. 
Nick describes the disparity between the Eggs: "I lived at West 
Egg, the well, the less fashionable of the two (5). New York 
society viewed East Egg as the highpoint of established 
refinement, while the name ‘West Egg' did not carry the same 
ideals of elegance and sophistication. East-Eggers even saw a 
distasteful quality in Gatsby's wealth, attending and relishing 
his over-the-top parties yet never allowing him to fully enter 
their social sphere. Nick notes that residents of both Eggs 
attended Gatsby's parties, but they never truly mixed, as he 
observes the two factions at the party, with “East Egg 
condescending to West Egg, and carefully on guard against its 
spectroscopic gayety” (44) Additionally, Gatsby made his 
fortune through organized crime, further invalidating his riches, 
Gatsby's "business gonnegtion" to the shady Wolfsheim, his 
constant calls coming from various cities, and his admission to 
Nick that he ran “a little business on the side...a rather 
confidential sort of thing” (82) add up to Gatsby's involvement 
in the illegal alcohol market during prohibition.



918

By building up the image of Gatsby and his riches and then 
providing insight as to how in reality, Gatsby's wealth was a 
sham, I recognize Fitzgerald's suggestion that the widespread 
quest for wealth and upward social mobility in the twenties was 
pointless. Gatsby's freshly made fortune does not win him the 
respect of the established aristocracy who earned their 
fortunes before the war. Fitzgerald himself was of the new-
money group of the twenties, and his presentation of Gatsby's 
inability to be of the same standing as the old-moneyed 
reveals that Fitzgerald never felt accepted by the established 
rich. The sense of not belonging also fits with Gatsby's 
isolation from the guests at his parties. Gatsby was never at 
the center of his own festivities, instead remaining to the side 
and simply observing his guests if he was even in off the 
scene at all. Nick describes the flowing social scene that 
accompanies the flowing alcohol at one of Gatsby's parties: 
“Laughter is easier minute by minute...the groups change more 
swiftly, swell with new arrivals, dissolve and form in the same 
breath”. Gatsby takes no part in the “sea-change of faces and 
voices and color” (41) at his party, nor does he drink. While for 
the tipsy party-goers, “the scene [of the party] changed…into 
something significant, elemental, and profound” (47), Gatsby 
was left out, unable to see the party through the glamour-
stricken eyes of the intoxicated attendees.

Even with so many people around him, Gatsby is lonely. Nick 
describes his isolation at his party: “No one swooned 
backward on Gatsby, and no French bob touched Gatsby's 
shoulder, and no singing quartets were formed with Gatsby's 
head for one link” (50). When Gatsby's party ends, Nick again 
emphasizes the seclusion of the proprietor and even the 
property: “A sudden emptiness seemed to flow now from the 
windows and the great doors, endowing with complete 
isolation the figure of the host” (55). I suspect that Fitzgerald's 
focus on Gatsby's solitude enables Fitzgerald to reveal how he 
felt in his own life. Fitzgerald had a wild social life at the height 
of his fame, but Gatsby's isolation implies that Fitzgerald felt 
lonely on the inside, which he then manifested in Gatsby's 
physical solitude. By including the depressing realization that 
Gatsby's apparent wealth and star status were only superficial, 
Fitzgerald begins to dismantle Gatsby's armor: Gatsby's 
attempt to embrace the glitz and glamour of the twenties 
proves unfulfilling.
It soon becomes evident that rather than leading a forward-
looking existence embracing the materialistic and wealth-
guided ideals of the twenties, Gatsby has instead been living in 
pursuit of his pre-World War I past with Daisy. Responding to 
Gatsby's dream of a reunion with Daisy, Nick facilitates a 
meeting for the two. After an uncomfortable initial reunion, 
Gatsby and Daisy soon seem to be picking up right where they 
left off. For a moment, it seems like Gatsby's dream has come 
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true. Nick observes that Gatsby “literally glowed” (89) after 
spending a few hours with Daisy, and symbolically the weather 
complies, with the rain stopping to make way for the sunshine 
that represents Gatsby's joy. While Nick is initially enchanted 
by the romantic meeting of Gatsby and Daisy, he soon realizes 
that Gatsby's dream is gone: the last five years of Gatsby's life 
melt away. as if they had never happened. With the green light 
that radiates from the end of Daisy's dock representing 
Gatsby's dream of Daisy, Nick sees how “the colossal 
significance of that light had now vanished forever...his count 
of enchanted objects had diminished by of his dream of his 
one” (93). With the loss of the green light, a light in Gatsby 
goes out as well the happily ever after with Daisy. Reality sets 
in, and it becomes clear that even the nearly perfect afternoon 
that Daisy and Gatsby share cannot live up to Gatsby's 
idealized picture of what his life would be like with the 
reentrance of Daisy. Nick realizes this, commenting: “There 
must have been moments even that afternoon when Daisy 
tumbled short of his dreams. because of the colossal vitality of 
his illusion” (95). Gatsby cannot settle for anything less than 
his vision of his reconnection with Daisy, and before readers' 
eyes, Gatsby begins a downward spiral that continues until his 
death. Gatsby resembles a lunatic when he paces back and 
forth, exclaiming to Nick, “Can’t repeat the past?...Why of 
course you can!” (111).

Through Gatsby's crazed attempt to relive his past with Daisy, I 
believe that Fitzgerald was asserting that Americans who 
wished for a return to pre-war life and ideals were hopeless; 
the war had changed too much and it would be forever 
impossible to recreate an earlier time. Reminiscent of the 
manner in which Gatsby met Daisy when he was stationed in 
her hometown at the outset of World War I, Fitzgerald met 
Zelda when stationed in her home state of Alabama. However, 
Fitzgerald had another young love: as a college sophomore, 
Fitzgerald met and fell in love with Ginevra King, a rich girl 
whom Fitzgerald is rumored to have “remained devoted to as 
long as she would allow him” (Mizener). Gatsby never stopped 
loving Daisy even though their time together before Gatsby 
was deployed was brief; this most likely parallels Fitzgerald's 
longing for Ginevra. Soon after her relationship with Fitzgerald 
broke off, Ginevra was engaged to marry a man of the same 
social standing as herself, just as Daisy married Tom, who 
could support her luxurious lifestyle. Gatsby and Fitzgerald 
were left with their memories of the women they loved, but 
Gatsby contrasted Fitzgerald in his attempt to win Daisy back. 
Perhaps while writing The Great Gatsby, Fitzgerald was still 
infatuated with Ginerva and wished that he could possess the 
same courage that he instilled in Gatsby: the resolve to 
reconnect with Daisy. Fitzgerald, even at the height of his 
fame, never felt proud of his accomplishments, and this lack of 
self-worth prevented him from him from pursuing Ginerva. This 



920

contrasts Gatsby, who was self-assured in his new wealth, so 
much so that Gatsby felt sure that Daisy would accept him 
back and live up to his dreams of the past they shared. 
However, neither Gatsby nor Fitzgerald win back their true 
loves— illustrating Fitzgerald's belief that no matter how hard 
one tries, the past is unattainable. This relates to a larger 
message about the 1920s; Fitzgerald believed too much had 
changed from pre-war times to post-war times to even attempt 
to return to what life had once been.

Gatsby embodies a combination of two common, but ultimately 
non-viable modes of life in the twenties: he embraces the 
indulgences and booming consumerism of the decade yet also 
expresses a desire to relive the past. Examining both 
approaches, I find that each plays an important role in 
Gatsby's life, and neither seems to overshadow the other. 
Fitzgerald's overwhelming message through The Great Gatsby 
is one of doom and despair, as he demonstrates through 
Gatsby his opinion that neither lifestyle can lead to happiness, 
success, or satisfaction. I agree with Fitzgerald's thesis that 
neither a superficial life of opulence nor a life lived seeking the 
past produces any true meaning. For me, a meaningful is one 
lived fully and a life deeply in the present. Endless partying 
and glitter do not allow for any true accomplishments or in-
depth experiences; similarly, spending time trying to relive the 
past prevents one from making the most of the present. 

