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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
Stephanie Kaiser
How to Curse in Spanish
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Cate Kapalczynski
The Phoenix
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne

Carolyn Tung
A Singaporean Summer
Short Story
Grade: 11
Hawken School
Instructor: Margaret Gray

Anna Boyer
Invictus
Flash Fiction
Grade: 12
Solon High School
Instructor: Laura Fitch

Sammi Fremont
Quetzalcoatl Coming
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 11
Hawken School
Instructor: Andrew Cleminshaw
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Requiem 
Short Story 
Grade: 11  
Hawken School 
Instructor: Steve Weiskopf

Requiem
“Closing circles, shutting doors, finishing chapters, it doesn't 

matter what we call it; what matters is to leave in the past 
those moments in life that are over.” – Paulo Coelho The Zahir

I. Sink

Lila remembered summer most vividly. Without fifth grade, she 
could go to bed early in the morning and wake up at noon the 
next day to watch “The Oprah Winfrey Show.” While crunching 

on cheese doodles and sipping the cold apple cider Adam 
used to buy before he moved out, Lila wondered how she 
could get her mother and Adam on the show. Lila knew that 
Oprah would be able to return Lila to a time when her mother 
woke up before 2:00 in the afternoon and the showers were 
clean. When Lila asked her mother about the possibility of a 
reconciliation with Adam, she learned that her mother, unlike 
the ones on television, did not speak to her like a child.

“He’s a selfish lover, Lila. I told you that before.” Lila tried to 
defend Adam and his strange scent of unwashed scalp.

“But you said that he was fun to be around and that you 
thought he had potential.”

“Lila, everyone has potential. The homeless guy in front of 
Speedway has potential. Adam has attitude and a God-
complex. All those doctors do. Tell me Lila, why would anyone 
want to hold someone’s life in their hands just as they’re about 
to die.”

“But wasn’t he a dentist?”

“Not the point, Lila. He was always getting into places he didn’t 
belong.” Lila’s mother’s eyes flashed around her unkempt 
room and landed on her unkempt daughter.

“You, for example, he doesn’t like the way I raise you.”

Gold Key

ELLA ATTELL
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“The way you raise me?”

“Yes, he said it was unfair for me to make you go to temple on 
Friday and that I should let you choose your own religion.”

“But I would just choose to be Jewish.”

“Exactly. He didn’t know you and he sure didn’t know me. You 
and I, Lila, we are creatures of habit, and we can’t let some 
guy take that away. C’mon babe, help me up. I need to go to 
work.” Lila’s mother stretched in the sun and looked to the 
crooked mirror. Lila obstructed her view.

“But I guess you can’t stay here all by yourself, right? Lila’s 
mother’s mouth puckered to a point as if she had bit into a 
lemon rind. “Grab your suit. I’m late.”

Lila looked around the car for clues as to what this new job 
might entail, what kind of mask her mother would wear in the 
latest production. A swimming suit was necessary, but Lila 
hadn’t used it in years, not since she visited her grandparents 
in Chicago and went swimming in their indoor pool in the 
basement of their high rise building. Her grandmother had 
descended into the pool first and tried to encourage Lila to 
swim by standing in the deep end and promising that she 
would receive her granddaughter where the water grew dark. 
Lila didn’t want to swim closer to her. It wasn’t the darkness 
she feared but rather watching the skin on her grandmother’s 

thighs move in slow motion underwater. Lila hadn’t swam 
since.

Mother and daughter climbed out of the station wagon and 
stepped into the greasy heat. Lila maneuvered through the 
cars. She got the sense that once everyone caught sight of her 
mother they grew more restless, revving up their engines. But 
Lila’s mother widened her gate and fiddled with her 
sunglasses.

“These people should really find something better to do then 
wait around for me.”

Lila’s mother’s face didn’t match the weight of her words. She 
smiled more than she had all day, and purposefully avoided 
the gaze of her onlookers as if she Poseidon and they her sea 
vermin.

The interior of the swimming pool was recently cleaned, shiny 
with novelty, and reminded Lila of a piece of unpeeled fruit. Lila 
realized she wanted to be the first person in the water, the first 
person to break the seal and meet the underworld. She 
imagined mermaids with long white hair and pearly white nails 
whose laugh sounded like wind chimes and felt like a minty 
kiss of chrysanthemum.
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“Go get your suit on in the bathroom. I would help you, but we 
are running behind schedule and they need me. Are you going 
to be okay by yourself?”

Before Lila could conceive of an answer, her mother was 
called up to the ticket counter. Lila’s mother flashed a fabulous 
smile as if an art exhibit had opened at the Met and she had 
been declared the muse.

As the pool goers slithered onto the concrete, Lila followed the 
women and children into a concrete tomb peeling with blue 
paint. Lila’s eyes adjusted to the dank interior. She saw 
etchings on the walls that resembled the hieroglyphics from 
the history museum and seemed to read like messages from 
the dead: “DON’T FUCK MIKE OR HE WILL FUCK YOUR 
SISTER,” “THIS POOL GAVE ME EBOLA,” “DICKS HEHE.” 
Lila noticed how the bathroom looked clean but smelled too 
much like disinfectant. She wondered if her mother had ever 
been in here. Did she notice how the rubber mat was hard 
under your feet and left invisible cuts that continued to sting 
even after you walked away?

“Keep moving, honey or get out of the way,” cooed a large 
woman with a baby in her arms. Lila sidestepped out of the 
woman’s path but was too paralyzed by her surroundings to 
proceed in any direction. She noticed as women lifted their 
shirts to reveal flabby, carefully hidden flesh that hung above 
their belts. Girls Lila’s age turned their eyes down as their 

mothers stopped their own procession to help their daughters 
who were not yet numb to the flesh that surrounded them. So 
Lila waited, stunned by the perspiration from the bodies 
around her, the ease, the frantic energy of women trying to do 
right by their children and give them, if only for an hour, the 
summer they had read in books. When the last of the 
cacophony had fled, Lila found a damp stall in the corner of the 
tomb and removed her clothes with defensive vigor; at any 
moment, someone could walk in, and even if they didn’t see 
Lila’s nudity, her vulnerability, they would still be in the same 
place as her exposed flesh. The bathing suit was a cherry 
patterned one-piece that Lila had long forgotten about. She 
wedged her body into it, letting the straps dig into her flesh as 
she pulled them over her shoulders. Something wasn’t right, 
she looked down to find a swatch of purple fleur de lis wedged 
somewhere between the nylon of her suit and the secret skin 
below her stomach. So Lila began the process over, carefully 
removing her underwear first. She soon emerged from the 
bathroom and let her eyes absorb the light from the too big sky 
that made her feel like she was inside a paperweight. She 
searched for her mother and found her next to the sun. The big 
white chair made her slender mother look even smaller, like 
she could disappear into thin air. Lila walked to the base of the 
chair. Her mother pulled her discount aviators to the tip of her 
nose.
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“Wow. That took a while. Lila… Oh my god your suit.” Lila’s 
hands instinctively reached to what could be the problem 
areas but was relieved to find the pilling fabric standing guard 
of her flesh.

“What’s wrong with my suit?” But her mother, bored with the 
conversation, called for a man named Oliver to join the jury.

“Oliver, would you look at my daughter’s suit.”

“It has cherries on it,” he responded matter-of-factly while 
staring at himself in the reflection of Lila’s mothers aviators, 
the ones

Lila thought looked as if they were eating her mother’s face.

“I mean really, Oliver. We might not have a lot but this girl, 
walking around like that… It’s like she’s trying to embarrass 
me!”

Lila’s mother twisted her words to make them sound light even 
though they sat on Lila’s chest.

“Yeah, I guess. Alex, I’m headed out for lunch, you want 
anything?”

“That’s so nice. No, Lila and I will probably eat here. I’ll see 
you soon, yes?”

“Right on.”

Lila distracted herself with the pool, wondering how her mother 
had found enough water to fill the basin in spite of its 
impressive depth. She was also curious to know how the pool 
compared to the ocean. Many times Lila had asked her mother 
if they could visit the beach and see the water her classmates 
spoke of with great reverence. But something always came up: 
It was too cold, her mother was too tired, the water was closed 
for the day. Yet Lila frequently considered what it would be like 
to see the ocean. Her friend Jemima told her that it looked like 
glass. Lila looked out at the pool and watched it brush against 
the afternoon light; it was hard to tell where the pool ended 
and the sky began. And it dawned on her. This pool wasn’t 
actually a pool, but the Pacific

Ocean, and Lila’s mother had risked everything to show it to 
her.

“Lila I can’t take you into the pool. I’m on duty right now.”

“Please, I haven’t been in yet all day.”

The crowd was beginning to dissolve and Lila had spent her 
summer day at the base of her mother’s station, scratching her 
nails into the frozen concrete and imagining what existed 
below the surface of the water.

“Just go in then. You know how to swim.”