Bringing both approaches together in a single individual—
Gatsby— Fitzgerald demonstrates that neither lifestyle 
produces true fulfillment. Furthermore, the combination of both 
lifestyles proves lethal, illustrated by Gatsby's demise. Gatsby 
lived at the extremes of both lifestyles— his parties were 
incredibly lavish, and his dreams of his past with Daisy were 
unrelenting. While I recognize that everybody experiences 
moments of frivolity and times of reminiscence, few individuals 
suffer such severe consequences. Living, and then dying 
because he existed only at the extremes, Gatsby was different.

Gatsby's untimely death is Fitzgerald's ultimate statement of 
how both lifestyles doomed Gatsby. In a twist nobody could 
have predicted, Fitzgerald, like Gatsby, suffered a premature 
death. Mirroring Gatsby's existence, Fitzgerald lived at the 
extremes and suffered the consequences.

Characterizing Al: A Relatable Hero 

Truman Capote's In Cold Blood, brimming with murderers and 
frightened townsfolk, In would be incomplete without a hero. 
Balancing the cowardly Dick and Perry, Alvin Adams Dewey 
fills the heroic role that Capote required. Capote 
simultaneously paints Dewey as an unwavering, strong 
protagonist while also acknowledging Dewey's more 
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vulnerable side: his personal life. Witnesses to both facets of 
Dewey's life, readers detect Al's exaggerated valiancy while 
also observing his moments of uncertainty and doubt. Capote 
depicts Dewey as a mortal hero: one susceptible to human 
emotions and limitations. Dewey's accessible yet valiant 
persona serves both Capote's need for a hero and Dewey's 
own real-life desire to be regarded in a positive light. In a novel 
chronicling the (mostly) factual happenings in a small Kansas 
town, why would anyone who played a role want to be widely 
perceived in a negative light? Of course, anyone would want to 
be admired and respected by way of a noble portrayal rather 
than a negative depiction. Capote characterizes Dewey so 
thoroughly because the hero of the novel is a critical 
component of any story, true or fabricated. Dewey ultimately 
needs to 'save the day' along with the other detectives by 
solving the mysterious murder case in order to bring In Cold 
Blood to its climax, as well as to put the crime to rest and 
punish the killers in real life. Truman Capote represents Al 
Dewey as a respected hero by establishing Dewey's legitimacy 
as a knowledgeable law enforcer and by relaying Al's human 
and emotional facets that compel readers to feel empathy for 
Al.
 
Capote introduces Dewey to readers as "a lean and handsome 
fourth-generation Kansan of forty-seven named Alvin Adams 
Dewey" (49), a stereotypical no-nonsense detective in search 

of "the why and the who" (49) in the Clutter murder case. 
Capote immediately employs a positive an approving tone 
when referring to Dewey, first describing him as 
"handsome" (49) and later as "professionally qualified" (49). It 
is instantly clear that Capote respects Dewey as a person, and 
more importantly, as a detective. Capote discusses Dewey’s 
past positions: “a former sheriff of Finney County…a Special 
Agent of the FBI... New Orleans...San Francisco" (50), and as 
readers scan the resume, they quickly conclude that Dewey is 
experienced in law enforcement and an apt choice to head the 
Clutter case. Capote first discusses publicly known facts about 
the investigation from a press conference, where Dewey, in his 
serious manner, proclaimed he would "talk facts but not 
theories" (50). A few pages later, Capote reveals information 
that was held secret from the public, demonstrating Capote's 
special access to information that Dewey withheld from the 
residents of Holcomb. For example, Dewey "preferred not to 
disclose" (50) his opinion on whether the slaughtering of the 
Clutter family was the act of one man or two men during the 
press conference, but he later revealed his single-killer 
concept' and 'double-killer concept'" (50) to Capote. Dewey's 
cautious control of information adds to his aura of professional 
competence and intelligence, making readers more certain of 
Dewey's authority to control the investigation. Capote's choice 
of chronology, to first introduce Dewey in a professional 
environment and only later give readers a glimpse into his 
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personal life, emphasizes the primacy of Dewey's heroism. 
Capote realized the importance for readers to first see Dewey 
in a position of authority, only revealing his emotional, weaker 
side after Dewey was established as a tough investigator.
 
In order for readers to develop a holistic view of Alvin's life that 
extend beyond his professional side, Capote extensively 
describes Al’s private life, focusing on his family and his 
internal thoughts. While Al was initially suspicious of the 
flamboyant Capote’s intention to chronicle her the murder and 
investigation in humble Holcomb, Marie convinced her 
husband to aid Capote. Because Marie acted as Capote's 
window into Al's life, Marie's feelings and reflections on Al's 
behavior during the Clutter investigation constitute an 
important part of the depiction of Al's private life. On many 
occasions, Marie expressed the widespread fears of the 
residents of Holcomb. At one point, Marie notably entreated 
her husband, asking, "Alvin, do you think we ever get back to 
normal living?" (65). Though Marie was referring to her 
everyday life with Alvin, her question also served to represent 
the sentiments of Holcomb as a whole; the townspeople 
wondered if they would ever be able to trust their neighbors 
again. Would they be able to look at their close friends without 
a hint of suspicion, or close their eyes at night without fearing 
that the Clutter's fate would befall them too? In addition to 
direct quotes from Marie, Capote documents Al's thoughts, as 

if Capote had open access into Al's head. Most likely, Capote's 
after-the-fact interviews with Al and Marie led him to design 
thoughts that may or may not have actually crossed Al's mind. 
Commenting on Al's restless awakened state one night, 
Capote wrote: "He was too tense to sleep, even if the 
telephone could be silenced too fretful and frustrated. None of 
his leads' had led anywhere, except, perhaps, down a blind 
alley toward the blankest of walls." (63). Giving readers a 
window into Al's head allows them to experience more fully 
how it would feel to be an investigator in a nearly impossible 
case. Later, again interpreting Al's inner thoughts, Capote 
remarked: "[Al] did not believe that Hickock and Smith would 
be caught in Kansas City. They were invulnerable" (124). 
Some may contend that Capote causes Al to seem weaker by 
expressing even Dewey's sentiments of doubt. Instead, I see 
Al's fears and uncertainties as a manifestation of his human 
side: a change from the serious, matter-of-fact investigator 
who solves murders. Indeed, the revelation of Al's uncertainty 
concerning his investigative abilities enhances the reader's 
excitement and satisfaction at the case's successful 
conclusion.
 
By highlighting both Al Dewey's straight-laced detective guise 
and his less resolute personal side, Capote characterizes Al 
completely, leaving readers feeling like they really know Al. 
The juxtaposition that Capote creates between Al's two 
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personas echoes the impact of the Clutter case on Holcomb as 
a whole. Dewey's serious and unflinching a in his outer 
appearance (his professional life) yet apprehensive presence 
in his inner life (his personal life) parallels the sentiments of the 
residents of Holcomb. The residents of Holcomb tried to 
remain strong in the face of the murder and the following 
investigation, but on the inside, people were scared.
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Motherland: Home & Family
A Segregation of the Past, Rooted in Modernity
 
If there’s one thing that Bollywood movies do incredibly, it’s 
milking old wounds. We constantly make movies about our old 
feuds between the Hindus and the Muslims, about our war 
waging with Pakistan, almost to the extent you’d imagine these 
conflicts are still in full swing today. Unfortunately, India’s 
tendencies to consistently bring up old conflicts and issues is 

precisely what stands in the way of us – as a country, 
population, and religion – moving past these issues.
 
Growing up as a Hindu Indian in America has never been 
easy, but it’s never been as hard as another similar minority: 
Muslims. Now unfortunately I’ve always lived under the cover 
belief that I don’t empathize with them, that I don’t feel like an 
ally with the Muslim community, so let me use my own life as a 
microcosm to the bigger issue of India.
 
I’ve lived in Solon for the past 6 ½ years, a suburb of 
Cleveland that’s known for it’s diversity with South Asians. The 
city itself has a nearly 20% Indian population, which is pretty 
evenly divided between Muslims and Hindus. I can’t think of a 
single instance in my time living here, or any where else in 
Cleveland, in which case we’ve ever had any tension with 
religion. Yet it’s a question I constantly get. “Oh how is it that 
your family is Hindu but you live down the street from a Muslim 
family?” Despite hearing the question for so many years, I still 
can’t entirely understand it. Do people genuinely think that we 
have issues, two historically tense religions living in the same 
general area? Has our media perpetrated that idea so heavily, 
that it seems impossible that a Hindu family can be good 
friends with a Muslim family?
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Now since moving to Solon, I’ve visited India 4 times, and I’m 
set to go later this year as well. My grandparents have their 
primary residence in Mumbai, a city with notable traces of 
Muslim and Hindu life. Within our development, there’s 2 
mosques and 3 temples, and our buildings are no more 
segregated today than they were when the peninsula was still 
ruled by the British.
 
But it would appear that my home suburb of Thane doesn’t 
entirely reflect the rest of Mumbai. Here we look to Manil Suri, 
who in a recent opinion piece for the New York Times entitled 
“The Segregation of India” wrote of the newfound segregation 
seen between Hindus and Muslims in many Indian cities, 
primarily Mumbai, where entire areas of the city no longer see 
interaction. On top of this, many of these Muslim dominated 
areas tend to have much worse living conditions than those 
where Hindus, showing a clear divide in the way these two 
distinct religions are seen in society.
 
‘To the west, the clearly demarcated Muslim parts of 
Jogeshwari are snidely called “mini Pakistan” by Hindus 
across the “border,”’ Suri describes, to note the divides that are 
rapidly rising up between Hindu and Muslim communities all 
across Mumbai.
 

Meanwhile here, in my little Indian-American bubble, I still will 
always feel empathy with the struggle that Muslims face in this 
country. Their religion, their history, their culture, it all 
fascinates me. And sure, it’s not normal for a Hindu to not feel 
some level of aggression, or vengeance for the brutal and 
bloody history between Muslims and Hindus, but still today, I 
don’t see any reason to perpetuate it.
 
So just like we see it here in the US, where race is a touchy 
issue to bring up in movies and in every day politics, I still yet 
won’t be able to understand why the aggressions seen 
towards Muslims so many years ago are still broadcasted and 
nursed as wrongs previously done. Sure, we’ve had our own 
share of hardships, from the 26/11 attacks to the June 2011 
bombings, but to put it into our movies only allows for these 
divides to be aggravated.
 
So for the sake of the stability of not just the city of Mumbai, 
but of a country defined by the characteristics and prejudices 
that divide their people, it’s time for Bollywood to put the past 
truly behind us, and look to a brighter topic in the futures of our 
movies.

A Bond of 3000 Miles
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I was 11 when I first asked my mom if I was adopted. We had 
gone to our friends’ house for Thanksgiving dinner the 
previous night, our annual tradition of lemon kissed basmati 
rice and hot coconut-yogurt infused avial. The day before, 
however, we’d gone out to a party at a North Indian family’s 
house, hard hit with three different types of rajma, kidney 
beans cooked in a succulent tomato sauce with onions and 
garlic. Even when I was 11, Indian food wasn’t the same every 
time I had it, and I started to make out distinctions.
#
The first questions hit as soon as we got home, and my mother 
definitely wasn’t prepared for these. “Why did the food taste 
different even though we were with Indian people both days? 
Why did I like one more than the other? Where are we actually 
from?” As my mom attempted to let me understand cultural 
differences, that we were completely purely South Indian 
without a single northern gene in me, the strongest question of 
all came out: “If I don’t like South Indian food but I like North 
Indian food and you all are South Indian does that mean I’m 
actually North Indian and adopted and you’ve all been lying to 
me my whole life?”
#
My mother explained to me later on that I was definitely not 
adopted, and I realized that I looked too much like my dad for it 
to possibly be true, but the questions have still lingered in my 
head 5 years later. We’ve had an endless number of more 

Thanksgiving dinners, and over time I’ve grown to enjoy 
certain South Indian dishes along with my mom and her 
friend’s attempts to make pumpkin pie (disclaimer: they forgot 
the sugar, but other than that the creamy dark orange 
consistency was perfect) and occasionally nachos, grazed with 
piquant Indian snacky spice mixes. Yet for me, the annual 
holiday has continued to lead to more questions surrounding 
what it truly means to be North or South Indian.
#
It’s always been a given since I was younger that I would 
marry an Indian. My mom probably always had him picked out 
for me: nice smart South Indian boy who was just a few years 
older than me, Hindu, vegetarian, didn’t drink or smoke, 
studied well and/or already had a good job. She’d never 
arrange my marriage; I had the privilege of being born into a 
more progressive and modern Indian family. I, on the other 
hand, had some other ideas. I could never stand the idea of 
eating South Indian food for the rest of my life, so I wanted a 
tall, “cool” North Indian guy who wouldn’t be afraid to be the 
first person up on the dance floor at a Bollywood party. I never 
felt in place at South Indian events, whether it was the 
language or the food, so dreaming to marry away from it 
seemed like the best way to find more of the culture I fit in with.
#
Yet as I’ve grown, I’ve found myself straying from that dream 
more and more. I always said I’d never date a South Indian 
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boy, and that’s exactly who I’m in a relationship with now. 
While I find Indian culture an integral part of myself, no matter 
how much I push it away, my South Indian heritage is still a 
key component of my identity. Sure, I might not be the biggest 
fan of crispy white coarse dosas, the beloved South Indian 
lentil/rice crepe that melts in your mouth with a dollop of hot 
butter over it, with piping hot tamarind sambar as a subtle 
flavoring soup, but at some part of me, I’m still fundamentally 
South Indian. Or at least, the parts that I like.

Truly, that’s the beauty of Indian culture: it’s what you adopt of 
it. See, I’ve grown up like my mother: somewhere in the 
crossroads of the culture I belong to, and the culture I always 
felt more attracted to. She too was raised as a South Indian in 
the heart of big glitzy city Mumbai, and yet always drew 
towards North Indian food and customs. But being Indian is no 
one thing. For my boyfriend, being Indian is eating rasam, the 
Indianized hybridized offspring of tamarind juice infused 
tomato soup, high strung with flavor and spice, while watching 
cricket matches at 2 am, just to match Indian live time. For my 
white best friend, her own adopted part of Indian culture is 
getting to wear Indian jewelry over her every day clothes, and 
cooking hot spice infused curries of beans, carrots, and 
cauliflower on Thursday nights.

And for me? My Indian culture is somewhere right in the 
middle. I love North Indian food, I don’t understand cricket, and 
I only ever like shopping for clothes and jewelry when it’s 
actually in India. I still hold the hardworking values of South 
Indians, and won’t marry anyone who smokes, drinks, or isn’t 
vegetarian. I watch Bollywood movies endlessly, to the extent 
that I’ve planned out my wedding outfit to be just like Deepika 
Padukone’s outfit in the Diwali scene of Ramleela. I go to 
parties every few weekends (yes, always arriving almost an 
hour or so late), and get asked if my marriage is being 
arranged nearly every week. I get mistaken every so often for 
any other brown girl in my grade, and then get asked if I know 
some distant brown person from Texas, because all brown 
people know eachother all around the world, of course.