“But I want to go in with you.”
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“Lila, you are getting too old to not understand responsibility. 
This is my job, I have to make sure that everyone here is safe. 
How would it look if I got in the water with you and neglected 
all of the other kids who pay good money to be here?”

Lila’s face heated to a boiling point. She was embarrassed that 
her mother had to explain something so simple to her.

“Here.” Lila’s mother leaned her elegant neck down to her 
daughter and handed her a moist ten from somewhere inside 
the folds of her shirt and chest.

“Get something to eat and when you finish, I promise we will 
go in the water together.”

Lila walked up to the shack. An old woman with silvery hair 
and matching eyes peered over the counter.

“What can I get you?”

“I’ve never been here before.”

“Well the kids usually get burgers, hot dogs, or chicken strips. 
Any of that sound good to you?”

Lila didn’t respond. She wanted something that would take a 
while to eat so that when she finished her mother would be 
ready to wade into the sea.

“What takes the longest to make?”

“Baby, I just put this stuff on a plate and ring the bell. Takes 
seconds.”

“I’ll have the chicken strips.” Lila stuck out the ten, but the 
woman looked to the side.

“It’s fine. Your mama works here, doesn’t she?”

“She keeps everyone alive.”

“Uh huh. Come back when you hear the bell.”

Lila resisted the urge to choke down the food. She made a 
note to herself to eat more frequently during the summer; she 
couldn’t count on the school lunch or afternoon snack from the 
evening program she attended at St. Anne’s.

“But we don’t go to church,” responded Lila when her mother 
told her that she was to walk to the chapel across from school 
at the end of the day

“Duh, Lila. Just go ironically.”

Lila didn’t know what it meant to go to church ironically, so she 
tried to behave differently every day. Sometimes she was 
respectful of the holy space other times she spat on the 
bathroom floor and whispered “I hate you” when the nuns 
served her sliced apples with the skin peeled off; they 
responded with looks of pity. “May God have mercy upon your 
soul.”
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When Lila finished her food, she looked up to find her mother’s 
gaze still resting on the chain-link fence. It wasn’t time. She 
walked up to the stand again and asked for a hamburger. Ding. 
The mustard stained Lila’s fingers yellow and the ketchup left a 
lump of sugar in her throat. Now Lila’s mother was looking 
down at her hands, peeling off her yellow nail polish, it flaked 
down to the ground like snowflakes Lila had never seen. Ding. 
The hotdog was the hardest to eat because Lila’s mother didn’t 
eat pork and had taught Lila to do the same. But Lila was 
desperate. With nothing else on the menu, she moved on to a 
red, white, and blue push pop that stained the sides of her 
mouth. At this point, Lila started to nod off in the sun. She 
opened her eyes when something obstructed the warmth from 
her face.

“Well, are we swimming or not?”

“I don’t feel good.”

“Fine. But we have to leave in twenty minute so we either swim 
now or not today.”

Lila felt the three dead animals claw at her insides, her tongue 
was heavy with blue dye.

“I’m fine. I can swim.”

Lila’s mom turned her attention from her daughter to the pool. 
She saw it for what it was, a community refuge in a yet to be 

gentrified part of Seattle. She saw the skin of the pool, the 
slime of the sides, and the bodies that didn’t know any better 
but to jump into the scummy blue backwash while their babies 
teetered on the side of the pool. She looked back at Lila, saw 
the cherry patterned suit taut around her protruding stomach.

“Not today, Lila. I think it’s too late.”

“Please, I can be fast. Just a quick swim. Nothing too long.”

“We don’t have time, Lila…You took too long eating.”

Lila blinked, exasperated. Her mother turned around to collect 
her things just as she heard a heavy splash in the water. Yet 
she continued packing up her canvas bag and wrapping a 
plum pit in a loose tissue in preparation for its disposal. In fact, 
Lila’s mother was so lost in her process that Oliver’s large 
hands barely jolted her from her trance.

“Alex, I don’t think your kid can swim.”

It was everything Lila had imagined. She saw it all. Wanted to 
drink the ocean up with a pink and white striped straw. The 
coral reefs looked like globular masses of the stained glass 
windows from St. Anne’s. Forget temple with its contemporary 
beige sheetrock; this was where Lila wanted to worship. She 
couldn’t find the mermaids, though. So she tried to scream out 
for them. But the water was unresponsive. Lila’s lungs 
requested a breath, so she took one. Water rushed in. This 
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was wrong, this was all wrong. The chicken clucked, the cow 
let out an acrimonious moo, and the pig was as silent as 
death. Lila began to sink.

II. Midnight

Lila’s car couldn’t do anything except get her where she 
needed to go. No music, no heat in the winter, or air 
conditioning in the summer. But wherever Lila pointed it would 
go, so the shitty Honda felt like a confidante. She was set to 
leave for college in three days and was already going about 
the process of saying goodbye. As it turned out, there weren’t 
many loose ends to tie. She would take exactly five boxes to 
Boston and as she packed, she realized that everything she 
cared about could be contained in the finite brown prisms she 
could count on a single hand. There was something that 
wouldn’t fit in her boxes, though. So she used her newfound 
mobility to say her final farewell.

The pool had long since closed for the day and was on the 
precipice of closing for the summer, but Lila knew that. In fact, 
Lila had checked the precise time the pool would close while 
she was finished her shift at Dairy Queen.

Beth-Anne had left the lights on in the pool just like Lila had 
asked. The water looked as if it was full of bioluminescent 

jellyfish; the light and movement brought her closer to the 
water. Lila kneeled down and rolled up her stiff jeans. One foot 
slipped into the water and then another. Her yellow nail polish 
turned into moss when it met the blue.

It’s not so bad. This isn’t so bad.

Lila had not returned since she nearly died and had stopped 
engaging in emotional contact with her mother around the 
same time. In the years since, dinners went unshared, 
holidays uncelebrated, words unsaid. Lila had given up trying 
to change her mother a long time ago, but she still found her 
omnipresent, wide-reaching, and powerful. But looking at the 
pool, the small, unimpressive body of manmade water, Lila 
realized that it was neither beautiful nor the ocean. It was a 
distraction, a moment in time, something you could dry your 
skin of and forget about in a second. Lila looked at the clock 
above the tomb. It was midnight and she was at the pool, 
staring at the thing that haunted her like a ghostly shard of 
glass. But Lila was tired of the fear, tired of the discomfort, 
tired of things that didn’t deserve to have power exercising 
control over her, making them watch as they turned ugly. The 
stars erupted across the sky, the moon continued to hum.

Lila didn’t jump, she swan dived. The water cracked under her 
weight, opened like a flower. She sunk to the bottom of the 
pool and listened to the silence while she watched for the 
nothingness to remain unchanging. She rose to the top and 
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breathed the breath she hadn’t known how to take for so long. 
The world unfolded for Lila; she laid on her back and watched 
it move.
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swimming  
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School  
Scott Parsons

swimming
I like to go swimming in the summer
I lie on my back
My head lowered enough so my ears are underwater
My hair unfurling weightlessly
I curl my toes around the scratchy cement ledge
Or scorching metal ladder rungs
To anchor myself
And

Float
Just existing
My blood moving in my veins like the chlorinated waves 
around me
It’s the closest I can come to drowning

I wish they would let me in the pool when it rains
I think it would be nice
To see the lightning
tiny explosions from beyond my closed eyelids
To have the ledge or the ladder turn slick under my toes
I would fight extra hard to hang on
Or maybe I wouldn’t
And I would let go, drifting away
Not knowing what’s behind my head
to have the thunder sound far away
From underwater
I wonder if I would notice the raindrops on my drenched skin
I wonder how many raindrops it would take to weigh me down
To push me below the surface

I wish the pool never closed
And I could float forever
As hours passed and the day ended
And a new one began
The world outside ceases to be

Gold Key

JANE BERICK



11

waking up in the middle of the night 
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School  
Scott Parsons

waking up in the middle of the night
Some stories are twelve feet deep
I can plunge in
Fall weightlessly
For
One
Two
Three beats
Then land crisply
A perfect 10 of a landing
Instantly embraced by my dearest and truest friends: words.
They soothe me, heal me, like aloe on a white hot sunburn
I dive deeper
Occasionally making a new, undocumented discovery
But for the most part, I float
Embraced tightly by the sentences that run through every vein
That I know better than I know my family tree
It’s quiet

But a voice courses over the lapping waves, the flipping pages
It reads my words, tells my stories
Until I am lulled back to sleep
Upload Work



12

Invictus 
Flash Fiction  
Grade: 12  
Solon High School  
Instructor: Laura Fitch

Invictus
The worst thing in life is to realize that you are in charge of 
your own destiny.

Sure, it’s empowering. Sure, it’s inspiring. Sure, it’s freeing in 
all the ways you want it to be, emboldening you with a real go-
getter sense of self. Sure, it makes you want to take a brick to 
your sucky boss’s office windows, pump your fist and cheer 
‘Yeah, screw the system!’ as you take a swig of your nth beer. 
Master of my fate, captain of my soul and all that.