To me, being Indian is being part of a community. Since we 
moved to Solon, I’ve always said that our 3 closest family 
friends are practically family to me, to the extent that they feel 
more like siblings and cousins than just friends. I’ve never 
gone to an Indian party or gathering and felt out of place, just 
because the culture is so welcoming. Being Indian is a part of 
me; one I would never be able to switch out for anything else. 
My idea of a perfect Saturday night? Staying in and watching a 
Bollywood movie, with some Bombay city chaat, crisp 
chickpea flour twigs under tangy tamarind sauces and pungent 
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mint-coriander chutneys, and a cold, crisp lemon-lime swirled 
Limca, the Indian (evidently superior) version of Sprite.

The country is immense. The languages, food, traditions and 
culture are distinctly different. But India’s truly a place for 
anyone to find something for themselves, whether it is enjoying 
the food at home on a Friday evening with family, or going out 
to a Bollywood dance party with friends on Saturday night, to 
watching a quiet romance movie on Sunday night. Above all, 
each person is dramatically different: you’ll never find 2 Indian 
people who are exactly the same, and in this vast country of 
over a billion people, I’m finding my own Indian culture and 
place in this identity.

Turmeric Latte

A few weeks ago, news spread of a new drink: the turmeric 
latte. While people pined over having this new fad in their local 
coffee shops, I was disgruntled on the new trend. Turmeric 
lattes were nothing more than the home remedy milk my 
grandmother made for me whenever I was sick. Nobody I had 
ever met enjoyed drinking turmeric lattes, it was something we 
choked down in the evenings after dinner, a bitter tide filling 
our mouths and haunting our throats for hours to come.

My upbringing has been characterized by one thing: seeing my 
Indian culture become mainstream. In a way, it’s a relief. In 
middle school, I was bullied for my love for Bollywood music 
instead of American pop icons, my cravings for Indian snacks 
and street food instead of chips and cookies. I was taunted for 
calling my parents /Amma/ and /Appa/ instead of Mom and 
Dad, for watching Bollywood rom-coms every Saturday night 
instead of seeing classic Broadway shows and Hollywood 
thrillers. I was humiliated for sleeping with my grandmother’s 
old sari fabric as a blanket instead of cuddling around a brown 
teddy bear, for drinking cardamom chai instead of peppermint 
hot chocolate. 

The only community I ever felt like I belonged to was my Indian 
one, after all, I never had anything in common with my 
classmates and eventually grew to resent being the minority, 
being the only Indian in my class, so much that I even changed 
schools so that I wasn’t always so ashamed of being in a 
different culture. I craved for people around me to accept my 
culture and to understand that I was different and loved it, that 
I treasured my community and heritage. Having people accept 
that should’ve been a welcome change for me. 

But somehow it’s not. I went from wanting my classmates to 
accept my culture, to seeing a whole country over liking it and 
exploiting from its richness. I see my culture plastered on 
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tabloid headlines, latest celebrities wearing fabric draped like 
saris to school dances, bindis worn as accessories to music 
festivals like Lollapalooza and Coachella, the appropriation 
never seems to stop. It’s a marginalization of my heritage, and 
a continuation of stereotypes as well, whether it’s that I’ll have 
an arranged marriage, or that I always eat curry for dinner. 

Rather than a focus on the history and heritage behind our 
traditions, Indian culture has turned into a constant source of 
mainstream ‘hipster’ trends here in the United States. My 
culture is exploited not for the riches of tales behind the 
actions, the traditions and beliefs, but rather because it looks 
pretty and exotic.

We get the lecture every Halloween about cultural 
appropriation. Why do we only tell it to children? Is it suddenly 
acceptable for an adolescent or adult to lift a stereotype of 
appearance from another culture and pass it off to just be a 
costume or a trend? How does age and maturity change 
appropriation and exploitation?

I’m privileged to come from a culture that fascinates so many 
people. But it’s a burden to see your traditional outfits paraded 
around as something foreign and exotic. 

My culture should not just be the latest millennial trend in this 
nation that proclaims itself to be a melting pot, and I object that 
whole notion in the first place. Melting pot implies that once put 
together, you can't distinguish the parts from the whole. 
Culture doesn't work that way. We're a country that's a salad, 
not a melting pot. My culture should be treated and respected 
as a distinct contribution in the sum of the whole, while it fits 
perfectly in the grand scheme of the nation, it’s still noted as its 
distinct flavor and addition. 

I want my culture to be represented, accepted, and respected, 
as the rich, diverse, and fulfilling culture of a nation of 1.3 
billion people.

If I Could Vote, I'd Vote for Acceptance

When I was in fourth grade, I was the victim of bullying. So 
much that I started looking to move schools in sixth grade, 
even though I was thriving in Montessori. I started fourth grade 
in 2008, right when President Obama was first elected. When I 
asked my parents why they supported President Obama and 
wanted him to be president, they said it was because he 
accepted us in this country as Indians. I understood what it felt 
like to be marginalized for my identity even in my classroom.
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I was too young to vote this year. Aside from being a debater, I 
was a fellow with the Hillary Clinton Campaign & Ohio 
Democrats this fall, and that’s where I learned that while I 
personally believed in Hillary Clinton for a multitude of policy 
reasons, that this campaign wasn’t just an effort to break a 
glass ceiling. I live on the edge of Cuyahoga County, where 
the deep-rooted Democratic support starts to turn into 
conservative values, and fall in the Trump line of support. But 
the stories I’ve heard here, of love, forgiveness, anguish and 
grief, that’s what this campaign was for so many people. A 
movement to look to equality and representation and fair 
voices in DC, and regardless of how one individual campaign 
goes, that movement can never die. 

To say I was upset Tuesday night would be an 
understatement. I was awake until 3 am, until the final call, 
talking to friends from all around the world. Not only did I know 
the efforts that had gone into this election, but I felt for this 
cause as well. I’m a 16-year-old Indian girl living in the US, and 
the fact that we ended up with a candidate who took every 
instance to shoot down the differences between us, that was 
what broke my heart. I cried that we elected Donald Trump, 
someone who has failed to understand what makes America 
so strong in the first place: that we, as a nation, embrace 
diversity and tolerance in perspectives and experiences.

This is an election that has rooted divide in the hearts of so 
many Americans. Relationships have been broken over this 
election. But never have I seen such fear and hatred in the 
words of so many. It’s not even the majority of people who 
voted for him. But those voices are loudly heard. I’ve never 
realized how many people hated me in this country, and 
wanted me gone, just for the color of my skin. I was born here, 
I’ve lived here all my life, and I’ve never felt so out of touch 
with everyone else around me. 

This wasn’t just an election between Democrat and 
Republican. It was an election that thrived on the bigotry that 
one candidate put out, and how many Americans took it up. 
The first presidential election I saw and understood, in terms of 
policy and perspective, was that of Barack Obama in ’12. As 
someone who aspires to study international relations in 
college, the compassion and humility Obama showed in office 
was characterizing of my outlook on this country, and the 
world.

So today, my heart does go out to every minority community in 
this nation. We’re faced with a candidate who has 
marginalized every identity different to him, and has made us 
feel fear in our own skin and lives. 
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But now, I will spend 4 years hoping that Donald Trump is a 
good president, hoping that maybe I was wrong, and that he 
can be a president to bring together our nation. Despite over a 
year of criticizing his platform, and the discrimination he has 
sent, what else can we do now, aside from trying to work with 
him? The partisan gridlock we’ve faced for 8 years now didn’t 
help us, nor will it in the future. Yes, I will continue to condemn 
Trump’s bigotry and past hateful words. But for the people who 
need it most, I hope I am wrong about the type of leader I think 
he will be. There are people in more critical situations than I 
am, and for those people, I pray that Donald Trump doesn't 
end up being the leader that I feared our nation electing. And I 
hope those who supported Trump this election, can find it 
within themselves to condemn the hate crimes that have gone 
on for the past few days.

Above all, I hope that we continue to push our issues and 
make them heard at the front of this country. Our fights don’t 
end here, and the future will continue to be bright as long as 
we have a positive outlook on it and keep our voices heard.

The Greatest Punishment of All

While on the surface, Arundhati Roy’s book The God of Small 
Things conveys strong messages about our conceptions on 

familial and romantic love, the novel is truly brimming with 
stories of tragic betrayals and harsh treachery. From Baby 
Kochamma revealing Ammu’s illicit love for Velutha, to Velutha 
betraying the values of the Communist Party by engaging in a 
relationship with a woman of wealth, The God of Small Things 
highlights how love and betrayal go hand in hand, showing 
how treachery shapes us even more when it breaks us from 
those we love. However, while her intentions were pure to 
cultivate love in the hearts of her twins, Rahel and Estha, the 
ultimate betrayal in The God of Small Things is by Ammu. As 
she instills the idea of “Love Laws” in the minds of her twins, 
love becomes a competition rather than a natural joyous 
emotion, and eventually harms Ammu’s relationship with her 
twins, and shapes the twins’ perception of their lives forever.
#
For Rahel and Estha, from the time they are young, their 
mother raises them with the notion that love has boundaries: 
that there are right and wrong ways to love, and that love can 
be given as a reward, yet rescinded as a punishment. 
However, the story itself revolves around the impacts that 
these Love Laws have on the twins. When they go to see The 
Sound of Music, Estha and Rahel first see their mother’s love 
tested by the events that unfold with the Orangedrink 
Lemondrink Man. For a young child to be molested is a 
traumatizing event, yet Estha withholds the information from 
his mother, because “He knew that if Ammu found out about 
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what he had done with the Orangedrink Lemondrink Man, 
she’d love him less as well. Very much less.” (108) This secret 
goes on to characterize the rest of his life, with him fearing 
punishment, in the form of being loved less, for this assault 
that was entirely out of his control. While Ammu must have 
intended to teach her children how love in the world works, 
especially due to her prior experience with the twins’ father, 
she eventually ends up corrupting them around the notion that 
love is not something her twins were entitled to from their 
mother, rather that it was to be earned and competed for. Even 
Rahel lives in this eternal fear of being loved less, and feels 
that his mother loving her less is the ultimate punishment. After 
lashing out at her mother after leaving The Sound of Music, 
Rahel attempts to bargain with her mother to earn back her 
love, what she seeks the most during her childhood, where 
“she was keen to exchange punishments. No dinner, in 
exchange for Ammu loving her the same as before.” (109) The 
mentality that Ammu raises her twins by is that love is to be 
used as punishment, not that doing something good can 
reaffirm her love, rather that if they do anything that would not 
support them being the perfect children, that they can lose 
love.
#
The twins live their lives within the confines of one action: the 
potential to lose love, which influences how they see the world 
and the people around them, as the intention of their lives 

becomes solely to gain love from their mother, or rather, to 
hope not to lose it. When their cousin, Sophie Mol, comes from 
London to visit India, rather than viewing her as family, as a 
friend or an ally, the twins see her as competition, in this game 
of love that their mother has locked them in. When she spends 
the night with Chacko, Rahel is described as having “in her the 
sadness of Sophie Mol coming, the sadness of Ammu’s loving 
her a little less” (110), where Rahel is incapable of seeing the 
joys of family, of friends, and of living life, rather, lives in 
eternal fear that love will be taken away from her from Ammu 
herself. Instead of starting a relationship with Sophie on 
excited and happy terms, Rahel and Estha see her as a threat 
to having held the love of their mother, hence resent her from 
the moment they hear of her coming. Rahel asks Chacko 
even, “Is it Necessary that people HAVE to love their own 
children Most in the World? Chacko, for example, just for 
example, is it possible that Ammu can love Sophie Mol more 
than me and Estha?” (112), as Rahel sees that emotions are a 
competition, just from childhood itself. The twins are never 
raised in the warm and loving house of family and care, 
instead they try constantly to win it, seeing the whole world full 
of opportunities to lose some of Ammu’s love, which they feel 
would ruin their lives and relationships all together. Just as 
Estha speaks of the feeling of fear haunting him since the 
incident with the Orangedrink Lemondrink man, Ammu herself 
has created this feeling of fear, as she raises her children not 
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with the idea to love wholeheartedly, rather to live in the fear of 
losing that very same love.

However, it is this fear of losing love that makes the twins so 
easy to be manipulated by Baby Kochamma at the police 
station. As the twins are already frightened of their mother 
loving them less because they tried to leave to the History 
House across the river without informing her, at that moment, 
they are most vulnerable, and willing to do anything to have a 
chance to regain that love, even if it means allowing an 
innocent man to be beaten and die in jail. After Ammu yells at 
the twins, calling them the “millstones round my neck, that I 
should have dumped you in an orphanage the day you were 
born” (240), Rahel and Estha feel as if their chance at a happy 
and loving life with their mother is over, almost as if their lives 
themselves are over. In this state of near-depression, this is 
the worst thing for the twins, the worst imaginable punishment 
or news they could have received in a lifetime. At this point, 
they are willing to do anything to save Ammu and have a 
chance at regaining her love. Here, Baby Kochamma realizes 
the lens that they view the world with, the jealousy that 
plagues them with Sophie Mol, in the fear that their mother 
could love their cousin more than the twins themselves. Baby 
Kochamma uses this to her advantage, seeding into the 
childrens’ minds that “she knows how jealous of her they were” 
(300), and how “God would never forgive them for what they 

had done, but here on Earth there was a way of undoing some 
of the damage.” (301) Baby Kochamma’s manipulation of the 
twins is despicable, but ultimately it was Ammu who had 
created the conditions in the twins’ lives, in the twins’ minds, 
that they would do anything to gain her love, even keeping her 
out of jail while allowing her love to die after being beaten in 
prison. This decision haunts the twins for the rest of their lives, 
and the “Love Laws” which Ammu instilled in their minds is 
eventually the cause for the broken family which emerges from 
the tragic deaths of Sophie Mol and Velutha.

Readers see The God of Small Things as a love story of family 
and lovers, yet the notions of love revealed within the book, 
particularly Ammu’s “Love Laws”, are what breaks the 
relationships between the characters, especially corrupting the 
minds of the two-egg twins Rahel and Estha. The confines of 
love that Ammu raises them with, that losing her love is the 
greatest punishment of all, and that love’s function is to be 
rescinded as a punishment, not to shape a kind and caring 
childhood, that is what truly shapes the story, and eventually 
allows Baby Kochamma to manipulate the twins for her own 
nefarious purposes. Ammu as a mother is the character who 
betrays her twins, allowing for them to live within these 
confines and eternal fears, rather than having a loving family 
and childhood. Had Ammu raised them in a more loving way, 
had she showed her children how much she did love them 
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rather than instilling in her twins’ minds that they were eternally 
on the verge of losing her love, Estha may have shared with 
his mother that he had been molested at the theater, Rahel 
may have told Ammu that she feared Sophie Mol’s arrival 
because she was nervous to be loved less, and the conditions 
for the crumbling family, and the deaths of Sophie Mol and 
Velutha never would have arisen.

The Other Side of the Window

A young girl drives in a rustic old Tata Indica, 
doors and old leather seats creaking, 

jolt, pothole, speed bumps in the road. 

her grandparents are sitting in the front, 
leaning against the window at ease, 
humming to the old ’60s tunes. 

the little girl, clutching at her sandwich: 
tomato-cheese-cucumber-coriander,
crumbs dropping across her lap. 

driving out of the airport, 
her eyes: greedily peering out the 

window, alongside the 
lens of her hot-pink camera, 

soaking up everything on the other side, 

the rash drivers of the gold and black rickshaws, 
goats and dogs scurrying 
around pedestrians in the middle 
of the traffic jam. 

the hustle parts, 
to the car, a little boy. 

his clothes: tattered, 
across his cheeks: dirt, 
his hands: shaking, 

as he peers upwards to look into the car, 
his eyes meeting those of the 
young girl with a soft plead, 

carefully eyeing 
the sandwich in her hands. 

with a soft nod, she eyes her parents, 
seeking a look of approval, 



935

rolls down the window with a rush of humid 
and sticky Mumbai-air gracing her fingertips, 

meeting the young boy face to face. 

with one fell swoop, she grabs half of her 
sandwich and hesitantly offers it 
out to the boy, 

his face lighting up with glee and gratitude as 
he hastily runs away to 
avoid the oncoming traffic. 

and the girl, well,

she quietly rolls up the window, 
calls out a soft and quiet good bye, 
brings up her camera to 

observe the passing action 
through another lens.