And then the alcohol poisoning hits.

And then you’re stuck in a dirty gas station bathroom, sick to 
your stomach as your designated driver groans in the corner, 
probably high on LSD, and an old guy is banging on the door 
outside as you lean over a toilet bowl contemplating the 
unrealistic expectations of society, the crushing oppression of 
capitalism, and the fact that we’re all gonna die and we’re 
gonna die miserable.

Besides that, my twenty-first birthday was a total blast.

Of course I barely remember any of it the next day, and when I 
wake up to a bunch of angry calls and the Invictus poem 
scrolling on a loop in my head, I brush the fragments aside. 
One night of freedom, for better or worse, gone in a hangover-
ridden stupor.

And then it’s ready, set, go! and you’re shuffled off to sit behind 
a desk for ten out of the twelve hours in a day until you’re 
ready to lose it, and then you’re shuffled off to a bar so you 
can get a jump on that late-age liver failure, and then you’re 
shuffled off to your cramped and cheap apartment where 
you’re pretty sure the smell of your neighbor’s weed is 
permanently embedded into your bed sheets.

You come to hate your alarm not because it wakes you up 
early, but because the incessant and repetitive blare of a 

Gold Key

ANNA BOYER
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synthesized horn is basically your life compressed into an mp3 
file.

You come to love that poster of some rainforest in South 
America hanging up inside your cubicle because sometimes 
when you drift off you can imagine yourself as a bird or a 
jaguar or literally any other animal whose idea of a productive 
state of existence doesn’t consist of being caged in a box of 
cardboard and guarded by a warden of bright fluorescent light.

You come to both love and hate your coworkers because 
you’re all stuck in the same pit together, you’re all slowly 
wasting your life away together, you’re all suffering together, 
but for the love of god Brian never stops farting and Samantha 
keeps burning popcorn in the microwave.

They say you have a choice, but your choices boil down to 
whether you want to work at this multi corporation or that one, 
or starve on the streets.

If you haven’t already, you’ll come to see by the age of thirty 
that the worst thing in life is to realize you have absolute 
control of your future, and then realize you have willingly 
relinquished your control to a system that we, as humans, 
have built out of fear of a chaos that inevitably surrounds us 
and completely, irrevocably, governs our lives.

You know it’s true. You know it’s all true.

And there will be a day, I’m telling you now that there will be a 
day where the books in our hands and the movies on our 
television are ripped from us because they resemble reality a 
little too closely, where 1984 isn’t a satire novel but our 
constitution. There will be a day where we are so sleep 
deprived and so damaged by the screens that they shove in 
our faces our eyes will resemble donuts: fat, glazed, and ready 
to be consumed. There will be a day where they won’t even 
bother with deception because we’re all too busy making our 
pitances to worry about the nuclear war in Syria. You think I’m 
kidding? It’s started already.

Have you ever stopped at a traffic light on an empty street late 
at night?

Have you ever sat there in a car, the only one on the road, and 
waited even though there weren’t any cameras to monitor 
you? You tap your fingers on the steering wheel as the 
seconds tick by and think to yourself: “I can probably go. There 
isn’t anybody around for miles.” It takes you a moment, but 
eventually you reason with yourself enough to just go for it.

Your foot presses on the accelerator right as the light turns 
green, and that’s when you realize that they’ve got you exactly 
where they want you.

You’re the one driving the car. You could go anywhere you 
please, anywhere at all. But you wait at a stoplight on an 
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empty street because you’ve given up your control to a 
computer with pretty lights.

You can pretend otherwise all you want, but you have already 
relinquished command of your unconquerable soul.
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Dandelions, Cuyahoga  
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Dandelions, Cuyahoga
Dandelions

How to describe the thickness in the air?
When you said that Thing to me
My head rang and there rose in my veins
Vines of honeysuckle, and choking wisteria

Maybe I do feel wistful, or mad
Like a tadpole in a jar

like a lightning bug pressed in your palms
Breathing fire for no one to see

I stay indoors now
Though I’d rather kick dandelion clocks
Watch the little seeds scatter
Broken minutes turning to Dots.

Cuyahoga
I don’t know how to restrain myself
Only what it feels like to be restrained.
With bricks and mortar and concrete and steel, they stoned me
For licking at their ankles.
I am like any affectionate dog, I know how to love.
But i will tear up your flower beds, eat your sofa
Chew away at all the trash and rusted hubcaps
You leave in my path, I am ravenous.
It’s not my fault if when we play plastic kayaks and jet skis,
You forget the animal in me.

Gold Key

YARDENA CARMI
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A Bestiary of the Local Roadside Patriarchy 
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

A Bestiary of the Local Roadside 
Patriarchy
A couple of years ago I began to run around my block, 
eventually expanding into adjacent neighborhoods and some 
local parks. Running should not be confused for something 
that is important to me or something that I am any good at, but 
it is something I enjoy, along with being outdoors. Most 
importantly, it was my introduction to physically navigating the 
world on my own as I grew into an adult, both in mind and 
body. Being such a beginner, I was unprepared to deal with the 
threats that appeared mere minutes away from my comfortable 
suburban home, and led me to conclude: the sidewalk is a 
war-zone for women.

While running is not exactly fun all of the time, using my body 
with purpose feels good. Insecurities do creep in, but every 
once in a while there is a moment that is just tennis shoes 
hitting the sidewalk, music pounding in my ears and sweat 

cooling on my back, and it feels like flying. I have to 
acknowledge parts of my body that I have been taught to be 
ashamed of and tried to ignore, like thighs that rub together 
and a bouncing chest, and deal with them; for a few miles, my 
priority is my own health and wellbeing. But sometimes I feel 
as exposed as a piece of fruit under grocery aisle lights.

When men yell from cars, I usually can’t even understand what 
they’re saying. It’s hard to be totally sure every honk or whistle 
that whizzes by over the roar of traffic is aimed at me, but 
either way its has the same effect. The thing that has always 
bothered me the most about catcalls is the underlying thought 
process and intention. It’s disturbing to think of a stranger 
seeing me, forming an opinion about my body, and then feeling 
entitled to voicing that opinion. I feel scared by how my 
personhood has been removed remotely, and my existence 
denigrated to a form of entertainment. Earbuds are my 
greatest weapon, with the music turned up as loud as I dare.

Occasionally threatening, but at the same time amusing, are 
the men who stare. Do they really believe they are not, 
themselves, seen? Maybe that’s the whole point, to be able to 
look unabashedly with a focus usually reserved for zoo 
animals. I can only imagine it feels god-like. They leer out of 
windows and driveways and from across the street, given 
away by the movement out of the corner of my eye, a face 
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turning on a swivel like a searchlight. Over time, I’ve gotten 
better at meeting them with my own glare.

In addition to the remote risk factors, every stranger passed on 
the sidewalk comes with their own math problem. I add up 
age, gender, whether they look like they’re busy or aimless, if 
there are other people around. I divide it by the security 
afforded by my whiteness and whatever my current location is, 
brace myself, and slant my eyes to the ground when they 
pass. I weigh routes like they’re on a scale: do I prefer the 
peace and quiet afforded by an isolated path in a park, or the 
comforting presence of witnesses on a loud, busy street? And 
then I ask myself, am I paranoid? Weak? Hysterical? So many 
times, putting myself in the role of the judge makes me feel like 
the guilty one. But I figure that I wouldn’t make these 
calculations if the nightly news hadn’t shown me their 
necessity.

There was a while where I was deeply jealous of men for the 
ease with which they seem to progress through the physical 
world. Does a broken streetlight, or an idling car at the curb, or 
the man standing at the corner staring ever deter them? On a 
few occasions I’ve gone running with my older brother. Trailing 
half a block behind him (did I mention I’m a slow runner?), I 
marvel at the security I felt in the wake of his six-foot self and 
the knowledge that men who see me with another man will 

think twice about asserting ownership over my body from a car 
window. A new level of comfort, tinged with resentment.

It occurred to me recently, though, that I feel less nervous now, 
if at all, when I take the first steps out of my driveway, enter a 
new space, meet new people. Maybe experiencing prolonged 
states of heightened unease has numbed me to some degree, 
maybe I’m just growing up. Perhaps if someone is raised as a 
woman in America, the two things are the same. While the 
sidewalk’s unwelcome audience still remain threatening to 
women (and trans people, and feminine men, or anyone else 
who has found themselves on the outside of the bubble of 
classic masculinity, looking in), running has at least prepared 
me to meet these impositions head on with a sweaty scowl, 
and leave them behind in the dust.
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Suspended  
Short Story 
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Suspended
In the mist-gilded early morning the crashing water was 
breathtaking, and the flying droplets cool against Allen’s skin. 
He stood and watched leaves and branches and other small 
debris swirl and swish away, over the top of cliff. What would it 
be like, he wondered, to be a twig buffeted over those rocks? 
The thought of the steep drop made him shiver.

“Al, git to work!” shouted Mr. Harvey, “Did I ‘prentis you to do 
nothin’?” Allen gritted his teeth and bent his sore back once 
more. He half-heartedly sloshed the water and silt around in 
his tin pan, holding the river dirt up so that it caught the light.

The mouth of the falls was Mr. Harvey’s newest revelation. The 
idea had come to him in a fevered dream (Mr. Harvey has 
many of those). “The gold’s bound t’be here, bound to!” he’d 
shouted, and abandoned the shaded river bed where the other 
panners worked. Allen, of course, came with him. When his 

mother had apprenticed him to Mr. Harvey several months 
ago, she had no idea that he would up and go to California. Or 
that he would lose his wits on the way. Allen missed his 
mother, and his sisters, too, but he knew there was little else 
she could have done, after his pa had run off and left her with 
four young mouths to feed. He paused, remembering the day 
he left.

Mr. Harvey slapped him. Hard. “Come on, Al!” Allen clutched 
his pan again and scooped up more water, but his fingers were 
white at the knuckles. He hated Mr. Harvey, he really did.

Mr. Harvey muttered throughout the day as the sun rose and 
singed the back of Al’s neck. “The gold’s here...can smell it…’s 
bound to be…” Allen tried not to looked at him. The man was 
insane, Allen could see that clearly as they worked hard that 
afternoon, grasping at straws and panning for nothing. His shirt 
pinched under his arms as he bent and his wrist stuck out from 
the ends of his sleeves. He’d been growing.

His stomach was rumbling loudly when he heard the rocks on 
the bank of the waterfalls shift and skid under someone’s 
boots.

“Well hello there,” a voice drawled. Tom O’Brien stepped out 
from the trees and shrubs. Allen recognized him from their 
short-lived time among the other men who worked on the river. 
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How long had he been watching them? “What’re you folks 
doing these parts?”

“None o’yer bisness,” Mr. Harvey growled. O’Brien smirked.

“Fool’s errand, what you have here,” O’Brien observed 
casually.

Allen flinched when Mr. Harvey exploded. “Is not! The gold’s 
here, I know it is! Takes a ‘spension of belief, is all!” he yelled 
hoarsely, then broke off into a fit of dry coughing.

“Whatever you say, old man,” O’Brien said boredly, but his 
eyes glittered with interest. Allen had a bad feeling, deep in his 
gut, and turned quickly back to his work when O’Brien 
sauntered back the way he’d come, whistling.

Mr. Harvey raged for the rest of the day. “That bastard, he’ll tell 
everyone, and then our secret will be up, and they’ll come and 
take all our gold,” he whined. “What’ll we do Al, what’ll we do?”

“I don’t know,” Al replied over and over again, and kicked 
himself at the nerves in his voice each time he answered. 
When night fell, Allen packed his things and prepared to head 
back to their lodgings. Mr. Harvey stayed.

“You go on without me, son,” he said darkly. “I’ve got things I 
need t’do.” With those ominous words, Mr. Harvey turned his 

back. Allen left with an uneasy feeling, but was relieved for a 
few hours away from him.

The night was hot and restless, the blankets rough against his 
sunburnt skin. Allen could hardly sleep, he was so preoccupied 
with his thoughts.

Allen’s mind returned again and again to his father, though it 
had been months since he had last seen him. The thought that 
their family, that Allen, hadn’t been good enough smarted and 
pricked behind his eyes. Maybe pa had left to find a job, 
instead. Maybe he was here in California right now, panning 
for gold like Allen himself. Perhaps, one day, Allen would find 
him by the river, in the lodging houses, on the road...Allen 
shook his head angrily, but his eyes were already stinging. 
He’d relived these scenarios a dozen times before, and it was 
getting old. Allen’s father was not coming back. Still, though, 
he couldn’t help hoping.

Allen thoughts turned to Mr. Harvey instead. Mr. Harvey, who 
yelled at birds and kicked at bushes, who perpetually stank of 
cheap whiskey and gin. He grew meaner and madder every 
day, a far cry from the mild-mannered farmer he’d been back 
in Missouri. Sometimes when Allen dared to look the man in 
his eyes it seemed like Mr. Harvey could kill him, or at least 
wanted to.
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Allen had to get away soon, but where could he go? California 
was nothing but slapdash towns and desperate men, it 
seemed. Mr. Harvey was the only one he knew here, and the 
only one who could send word back home. What if his mother 
thought that he, too, had abandoned her and his sisters? Allen 
couldn’t leave. But staying was becoming increasingly 
dangerous.

Mr. Harvey didn’t come back that night. Perhaps he was out 
drinking, Allen half-hoped, though the thought rang falsely in 
his head. He rose early the next morning, and walked along 
the water to Mr. Harvey’s chosen spot. When Allen got there, 
he gasped.

The river had been desecrated, the bank filled with muddy 
footprints and scuff marks. In the middle of the current a 
sodden lump was caught between two rocks at the mouth of 
the falls, and the water around it swirled pink. Allen’s heart 
skipped a beat when he recognized lanky O’Brien, face down 
in the muck. Bile rose in his throat at the foul stench in the 
warm air.

He heard a noise behind him.

“Al,” Mr. Harvey said hoarsely. Allen stared at him, mouth 
gaping, eyes drawn to the blood spatters on Mr. Harvey’s 
ragged shirt. He stank of sweat and alcohol, and something 
more odious. “Al, I did what hadda be done. Caught him 

sniffing around our special spot. That fool would have told 
everyone, and they’da come and steal our gold! I did what I 
had to do!” Allen backed up slowly.

“But yer not gonna tell anyone, boy,” Mr. Harvey crept closer. 
“You wouldn’t do that, would ya, Al?” They were almost face to 
face. “I can trust you, right?”

Allen tried to run, and Mr. Harvey grabbed him. Together they 
fell backwards into the water, and Mr. Harvey held him under. 
The man had thick arms and big hands that could deliver a 
powerful blow, Allen knew from experience, but he was tired 
and drunk. These past few months Allen had grown bigger, 
taller than Mr. Harvey even, and stronger from months on the 
trail and weeks of hard work.

Allen kicked out, catching Mr. Harvey in his fleshy middle and 
knocking him down. He was wheezing and struggling to his 
feet when Allen punched him in the jaw, and his eyes rolled 
back in his head. Allen felt sick with horror, but also a scary 
satisfaction. He lifted Mr. Harvey by his sweat-stained collar 
and held him, suspended above the falls.

Mr. Harvey’s flushed and dirty face was inches from his own. A 
trickle of blood ran from the corner of his mouth, staining his 
grizzled, uncombed beard. “You wouldn’t kill me, boy,” he 
growled. “You don’t have the guts!” Allen tightened his grip. His 
body shook with rage and fear and he gasped for air. He could 
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do it, Allen knew. He could let go and Mr. Harvey would drop to 
the rocks below and break into a hundred pieces. Mr. Harvey 
started choking.

His face was turning purple when Allen set him down. They 
both dripped water.

“I’m not gonna kill y-” Allen had begun to say when Mr. Harvey 
lunged forward, slipped on the slimy rocks and fell backwards 
over the falls. He was gone in an instant, disappeared into the 
mist, swallowed by the river.

Allen screamed in panic, and stared down the drop in shock. 
His body shook like a railroad spike. What had he done! What 
would he do? Allen sobbed and hiccupped, but couldn’t shed a 
tear for the man. Instead, he cried for himself.

The world would not miss Mr. Harvey, Allen realized as he 
quieted and grew calmer. But when O’Brien was found, and 
the crazy old man’s body shortly after, people would think of 
Allen. He had to leave now, he really did.

Though his body felt weak and rubbery, Allen dragged 
O’Brien’s ragged remains to the edge of the cliff and threw 
them over. In the end the poor fool had found no gold, but 
Allen, fumbling around, found wet coins in the dead man’s 
pockets. He slipped them into his own. After all, O’Brien had 
no use for money now.

Allen washed his bloody hands in the river and wrapped a 
frayed piece of his shirt around his split and aching knuckles. 
The hot California sun was already drying his clothes, and 
Allen ran through the trees. He avoided the groups of men 
along the river, endlessly searching for their fortunes.

He was panting again as he reached the road and Allen 
slowed down, picked a direction and began walking. Best to 
get a start now. After all, it was a long way to Missouri. And, 
even now, who knew who he might recognize on the road.
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Mostly Hydrogen and Helium, Strawberry, Sugar, 
Still-Life, I Collect Sunsets 
Poetry 
Grade: 10  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Mostly Hydrogen and Helium, 
Strawberry, Sugar, Still-Life, I Collect 
Sunsets
Mostly Hydrogen and Helium
They tell us that we are made of stardust,
that the magic of the universe flows
through our veins,

but maybe that is why
we always feel empty –
like the atoms we’re made of, we are always seeking for 
something to fill that emptiness –
maybe we are fools to believe we ever can, but
we have not yet realized that it is impossible to catch dreams 
in your hands.
we were gods once, after all.
we were not made for this world.

yes, we are made
of stardust,
but maybe that means nothing more than the
numbers on a dice
thrown by a desperate gambler we call
God.
not realizing that
deep in the primordial cradles of infant stars,
within the jeweled blooms of those fiery furnaces,
the new gods are laughing at us.