11 Ways to Indulge in India

1. When you first bite into a mango, if it’s the right one, juice 
flows everywhere, squirts all over your face, as the sugary 
goodness trickles into your mouth, settles on your tongue, a 
breath of freshness, a glimpse of satisfaction. 

2. India doesn’t go to sleep. At night, people are out dancing, 
singing, drunk whistling, yelling. The nation finds its footing 
when the sun goes down, the later you stay up, the deeper you 
can grab on.

3. Indulge in cricket. Two countries can have as much 
animosity and come to terms on the cricket field, and there’s 
nothing like fierce Indian nationalistic pride over our winning 
teams. 

4. No two cities are the same. In Mumbai, people swarm 
around carts for sugarcane juice, pav bhaji, and street-side 
pani puris. Delhi draws crowds to majestic red forts and 
elegant architecture. You’ll never learn the flavor unless you 
take the opportunity to explore at all. 

5. Never shop at malls. There’s no feeling like buying new 
saris from the daughter of the woman who weaved them, or 
buying earrings from the same jewelry curator who put 
together the set. Never settle for full price, you can always dim 
it down. 
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6. Bollywood movies are not the place to sit and watch a movie 
peacefully. Bring a whistle, your family, friends, kids, great-
uncles, and a full set of snacks snuck into your pocket and 
purse to last you through 4 hours of solid fun and loud music. 

7. The life of India is in the suburbs. Not the city center. Find 
small shops, street-side dogs, and take auto-rickshaws 
between your destinations.

8. The water is like an insipid poison, it’ll destroy you and 
carve you out from the inside. But milk, in India, is nectar. A 
sweet ambrosia, paired perfectly with south Indian filter coffee 
or north Indian cardamom and ginger chai. 

9. Don’t hold back in fear of sickness from eating spicy foods. 
It’ll carve up your digestive system, yet always leave you 
wanting more. 

10. The mosquitoes are vile. They don’t stop at anything. Take 
your necessary precautions, but be aware, being bitten, 
avoiding being bitten, it’s all a part of the experience. 

11. Embrace how India changes you. Clearer skin, frizzier hair, 
weight loss, you’ll feel changed even if you don’t always 
notice it. 

To Bend Sweet Definitions

Being doctors, the natural tendency of my parents was always 
to over worry, especially when it came to health issues. So, 
just before my sophomore year, when I got a diagnosis of pre-
diabetes, due to heavy family history, they freaked out just a 
bit. They jumped to extremes: only letting me eat healthy 
foods, keeping me away from desserts, and even telling me 
that if I didn’t exercise more, they’d pull me off the debate 
team.

The way they wanted to see it was that this is how life would 
be from now on, and that I just had to suck it up and deal with 
it. Diabetes had been in my dad’s side of the family forever, so 
in the back of my mind, we always expected it to come down 
to me as well. It wasn’t because I didn’t exercise, or because I 
didn’t eat healthy enough, it just came down through the family 
and ended up with me too. As someone who loved to bake and 
to share food, keeping up with the diagnosis meant, at least for 
my parents, that I had to leave behind what I loved, just to 
keep my health stable.

The general conception of diabetes is someone who doesn’t 
eat sweets, or mac and cheese, a person who doesn’t get to 
eat fun foods, someone who’s always on edge about their diet. 
I, on the other hand, had been baking since I was in 3rd grade. 



937

My mom had put me into a cooking class over the summer, 
and there, my love for cooking for others started. I have always 
been known all around for my baked goods, whether it was 
bringing in chocolate chip cookies for review classes before 
tests at school, or making pans of brownies for debate 
tournaments, or making my brother’s cakes for all his friends at 
his birthday parties. For me to leave the kitchen seemed 
impossible, yet for my parents, seemed like the only route to 
keeping me healthy.

Slowly though, I got back in the kitchen. I got back to baking 
every once in a while, only as a treat, and I was determined to 
make my parents see that my diabetic tendencies didn’t have 
to mean I had to give up something I loved. With time, I started 
to figure out new recipes, to make both my parents and me 
happy. I started cooking, making organic homemade pasta 
sauce, substituting butternut squash in with macaroni and 
cheese. I even came to adapt my baking habits, making 
avocado fudge brownies and using almond flour in chocolate 
chip cookies.

While originally, a diagnosis of pre-diabetes may have seemed 
like the end of my favorite hobby, I learned from it. I learned to 
twist a diagnosis, which originally seemed like a burden, in my 
favor, so that I could keep my love for baking and sharing food, 
and even control my diet a little better. My being known as a 

baker, which normally wouldn’t get along well with the standard 
definition of a diabetic, didn’t have to change, and even today, 
I still get orders of cookies for people’s birthday parties.

I still get to eat fun food, and I still get to share the joy of it with 
others as well. A diagnosis of pre-diabetes didn’t have to 
change anything I did. I just had to learn how to make a more 
straightforward diagnosis, one previously thought to be 
relatively rigid, work for me, and how to shape the situation to 
be more unique.

Because regardless of the diagnosis, I am not my diabetes. I 
get to define that condition however I want, but my love for 
cooking and baking won't be compromised because of it.
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To Build a Home
Nova

“The cosmos is within us...We are a way for the universe to 
know itself.”

—Carl Sagan
 
At the beginning of time, humans roamed the endless cosmos, 
walking between binary systems and galaxies upon bridges of 
dark matter. We are all made of stardust now - we have always 

been made of the edges of supernovas - but back then, we 
shone; we held hands pressed through with diamonds, let our 
silver hair float around us, filled up the emptiness of the 
universe with the songs we sang back to the stars as we 
roamed the reaches of the galaxies.
Playing with light is a guessing game. When you view a star 
from light years away, it shines, but the image might be 
centuries old; upon reaching it, you might find a supernova, a 
nebula, a giant collapsed in on itself from the pressure of 
endless nothing.

When the humans were lucky in their roaming, they found a 
living star. For days and days they rejoiced, whirled around its 
flares in dance and song. In return, the star shone brighter 
than ever, singing out to all the galaxies that the children of 
light and music had found it worthy of love.

When the humans were unlucky, they found a star pulsating 
with death. For days and days they mourned, listening to the 
soft stories it told with its final breaths. As they left the star, 
they sang in sadness, reverberating despair across the 
endless reaches of space and light.

Humans walked among and upon planets, but only as stepping 
stones of their journey. The more eccentric would press stones 
from a world’s upper crust in between the diamonds of their 
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skin as the people around them looked on and whispered. 
“How odd a thing”, they would say, “to want to hold on to parts 
of your journey; how odd a thing to wish to be changed.”

Ira hated the staring. They never picked up pieces of a planet’s 
surface when others were around to see. Instead, they fell 
behind the group, let their silver hair drift before their face as 
they pressed their hands to the ground, letting lava and fossils 
and porous pumice seep into their skin amidst the diamonds 
and the darkness. Whenever their group stopped to rest 
between light years, they would trace the pieces buried inside 
them, whispering stories to themself of sideways rain and 
pearlescent clouds, worlds of fire and planets of fathomless 
ocean.

There are countless planets in our universe; the probability of 
finding two of the same form within any being’s lifetime is 
unlikely to the point of impossibility. When Ira’s group began to 
sing to the star we now call Sol, it was something of purest 
chance. As the dancers stepped into orbit, Ira hid behind their 
silver hair and fell back to the third planet from the star, misted 
with clouds that they knew held soft rain.