Strawberry
I imagine that the moonbeams dancing on our wooden 
floorboards
taste like strawberry.
Sugary strawberry soda that bursts with flavor
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and tickles your tongue
with little bubbles.
I imagine it tastes like the moment when a soda has been 
taken out of the fridge
and is left out for so long there are big, fat beads of water 
rolling down it.
Still a little cold to touch, but warm in your mouth
it feels like liquid melting into liquid.
I imagine it tastes like healing.
softer than my lips,
I dreamt that where the moonlight touched your skin
the wounds closed, leaving silvery scars –
a shining map tattooed across your body.
Where the silver rays kissed you,
roses bloomed.

Sugar
Have you ever held a ballpoint pen to your nose?
The ink smells sickly sweet.
It cloys,
filling your nostrils with its peculiar fragrance,
like a mixture of honey and dried cherries and burned sugar.
Maybe it is because it knows the
bitterness
of the words it’s about to write
that it tries to sugar-coat the paper in its

saccharine fluid.
Even after the ink dries,
the scent lingers. It hangs
in the air,
an invisible presence heavy
with the
weight of your thoughts.

Still-Life
There is something beautiful about the city at night.
It glitters like the promise of a dream long forgotten,
like stars against a black sky that suddenly feels so far away 
even
God
couldn’t touch it.
It feels free to be the only living soul dancing
down a sidewalk
that glimmers with golden rain,
kissed
by glossy red leaves.
Time has no meaning here,
the world
has paused
in its rotation,
as you dance on,
in a frozen solitude as fragile as the glass
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reflecting your motionless form.
At night, the city is quiet.
Cars glide by, leaving behind a heavy
silence
and
puddles of rippling water.
The city is holding its breath,
waiting
for the impossible.

I Collect Sunsets
3.01.15
it is only 4pm, but already cotton candy clouds begin to stripe 
the vast expanse of the sky.
I think they look like stretch marks on her blue body. she is 
gorgeous.
9.23.15
the night tastes like fizzy lemonade in a mason jar.
tart. tangy. overripe.
the sugary taste of the deep pink lingers in the morning.
8.17.16
iridescent streaks the color of Polaroids and the idea of Paris 
and blue frost,
this sunset reminds me of shaved ice and string lights on the 
river.
I drink it all in.

4.06.17
not all sunsets are beautiful.
the flames consume everything as the last glowing sliver of 
steel slips below the horizon
a clementine orange stretches its fingers across the sky like a 
thirsty cancer.
if god had a hangover, this is what her eyes would look like.
5.31.17
the sky is sweet, like cake made from box-mix.
I watch as the horizon dissolves into pastel confetti and 
charcoal brushstrokes from the inside of a Toyota traveling to 
the place where a beautiful star
fell
and made an ugly pit.
2.10.18
I think the sky is sad tonight, too. It sags, faded peach and 
blueberry
drained of all color. not all sunsets have to be beautiful.
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The Pool in My Room 
Flash Fiction  
Grade: 11  
Hawken School  
Instructor: Andrew Cleminshaw

The Pool in My Room
There was a pool in my room. Or, rather, there still is a pool in 
my room. I’m just not sure whether or not to consider it a pool 
anymore.

I’m not sure where it came from. I’m not sure when it came 
either. It just… was present without truly existing. I think that 
the day I noticed it was the day it ceased to only “be present” 
and began to fully exist.

When I just noticed it, I was curious. Once I had dipped my 
foot in, just a teeny tiny bit. Bad idea. An enormous wave of 
emotions – sadness, anger, loneliness… confusion? – washed 
over me, as if the tiny droplet of water on my big toe contained 
all the negativity in the world and was intent on dissolving me 
whole.

The water itself was clear and blended quite well with my 
room, almost as if it belonged, but not quite. I think my room 
was fine without it.

***

There wasn’t a reason for it to be in here, but here it was, 
taking up space. I didn’t quite trust it, so I just ignored it, like I 
do with all my other problems too hard to solve.

The pool was small at first: merely a minor inconvenience that 
I sometimes stumbled into, quite literally.So I just bought 
myself a few extra pairs of socks, a little towel, and moved on 
with life.

Then the pool started whispering. Just like how the pool 
melted into existence, the whispers did too. I thought those 
were my own thoughts until one night, when I was finishing up 
some homework, it whispered to me, why are you working so 
hard?
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I was able to discern it from my own voice because said aloud 
to myself, “Because I should,” and the pool replied, as clear as 
day, and why should you?

***

When the pool began whispering other comments about the 
things in my room, I was a little upset, but not too much, since 
I’ve heard it’s good not to hold on to materialistic objects. But 
isn’t that what everyone does in the end anyway? Little 
keepsakes, snapshots tucked into albums and wallets, and the 
carving of a tombstone – all just attempts to keep memories. 
Useless memories, the pool whispered. You don’t need them.

Shut up, I wanted to mutter back. But what if the pool was 
right?

***

I would go visit my friends every now and then, and their 
rooms all looked fine. I just stopped inviting people into my 
room. As long as no one found out about my pool, I would be 
fine. I wouldn’t be seen as a freak, and nobody had to worry 
about anything.

Whenever someone would mention paying me a visit, I would 
change the subject, or tell a little lie, like “oh, my room is too 
messy, how about another day?”

***

My grades dropped as the pool water soaked my homework 
more and more often. I didn’t know how to explain to anyone 
that there was a pool in my room ruining my work, so I didn’t. I 
ignored the problem and tried to ignore the whispers: seriously, 
stop caring about your grade, stop caring about yourself!

***

But now the pool isn’t just in my room… it is my room. The 
water had left dark stains on the wallpaper and posters 
covering my walls – my curtains dripped at the edges when the 
tides were low, but were sometimes submerged. I had to 
paddle on top of a chairto the bookshelf now, since the water 
reached higher than my head. I had long ago abandoned 
sleeping on my bed, which is completely submerged, and 
rested on the high shelf in my closet instead.

The day I almost jumped into the water out of frustration was 
the day I realized I wanted to tell someone. But who? I didn’t 
want to bother my parents with such an odd disturbance, and 
my siblings obviously weren’t old enough to help. Should I tell 
a friend? But would my friends still be my friends if they found 
out about this secret I was hiding?

Frightened, I would look up things about pools in rooms on the 
internet. Nothing helped much. The whole time, the pool 
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continued to coax me, hey, jump in for a quick swim, it’s not 
that bad!

***

A friend mentioned that her sister had a pool in her room. From 
what I’ve seen of that sister, I hadn’t been able to tell at all. 
Maybe the pool was small enough to be hidden under her bed, 
or it happened to be in her closet.

I go home, open the door to my room, and quickly shut it 
before any water drips out. I hop onto my chair and paddle to 
the highest shelf in my room. Look at this mess. No way is 
anyone going to believe me if I tell them. They’ll all just think 
I’m being dramatic. Attention-starved. Pitying myself. A tear 
rolls down my face and drips into the water. I can’t do it.

That’s right, murmured the pool, you can’t do it.

***

I wish that someone would ask me whether or not I have a 
pool in my room. It’s too hard for me to bring up. Maybe if 
someone else initiated it, I could open up a bit more.

***

I am waiting for a day that the pool floods up to the ceiling and 
swallows me whole. Or perhaps I will finally give in to its 

whispers and lower myself in. But for now, I am only circling 
the drain, swirling downwards as the water rises.
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One Giant Leap for Mouse-kind  
Science Fiction/Fantasy 
Grade: 8  
Birchwood School  
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng

One Giant Leap for Mouse-kind
Lester quickly snatched a candy bar fragment from his secret 
stash and scurried down the hall as fast as his little legs could 
carry him. He ducked into a hole in the wall and darted along a 
pipe onto a thin beam supporting the rocket. He balanced 
precariously as he advanced along the beam to the open 
hatch. Once inside, he began searching for the right place to 
store his cargo. The supply lockers were easily accessible, yet 
susceptible to discovery. Wedging the supplies behind the 

shuttle dashboard offered a solution, but reaching the food 
later would be extremely difficult without risking detection. 
Finally, he laid his eyes upon the seats taking up the majority 
of the room. This would be a supply mission and therefore only 
carry of the maximum eight passengers. The pilot and copilot 
would sit in front. Four more passengers would occupy the 
seats behind, leaving the entire last row vacant, the perfect 
hiding place for his cargo.

Lester set to work immediately. After laying down his candy 
bar, he ripped a small hole in one of the back seats. As he dug 
further, stuffing flew everywhere. Soon, more mice arrived to 
assist him in preparations for the mission. In no time, the seat 
was emptied, stuffing cleared, and ship readied to take on their 
supplies.

For two weeks, all the mice on the lunar base collected food 
scraps and stockpiled them in the seats. After much hard work, 
the seat was once again full, this time, not with stuffing, but 
with rations. Finally, the night before the launch arrived. Lester 
met up with Luna, his partner for this mission. Together, Lester 
and Luna were chosen forge a new path for their lunar mouse 
colony, following in the steps of their forefathers.

Nearly ten years ago, Lester’s ancestors stowed away on a 
spaceship to the human’s newly-established lunar base to 
escape the plague assaulting their fellow mice on Earth. 
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Others followed suit. Soon a thriving colony of mice 
established themselves on the moon, completely unbeknownst 
to the humans who maintained the base. Now, the colony of 
mice on the moon faced overpopulation. Lester and Luna 
would pioneer a new life on a foreign planet. They would be 
the first mice on Mars!

The two slinked stealthily down the hallway and through the 
walls, where they once again emerged atop the thin steel 
beam. They entered the cockpit, stowed themselves inside the 
seat cushions, and waited restlessly for take off.

With dawn came the everyday bustle of life on the moon, but 
today was somehow different. The six astronauts were 
preparing for their voyage, reviewing the safety procedures, 
and bidding farewell to loved ones whom they would not see 
for quite some time. The rocket was ready, and the launch site 
cleared. The six humans and two mice sat in their seats, 
anxious for the journey that awaited them.

Lester felt a wave of panic overtake him. His lunch churned 
nervously in his stomach “This is a bad idea! We’ll never make 
it!”

“TEN,” Mission control began counting down on the intercom.

“Don’t worry,” Luna replied. “It will be fine. What could go 
wrong?”

“NINE”

“Everything!” responded Lester. “The humans have only been 
traveling to Mars for a year! The equipment is still unreliable!”

“EIGHT”

“Shhh, it will be okay, the humans have made this trip several 
times before.”

“SEVEN”

“It’s not too late; we can still turn back.”

“SIX . . . FIVE . . . FOUR”

“Hush, it will be fine.”

“THREE”

“Please, I am begging you, please, let us abort.” Lester was on 
the verge a panic attack at this point.

“TWO”

“You will be fine, you are just paranoid,” Luna continuously 
reassured him.

“ONE”
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It began as a low grumble in the rocket below, then 
crescendoed into a bellowing roar, overpowering Lester’s 
voice, and propelling the six crew members, Luna, and the 
anxious Lester out into space, away from the only home they 
had ever known.

It was a long two months. Lester, still convinced they would not 
make it to Mars, fretted and reminisced about home for most of 
the trip. Luna tried to cheer him up with a card game.

“I do not feel like playing a game,” Lester grumbled.

“Please,” Luna insisted.

Lester gave in reluctantly and picked up the torn cards Luna 
was dealing. Since it was “night” aboard the ship and all the 
passengers were sound asleep, Lester and Luna left the 
cramped quarters inside the seat cushion to play their game. 
Lester was enjoying the game more than he thought. He forgot 
about his worries and focused on the game.

Suddenly a jolt interrupted Lester’s game and sent the cards 
astray. Lester was launched high into the air. He glided over 
the heads of the passengers in the middle two rows and was 
heading for the dashboard directly in front of the pilot. As he 
flew, he extended his limbs to their full length like Superman, 
aiming for a lever dangling above the copilot’s head. His paws 
hit the cold metal, and he scrambled frantically, trying to grip 

the slippery surface. The rocket suddenly stabilized itself and 
all was silent. Lester dangled precariously above the copilot’s 
head, climbed onto the lever, regained his balance, and began 
searching for his companion. At last, he found her. Like 
himself, Luna had been flung forward toward the pilot and 
landed on the headrest of his chair. In fact, she lay mere 
inches away from the pilot’s head, stranded. Her escape was 
blocked on one side by the pilot himself and the other, the 
passengers behind him, now stirring from the jolt. Thankfully, 
Luna hid in a nook in the headrest, protecting her from sight. 
She was trapped.

Lester panicked. How could he save Luna? He certainly was 
no hero. Lester racked brain for a plan. The only supplies they 
had brought along were a few old, useless trinkets to keep 
them occupied. What use could they be? Suddenly, Lester 
knew what to do.

“Stay there,” Lester mouthed and rushed to the seat cushion 
for supplies.

After much digging, he produced a spool of thread, a box of 
paper clips, and a needle. He tied the end of the thread to a 
paper clip. He threaded the thin needle through the minute 
hole in the center of the spool. Then, he carried his contraption 
up the side of the ship until he reached a point almost directly 
over Luna.
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He waited for his opportunity to extract his friend. Still reeling 
from the commotion, one of the passengers turned to his 
neighbor and began a conversation. With both occupied, 
Lester sprung into action. Holding both ends of the needle 
tightly, he let the spool unravel, dropping the paper clip to 
Luna. Lester looped the spool end around the handle of an 
overhead compartment and pulled the thread, hand-over-hand, 
lifting Luna as she clung to the paperclip on the opposite end. 
With all his might, Lester pulled until Luna was safe.

Comparatively, the rest of the journey was eventless. Then one 
day, Lester and Luna looked out the window to see not only 
the usual stars and black sky but also a small red dot in the 
distance! Lester’s hopes rose, yet he remained pessimistic. 
There was still one more barrier before they were safe: Mars’s 
atmosphere.

“We’re going too fast!” Lester shouted. “We are going to burn 
up in the atmosphere!”

“Relax, the humans have made this trip before,” Luna 
reminded him.

Ignoring Luna, Lester continued to panic. The little red dot 
growing by the second. They could now see the planet’s ice 
caps and its major geographical features. “We are going to 
burn up! We are going to crash! We are doomed!”

Luna had no time to reply. The rocket hit the atmosphere at 
30,000 miles per hour. It felt like the rocket had hit a brick wall. 
The mice were tossed about the rear of the ship as the rocket 
burned a hole through Mars's atmosphere. Any glimpse of their 
new home was obscured by the raging flame outside.

Lester prayed.

He knew there was a very narrow margin to deploy the 
parachute. Too late, they will crash into the surface of Mars at 
20,000 miles an hour and are completely decimated. Too soon 
and the ship will miss the uninhabited station where they would 
be stranded miles away from their target.

The flames dissipated, revealing their first glimpses of the 
planet. They were traveling so fast, all they could really see 
was a blurry red surface with the occasional crater or mountain 
zooming by, yet it already felt like home. A stiff jerk signaled 
that parachute was deployed, yet they did not slow. Lester’s 
heart skipped a beat.

They were going to die!

Something shiny caught Lester’s attention in the distance. It 
was the Mars station! They had arrived, yet they were not 
slowing down! Lester was thrown forward as the supersonic 
parachute inflated to its full capacity. In an instant, the station 
was nearly below them and it appeared as if now they would 
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overshoot their target. Thanks to the pilot’s skill and 
experience, the ship maneuvered until it made a soft touch 
down on the landing pad above the station. Outside the dry, 
barren landscape welcomed them.

The sounds of metal against metal echoed throughout the ship 
as it docked to the station. When the noises ceased, one of the 
astronauts opened the hatch. Lester and Luna dared to peek 
inside. The astronauts climbed down the ladder and settled 
themselves in the station. Lester and Luna followed, careful to 
remain out of sight. They watched intently as the pilot of the 
ship held down a large red button on console and began 
speaking into the microphone, reporting their safe arrival back 
to the Moon. When night came, it would be Lester and Luna’s 
turn.

Under the cover of darkness, the two pioneers scampered 
onto the control table. Luna located the red button and pressed 
firmly with her front paws. Lester scrambled up to the 
microphone and began broadcasting his message. Back home 
on the moon, hundreds of mice sat anxiously in the control 
room. They heard earlier that day that the six astronauts had 
landed safely on Mars. Now they awaited news of their friends.

After an interminable period of waiting, finally a squeaky voice 
came through the speaker. The crowd erupted into cheers. 
They had done it. Lester and Luna were the first mice on Mars!
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Hating Goodbyes

Saying goodbye to someone you love can be a heart 
squeezing kind of pain. Forced to change the “we will’s” and 
into “remember when’s” and choking on the lump in your throat 
as you think about life without them. Humans take the word 
“goodbye” for granted and treat it as part of a routine. 
However, never knowing when you will get to say it again 
means we have to treat every goodbye like our last because 

nothing could be worse than living with the pain of knowing 
your last goodbye was not your best.

My grandpa or “Papa,” Alexander Randol*, always tried to be 
the positive person in the room. Pushing people to their 
highest potential as his work ethic and liveliness rubbed off on 
others and was nothing but encouraging. One of the things I 
loved most about my papa was his songs that he sang. Making 
you feel special as he sang “To All the Girls I Have Loved 
Before” about you or bringing the room to life as he sang 
“Jimmy Crack Corn”. He was fun-spirited and kind and was 
just like a typical grandpa as he was dressed in a collared shirt 
and khakis pants everywhere. For the fourteen years that I 
knew him, he was always telling me that his “mains,” or 
grandchildren, meant the world to him, and he meant the world 
to me. I will never forget the impact my papa made on my life. 
Aside from his liveliness, he was a listener. Giving you 
solutions to all your problems and allowing us to listen to the 
wisdom he gave us. That was the papa that I had grown to 
know and love, and it is the papa that I will always remember.