Ira’s feet touched the surface of the new planet. As they stood, 
ocean stretching for miles and miles around them, waves 

crashed over and over their feet. “Welcome,” they murmured, 
and Ira began to walk.

They reached the edge of the water as gulls soared overhead, 
calls cascading over them as they stepped onto a shore made 
of sand and stone. In front of them, trees of soft brown and 
green rose higher and higher into the sky, masking the dusky 
darkness of the forest beyond. Ira had meant to come only to 
touch the rain, and for a beachstone - but now, they were 
entranced. They had never seen a forest like this before, green 
and endless and growing even as they watched. Something 
rustled in an inner tree, and Ira began to walk towards the 
sound.
Planets and stars are not evil beings. They’re simply lonely 
ones, at orbit in the universe with little beside them. As Ira 
walked, the trees and the flowers bent toward them in greeting, 
twining around their arms and legs, petals and leaves 
pressing, pressing. The further Ira went, the darker it became, 
and the more they pressed, and Ira was travelling downward, 
downward, into the heart of something vast and endless and 
altogether more warm than the songs of the people who never 
once touched the stars they danced for.

At the center of the planet pulsed the heart of the forest. The 
only light in so deep a valley, its tendrils reached out to the 
neighboring trees, imbuing them with a phosphorescent glow. 



940

Flowers rich in hue nestled gently in its edges as it beat and 
beat and beat, calling out into endless night for someone to 
look upon it.

The trees lifted Ira up and over their last roots to set them in 
the hearts clearing. They whispered to the heart and all around 
Ira, the glow became brighter. Flowers turned their faces 
towards them as if to say, “welcome home, welcome home, 
welcome home.”

Ira, enraptured, began to dance.

From far above, the soft rain began to fall, soaking into the 
heart for the first time in centuries. The flowers grew, first in 
leaps then in bounds, reaching and reaching until they were 
intertwined with the endless clouds. The heart beat faster and 
faster, and Ira’s feet kept pace as they began to sing as they 
did to the endless stars. This time, however, their hands 
weren’t intertwined with another human’s - they brushed 
against leaves and stone, bark and veins of light, faster and 
faster in endless circles of orbit amidst leaves and rain.

The piece of the planets pressed into Ira’s skin began to crack 
and melt as they became drenched with water. As Ira felt the 
whispering memories begin to crumble and fade, they slowed, 
heart growing heavy with the same emptiness that their people 

roamed the galaxy to avoid. The heart of the forest continued 
its beating but Ira sank to the earth beneath their feet. As 
plants, still growing, threaded their way into Ira’s skin, they 
pushed out the diamonds, leaving only memories of the forest, 
its heart, and flowers turning gently toward a dancer drenched 
in rain.

The heart slowed its pulsing, and the trees dimmed their glow. 
Slowly, gently, Ira’s skin turned from pure blackness to the 
dusky brown of the branches that had carried them to the 
forest’s center. Flowers tied their way around their waist as 
they slowly stood and, without a backwards glance at the 
forest’s heart, began to walk back the way they came, trees 
and flowers whispering and pressing against their skin.

At the beginning of time, a human named Ira walked out onto a 
shore made of sand and stone. They gazed out at the endless 
ocean as the gulls called overhead of southbound winds and a 
darkened moon. Their toes brushed over a stone, round and 
smooth and for a moment, they felt as though there was 
something important they must remember - but then, nothing. 
Above them, songs filtered down from the sky, notes of 
twinkling light showering down onto clouds and mountaintops, 
but Ira could hear only the forest and the sea as they sighed to 
them, “home, home, home.”
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As Ira’s group left Sol behind, they sang in mourning, and it 
rained long and hard for ten full days and ten full nights. Even 
now, they wander the galaxy, walking between binary systems 
and galaxies upon bridges of dark matter, searching the child 
that they lost to soft rain and a lonely heart.

We are all descendants of Ira, seekers of lonely and beautiful 
things, stones and fossils to press into ourselves and whisper 
stories about into endless darkness. And if you look up at the 
sky and feel an ache in your chest, it is because you have 
found something lonely and beautiful: something vast and 
aching, longing for song and dance. You have found the song 
of the stars; they are calling for the universe inside of you to 
come home.

three - six - five

I.
And I myself have witnessed
her falling, Aesop’s fables dripping
down her neck, the twelfth
princess, slippers rotting
between her toes
and she rises like bread,
dusted in flour,

soft sugar, a gentle expansion
of the breaths between her ribcage,
dress whispering against the trees or
the vines of poison growing on them or
the earth, dusty with leaves, marinated
in last autumn’s rain.

II.
And I myself have witnessed
her silence, golden rain caressing
cheekbones, cupid’s bow drawn,
smiling, a lesson in nostalgia,
an essay in reflecting
the sky, the sea,
watching the gulls,
their wings whispering
cupping air, like eyelashes
feather her freckles
like flowers twist
aching, toward the sun.

III.
And I myself have witnessed
her empty, breastbone bent
against the table, heart pulsing
out galaxies, as Neptune sipped
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coffee from her veins,
thanked her for salvation, said,
“welcome home”,
as vultures waited, kissing
the back of her neck,
biting every hangnail,
imprints of thumbs
and grease marking
flesh of sand
flesh of sand
flesh of stone.

IV.
And I myself have witnessed
her blooming, veins cascaded
into rivers, molecules of breath
rising, chamomile steam,
melanin dripping,
and she breathes in
ascension,
hands brushing the sky
the willow or
the wisps
grasping flickering ghosts
at water’s edge.

V.
And I myself have witnessed
summer, honey soft,
the potential of thunder
leaf turnovers, apples rustling
an ocean grown of lilies
and a vigil, or a prayer
of candlelit fireflies
sailing to the horizon
on wind or on wishes or
wings, wine dripped,
star soaked,
angel blessed.

Letters Home

#1

Dear,
 
I’ve been thinking about souls recently. How they look and how 
they sound - marbles, knocking between your ribs, or fibrey 
cotton that gets caught in your throat. Acalasia, obsidian, other 
things that exist in the world that shouldn’t be a part of you.
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Every time I make tea, I’m reminded of you, and so I also 
make coffee, and then I sit there, with two cups, feeling both 
accomplished and mostly pointless. A lot like putting an ice 
cube in cold strawberry soup would be. If my blood was made 
of something other than blood, it would probably be strawberry 
soup. You would be raspberry. That way, we’d match.
 
I worry about you. That’s not really some deep confession 
because I worry about most everybody in small and deep 
ways. It’s just harder, when the worry can’t reach the person 
it’s worrying over and it latches onto me instead, so I feel a bit 
eaten. There was a disease called consumption, so I guess 
this is like that, but from the insides of my arteries, or my 
lungs, growing on my edges.
 
I hope you always remember that there’s poetry in you. You’re 
always flickering from place to place, and it surprises me, that 
voice of yours, like a river. Your soul would be a cloud, I think, 
a daydream or, depending on how you look at it, the sky on the 
days that we come home.

#2

Dear,

There will always be a place for us: for the scars starch-white 
on the webbing between your fingers, for the blood that drips 
from my lips in the parch of winter, for flowers, crumbling 
against the wall where you taped them to dry. You are standing 
at the top of the stairs, feet pushing into the oak beneath the 
worn white carpet. You are an imprint of rain left on the wall, 
rubber boots filled with water enough to hatch a tadpole, sticky 
cantaloupe fingerprints that I never wiped away.

I see you there, past the briar and brambles and stone, where 
the water meets the shore. You are looking, out and up and 
over, at the place where the sun used to be. Now, starlight and 
moonshine mingle and flow from the stratosphere, and you are 
bathed in light like milk, light that’s better for the soul than for 
the bones.

Once upon a time, you shone with sunlight, precious and dusty 
and warm. You looked like you were made of water’s 
refractions, of dune silt and sea glass and algae, drifting 
towards the surface. Now I see you there, and you look like the 
froth of waves, a gull’s lost feather; something fleeting, at the 
edge of being lost.