However, a little over three years ago, I learned that things 
were about to change. I had just returned from five weeks at 
sleepaway camp, when my parents told me that my Papa was 
suffering from dementia and Parkinson’s disease and had 
been in a nursing home for a little over four weeks. It was hard 
for me to understand what this meant, and everything seemed 
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to get so cloudy in my head. My parents decided to take me to 
the place where my Papa was being cared for called 
Hearthstone Park*. My family and I went on a warm and sunny 
summer evening, yet the air felt so heavy as we stepped into 
the building knowing things were about to change. No one 
talked on the elevator ride up, mostly because no one knew 
what to say. The place was small and looked almost exactly 
like a hospital; it was very quiet, and everything was white and 
clean, and it smelled like rubber gloves. When we arrived at 
the room, I took a deep breath before walking in, bracing 
myself for the worst. However, when I went in I was greeted by 
my Papa with a big smile. He was as upbeat and positive as 
he could be, and I knew he was excited to see me after five 
weeks of being away. I sat down in the chair next to his bed 
and shared memories from over the past couple weeks. Even 
though it had only been the first time I saw him since his 
placement in the hospital, I knew that we only had a matter of 
months before moments like this would no longer be possible.

Weeks passed, and my conclusion proved to be true. As hard 
as I crossed my fingers and prayed to God not to take away 
my papa I knew it was only a matter of time. This meant every 
time I went to see him I made sure that I made it count. At 
what turned out to be my last visit, I walked nervously into the 
room and saw someone different on the outside. He was pale, 
weak, struggled to walk or eat on his own, and he could only 
manage to nod or shake his head in response to questions. It 

broke my heart seeing him struggle like this. I knew this must 
have been rough for him because he always loved to talk (but 
in a good way). Seeing this decline in my papa was difficult, 
yet through it all I knew that he was still the same man singing 
“Jimmy Crack Corn,” in his head wishing he could share one of 
his favorite songs with us. I sat in the seat next to his bed for 
the last time making sure he would not miss any last detail of 
my stories. I know that talking about school and sports is not 
the most interesting topic, but he listened like it was the most 
important thing in the world. At the end of the visit, I walked up 
to the bed, kissed him on the cheek, and gave him a big 
squeeze. I flashed smile and we looked at each other sending 
telepathic “I love you’s” comforting me and giving me enough 
courage to walk out that door forever.

From that day on, I recognized that goodbye means so much 
more than I ever realized. We are only left with that one word 
to conclude things, and sometimes that can make the situation 
harder for us to cope with. This specific moment made me 
realize that the hardest goodbyes are to the people we love 
the most. In this case, I am glad to say that I have known 
someone who made saying goodbye so hard; because even if 
I do hate goodbyes I now know that it is important for me to 
make every goodbye my best. 
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Best Friend Till an Unexpected End
According to common sense and beprepared.com a way 
prevent to an alligator attack is to, “Keep small children and 
pets away from the water’s edge. Alligators and crocodiles 
typically eat small prey, and nearly half of all known human 
fatalities are of children under the age of 12.”

However, common sense was not being followed and for some 
reason my earliest memory is of being dangled upside-down 
over a large crocodile while I am living in Georgia as a toddler. 

I often wonder why my dad would do such a thing to his only 
daughter, a toddler in fact and I realize how one slip up could 
have sent me to an early grave either by drowning or being 
eaten by an oversized crocodile. It wasn’t because Dad was 
angry at me or anything and wanted to instill fear into me 
(thank God) but more to get a humorous reaction from my 
mom. Instead of panicking or even scolding him for 
endangering my life she just took pictures. I was too young to 
really protest and I don’t remember my reaction but I do 
remember that Dad enjoyed messing around a lot of the time 
in order to get closer to his family.

“I wasn’t going to eat it. I was just going to taste it.” –Winnie 
the Poo

My mom left for Chicago for a few days to visit our 
grandparents, I cried, she never leaves town without me or my 
brother. I am hungry but I don’t know what I can eat without 
getting sick. I have never seen my dad cook and mom doesn’t 
let anyone in the kitchen. Can Dad even cook? Is the house 
going to catch fire and I’m going to have to live in the garage? I 
stay engrossed in my Pokémon marathon, my brother building 
some structure with blocks beside me. I only move once my 
little brother’s structure gets so high that if I move my arm or 
foot I will knock it over and I do. After about the third time 
through this cycle Dad enters the playroom to tell us to eat 
some lunch. I take a seat at the table and see mac-and-
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cheese in front of me. It looks normal and not-poisonous and I 
see my dad eating straight from the pot, not a bowl or a plate, 
a pot. “Dad? Why are you eating from a pot? You eat on plates 
or bowls.” My dad just laughs, sticks another spoonful in his 
mouth and says, “I’m taste-testing, besides I am making sure 
it’s all gone.” As a young, impressionable third grader I know it 
is good to finish all your food but if you just eat from the pot 
you get all the food that is meant for me! When my mom 
comes back two days later, the smell of pasta sauce reaches 
my nostrils. Eager, I walk into the kitchen and to the stove and 
on my tip-toes look at the cooking pasta sauce when an idea 
popped in my head. When my mom enters the room I am 
repeatedly scooping spoonfuls of sauce from the pot and 
putting it in my mouth. “ What are you doing? Why are you 
eating out of the pot?” I smile and say, “I’m taste-testing, 
besides bowls are for losers.”

“People are weird, when we find someone with weirdness that 
is compatible with ours, we team up and call it love.” – Dr. 
Seuss

I already knew that Dad was an eccentric person. One of his 
biggest eccentricities is his weird eating habits, like eating out 
of pots, and he would sometimes put two foods together into 
some sort of weird combination like tuna or sardines in mac-
and-cheese. Eventually I start showing some of those eating 
habits like when I was four and made a cheese and peanut 

butter sandwich for fun. My mom’s concerns about it is met 
with Dad’s blasé attitude since he sees it as completely 
harmless. I am about seven years old and after going on our 
Saturday grocery shopping Dad is cutting a block of cheddar 
cheese into a small bowl and then brings out a bottle of 
ketchup and squirts it all over the cheese. Mom’s face shows 
disgust towards the combination, while my brother and I just 
stare at our now-empty snack bowls and demand to have 
some of this bizarre cuisine. When I get some I stare as I pick 
it up. Cheese and ketchup? That’s weird but I feel a certain 
urge from my gut to try it, so does that make me weird back? I 
mean my parents and TV have taught me to try new things but 
it’s cheese and ketchup, whoever tried those two together? I 
swirl the cheese into a blob of ketchup, making target-like 
shape before shoving all of it into my mouth. It tastes exactly 
like what it is, tomato and cheese. It tickles my taste buds and 
I realize how much I like cheese and tomatoes together, later 
starting off a crazy chain of abnormal food combinations. I eat 
more and more until Mom says no more probably conflicted 
about the fact her kids are becoming more and more like her 
husband. I pout but then walk up to Dad and ask if I can have 
more tomorrow. He says definitely and grabs a deck of UNO 
cards.

“Growing old is mandatory, but growing up is optional.” – Walt 
Disney
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It is the weekend, my brain fried from the TV and I am bored, 
very bored. I see Dad on his laptop probably working on 
whatever he does. I go over to him and ask to play a game 
with him again. He tells me to grab my brother and let him 
choose the game (I don’t mind; we like the same games) as he 
quickly finishes typing in the next few numbers. The games 
change each weekend, usually being a card or board game 
but this time it is trivia related. I am not a sore loser and I am 
never a very competitive person, but I still want to destroy my 
brother in this game. Dad is the scorekeeper and announcer, 
telling my brother and me to sit on chairs with glasses of water 
to “give atmosphere” to a game show. He is taking this a bit 
too seriously but it is fun for him. It seems like it is board 
games and competition that I used to see as a kid thing. At 
family reunions when he was playing games he apparently 
(according to my grandparents) is very competitive and a little 
bit of a sore loser he is not like that with me because I am a 
child. As each question is asked I get more competitive and 
the more I want to win. I either feel frustrated or anxious as my 
brother answers the questions correctly even though he is 
three years younger than me. It is about topics that I have not 
learned in school yet. Each game I play with Dad is fun but 
sometimes frustrating because he still is competitive with his 
own two children almost like he is a child himself.