You step onto the water, surface unbroken. Starlight, better for 
the soul than the bones because it makes both lighter, and 
there’s only one that’s meant to go unweighted. And as you 
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walk to where the moonshine puddles in the gaps between the 
waves, seaweed curls around you, and breakers lap by, never 
crashing, only shattering in your wake.

I am here, when you are ready. I am standing by the kitchen 
window, running a cloth over and over the baking pan. I am a 
click of a reading lamp, conversations drifting through the open 
window, a tea kettle screaming from endless heat, dark circles 
that have collapsed into laughter lines. There is nothing but 
myself to give to you; nothing but the roots I’ve sunk into the 
oak beneath the worn white carpet, the chamomile steeping, 
growing cold, air that smells like jazz and candle smoke and 
broken crayons.

If you are never ready, that is okay.

It is okay because you are here, in the place in my chest 
where I feel the sadness draining out, in the fingerprints I 
never wiped away, in the tadpole that I will find between the 
rocks tomorrow, gasping for a tidal wave. It is okay because 
you are not here: you are mixing yourself with the water, with 
the sky, with the seaweed and the world, pulling yourself up 
onto the edges of the horizon.

There will always be a place for us: the waves will always 
crash against our rocky shore, light misting down from the 

clouds like rain. There will always be the places where the 
edges of my reading light meet the darkness, there will always 
be a worn white carpet for you toes to sink into and there will 
always be me, smiling in the doorway, even after I am gone.

When you are ready; if you are ready;

Welcome home.

Yrs,

#3

(If)
We are the same stars,
threaded into galaxies,
(then)
You are the softest of them,
the quiet radiance and
lemon tea and
dandelion seeds,
a cupful spilling over
into a smile

We’re sitting in a restaurant
surrounded by anyone and everyone,
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threads of their stars
pulling, pulling
people talking and moving
as I feel  curls of gas
(a chemical reaction)
twist away and out of me

You’re sitting across from me
and I watch as you drink
bubble tea (mango)
for the first time
And your nose crinkles
at the unexpected boba
And the threads slacken
And the wisps curl in on me again

(So)
We are one constellation
or in orbit,
next door neighbors
making houses in skies
and teabags,
tangling threads every time
we say hello.

#7

they never told you ghosts haunt
themselves first,
cutting whispers of the dead into their own
skin until they are as disintegrated marrow;
ash and ash and dust—

the summer that you were made,
you picked blackberries in a sea of flies
they told you were just leaves, darling,
stop scratching at your skin, dearest,
there are no thorns to bite you here —

and there are times you stand outside yourself
looking down at the memories you can’t reach
your shaking hands and burnt freckles and
skin and skin and skin
and you see the flies (dearest) you see the
marrow (ash) and they never told you that
this is what you would become, they never
said that—

ghosts haunt themselves first;
in all the corners of the empty house
in the garden and the convenience store
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and coffeeshop on 49th street;

—the summer that you were made,
the  sky was dark with heavy crows —
they told you it was nothing but rain and
watched you, drenched and burning
pick the flies, one by one, off your skin.

Elixir Vitae

I lie facedown on the tallest tree branch, hair bleeding into 
greenish-brown wood that tastes like dark rain. I reach my 
hand up and curl it, ring finger to thumb, just within my 
sightline. My fingers feel soft against each other, slick with 
moss and the places between the bark that glisten with last 
night’s rain. The circle I form with my hand fits perfectly around 
the edge of sunlight melting over the horizon and I stare until 
my eyes begin to burn.

My grandmother once told me that the cure for anything could 
always be found somewhere in the world. “It might not be five 
minutes away,” she had said, pinching tea into bags that had 
gentle embroidery along the edges. “But it’s out there. Be 
careful what you give away to find it.”

I close my eyes. Open them. Smile at an aphid making a home 
for itself on a twig near the sun between my fingers. I like this 
silence before my house and my friends wake and take away 
the light. I like the cadence to the world, the light between my 
fingers, the water against my cheek and the rhythm of my 
heart slowing down. I put down roots with the old oak tree, 
drinking in the medicine of the mineral rain.

Icarus

He took the ribbon and let it fall down with the water, 
thundering along the current into a cove that his veins couldn’t 
reach, burrowing into the salt-laden cracks. There’s sugar in 
the edges of your fabric darling but that doesn’t mean you’ll 
ever mesh with the night sky, no matter how high you climb on 
your ladder made of UV Light or birthday candles (it falls to 
pieces beneath you either way). I remember the way he used 
to write letters because it’s scratched into the desk beneath my 
forty-two empty notebooks, simmering in the silence.

I sit on the floor to write the ends of words because that feels 
more like making a home.

Did you know (you always know) that once upon a time I was 
made of pixie dust and dragon fire and lonely midnights with 
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ghosts on the rooftops. Did you know (I don’t think you do) that 
I’m afraid I no longer know how to get lost in that place, that I 
am an erosion, so prone to cuts on my wrists and bruises 
under my eyes that I’m no longer worthy enough to fit there.

It hurts not to tell them so but it hurts them to know so. Do you 
see, do you see? There’s a mirror that says she does but my 
vision’s unreliable (so they say so they say. I lost my glasses 
again).

My, but I missed the ache in my knees that speaks of too many 
nights spent lying awake doing everything. They hurt more 
now that I’m doing it (everything) to avoid nothing (nothing at 
all) think nothing of me thinking of you because if you knew, it 
would never be the same and I never want to miss you more 
than I already do so it’s nothing. I promise, I promise, I always 
promise.

He stood at the edge of the falls for the longest time, and 
nothing happened but the rising sun and whispers from the 
druids bending their trees. They wanted to walk away away 
away but roots are hard to break once you no longer hate the 
soil. Then he took the ribbon and drew it back up again, frayed 
and wet and (not the same) said “Go back to who I wanted you 
to be. This isn’t what I created.”

(No, you held the end of it all. The current did the rest.)

Ode to a Highway

There is nothing so heavy
as the wind that curls and
pushes, swirling birds and
leaves, and in
autumn, I distill my
sunsets, pour them
out over the highway
that thunders with
gasoline in an oil-slick
spill of light, over
flowers, queen anne’s
lace and the largest
dandelions I’ve ever
seen, the largest
wishes on this side
of the city, and I
think that once upon
a time, this hill
was a giant and
this freeway, a spinal
chord, nerve endings
firing with steel



948

and electricity and
someday, I want
to be that big;
I was to lay
down across the
pavement, arch my
back to let cars
pass beneath me,
and wait for flowers
to grow from my skin,
for trees to dig their
roots into my veins
and I will be a
mountain; a cliff’s
edge; an oil-slick
spill of light, made
only of growing things
and bright lights that
reach their hands
toward the sky.

To the Fairest

There’s a sway to the way you move
darling, like pieces falling into puzzled

places, a song in your hips and a soul in your
breast, in your chest, on your
mind;

Let the color roll on out of you, like the
waves that emptied you at home, like the
flare of your skirt and laugh in your
throat, like the vibration of your ribs when you
sing;

Your clothes are just as much skin as they are
salvation, as they are an invitation, incantation,
invocation, of all the ways you lift your body towards
the sun; towards the sky;

To the fairest;

To the wave of your body, to the pieces you’re
missing, to the way you love like motion is
emotion, like freedom is a right, like there is
nothing you can’t do while your heart is still
beating;

To your confidence, your eloquence, the way your
eyelashes fall against your cheeks, how you make
love like a thunderstorm, drink tea like
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meditation, dance like honey, laugh like spring is
coming;

To the one who lives and flows and
sings, the one who wears flowers in her
hair, the one who speaks of the end like it’s
the beginning and never learned how to
stop;

Raise a glass;

Break the plinth;

The fairest needs no apple to prove her worth.