On Christmas Day in fourth grade my brother and I get 
Nintendo DS’ and a Wii. We are ecstatic since for about a year 

we have been annoyingly begging our parents for video 
games. After Dad struggles for about an hour we play for 
hours, excitement and curiosity never leaving me as I try to 
figure out how each game works. Dad does not hesitate to join 
in on the fun and was learning how to roll the ball down in Wii 
Sports. We play tournament after tournament after tournament 
only stopping to eat. I win a few but Dad wins the most. Now 
on some days we play our usual board, card, and trivia games 
and other days we play video game tournaments or we see 
how far we can get on a level of Super Mario before getting a 
game over. Sometimes Dad would get so annoyed that he, 
either just hands the controller over to one of us or hogs the 
DS for hours until he beat it. I would like to say that I am the 
most superior at Mario in my family. Since Dad is an adult with 
a job he would have to leave halfway through but when he 
came back he would make it up to us by playing with us a little 
longer than we were supposed to. Later that summer when we 
were particularly upset he said, “I’ll play with you when I get 
back, I promise.” It was only supposed to be for a few hours, it 
was just a business meeting, he’ll be back before I know it 
right? I wait and wait and wait until I am forced into bed. He 
didn’t come back.

“Death is not the greatest loss in life. The greatest loss is what 
dies inside us while we live.” – Norman Cousins
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My grandparents are here for some reason. It’s not a holiday 
or grandparent’s day. No offense but why are they here? Mom 
trying and failing to stop crying. Why is she crying? Where’s 
Dad so he can cheer her up? My grandma says she needs to 
tell me something so grandparents, Mom, my brother and I sat 
in a circle. I ask where Dad is and if he is staying over at a 
friend’s house because his meeting is running late and they all 
look at me grimly. Grandma takes a hold of my shoulders and 
tells me Dad had an accident and has died. I know what death 
is and I have gone to funerals before, but I wasn’t that sad. I 
didn’t know the people who had died very well but other people 
cared about them a lot. Before this I thought that only old 
people or people in the military could die but now I know that 
this wasn’t true. My world falls apart; I would never see him 
again. No more games or bizarre food combinations. I will 
never see him eat out of a pot again or hear him laugh or scold 
me to do my homework or quiz me in state and country 
capitals which would somehow still be memorized. I will never 
see my best friend again. It isn’t fair…. Though I have heard 
many times that life isn’t fair.

Months later, a therapist asks me if I ever got closure before 
Dad died and I say no. One reason is that after that day I 
never saw him again, he died instantly from the impact of a 
car. I never even saw his body at his funeral. Death does not 
give closure. Closure is for books and movies where there is a 
definite end and you put it down and move onto something 

else and it naturally cuts out of your life until it’s mentioned 
again. Closure with Dad’s death meant I would be cutting him 
out of my life completely including his laughs, smiles, and 
memories good or bad I have ever experienced with him as if 
he never even existed. As time goes on, some days are full of 
mourning and memories while other days I am slightly less 
aware of the pain.
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My Zaydee
CONSTANTLY, you hear that history must be written down and 
recorded. Record the malnutrition of those who survived and 
those who died. Make the details so clearly severe you can 
taste the fear, blood, disease, lack of food in your mouth. 
Remember the sounds of the cattle cars carrying your 
grandfather’s loved ones when he was your age as if it is the 
memory of the traffic whizzing by you as you freely travel in 

your very own car. It is a crime to forget, but it can be pain to 
remember.

I do not remember my father’s father as most do their 
grandfathers. He was not the typical sugary, sweet, eccentric 
old man many grew up calling grandpa.

My memory of him is of his words hovering just above my 
head. My jittery feet swivel me around in a chair as he talks. 
Half-heartedly I listen to adult conversations. As my legs grew 
longer, so did my attention span. My lips began to defend my 
own opinions. My Zaydee would often listen, then laugh. Even 
his laughter was accented, certainly foreign to Ohio, to the 
States, to Poland, Italy, and everywhere he had ever or could 
ever go. He would laugh and explain that with a little time I 
would understand.

My Zaydee’s story is different. It exists far from mundanity. It 
exists outside of the accounts, museums, and testimonies he 
and others helped produce. It exists outside of the American 
Dream he so well encapsulates.

I guess you could label him a Survivor and be done with it. But 
to me, he was my Zaydee.

BEFORE my Zaydee was my Zaydee, he was Nonek 
Pfefferberg. His family was prominent in Warsaw for their shoe 
last empire.
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Nonek grew up wealthy and mildly estranged from his parents. 
He had a favored older brother, and a little sister who was 
doted over. Nonek was raised by governesses and maids. He 
spent his summers frolicking and doing what teenage boys do 
when they go to summer camps not monitored or responsible 
for anything.

News of German occupation seeped in over the radio. His 
parents, Shmuel and Chayka, would discuss and debate the 
threat, but for Nonek, at a mere twelve years old, threats of a 
Nazi regime felt far off. Words floated over Nonek’s head.

The first loss Nonek felt was of his brother. Sixteen, tall, 
strong, and proudly Polish, Menachem rode off with the army 
to defend the border. While historically it is known that horses 
are no match for tanks, and that employing an outdated 
military against a technologically advanced world power did 
little, what is not often discussed is that the advantage of tanks 
extends also to the inability of contracting disease from 
carcasses of machinery. Nonek lost his brother not on the 
battlefield but to typhus on the sickbed.

Now the threat was real to Nonek. He was grieving despite the 
fast-approaching date of his Bar Mitzvah. He studied with the 
Rabbi still. His mother spent hours cooking and pickling dishes 
to be served at the lavish affair. She cried as she did this. Her 
second son was becoming a man in Jewish law just as her first 
son died hardly a man in Polish law.

Suddenly, Nonek’s family of five was four. Suddenly, furious 
red, white, and black flags were throughout Warsaw. Suddenly, 
his city was cramped. Approximately five hundred thousand 
Jews were forced into a small section of the city. The starving 
poor that lined the streets doubled, tripled, quadrupled. Their 
rags tore and tore again. Their eyes darkened and blackened. 
Their skin so sickly white started to sallow. The fog of flies 
around the people became thicker and heartier than the flesh 
that hung loosely from their bones. Suddenly, his father 
purchased more and more diamonds and gold. Safety. 
Precaution. Suddenly, the walls closed in and Nonek was 
forced to grow into the words floating above his head, so that 
he could understand. His Bar Mitzvah tutoring was canceled. 
The large store of pickled delicacies was cracked open but not 
for celebration but as sustenance. Nonek’s Bar Mitzvah was 
delayed, delayed, cancelled.

WHEN I was eleven, I began studying for my Bat Mitzvah. 
Even though I never attended Sunday religious classes and 
winced at the length of High Holiday services, I always knew I 
would have one.

I knew I would have my Bat Mitzvah in Israel. I had already 
been there twice before. My parents were married there. My 
family spent nearly as much time nail-biting over the news of 
Israel as they did the country they lived in. However, when my 
twelfth birthday passed and preparations began for the trip, it 
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became clear that neither of my grandparents would be 
coming. At this time, my grandmother was less than six 
months from her passing. She was not fit to travel. At this time, 
my grandfather had just begun dialysis. He could not either.

We held an impromptu mock Bat Mitzvah. I stood on the 
Beema in a freshly washed but unbrushed ponytail and a two 
sizes too big tee. I recited my Parsha, recited the Ashrei, in 
front of my Ema and Zaydee. I remember his pride. His 
uniquely thick and pointed eyebrows rising in a slight smile. My 
Zaydee was not one for lavish compliments, but he gave me a 
Hamsa necklace as a congratulation. I wear it always.

WHEN the family’s factories were confiscated, the Nazis had 
already begun to confiscate animate objects as well. Suddenly, 
Jews on the street were not just dying bodies but cogs in the 
killing apparatus. The bodies crackled, rumbled, moaned 
nearly as much as their metallic counterparts, but they worked. 
Shmuel and Nonek were forced to become part of the 
machine.

Each day as the light began to creep through the windows, 
Nonek and Shmuel would wake up and hurry along to the 
factory. With a grumbling belly, Nonek and Shmuel would 
make their way to the plant that once belonged to their family. 
Nonek had once snuck into this same factory to feed striking 
workers. Would the new owners ever show such kindness? 
Would they ever give him anything but a hit with a baton?

The work was grueling, decaying. Not suitable for a man let 
alone a child of fourteen. Growing bones shrunk under the 
eyes of the Nazis who watch with beading eyes along the 
walls. The Machine made snowshoes for the Germans on the 
eastern front. Nonek would undo a stitch or two of the boots. 
Maybe a bit of snow would slip into the unfinished shoe and 
make a Nazi frostbitten. Perhaps an uneven heel would make 
a soldier twist his ankle. A small act of retribution against the 
men who were massacring his people.

The days were hell. Aching fingers, blistered, raw, red. Broken 
nails, ripped from anxious teething and quick shoe prodding, 
marred with blotches of white from physical trauma with lack of 
vitamins. Sometimes Nonek wanted to cry. He should be at 
school or camp or laughing with his friends. Instead, he was 
trapped here. Trapped in Europe. Trapped in Warsaw. Trapped 
in a shrinking house. Trapped in a factory that turned out 
defeated souls nearly as fast as it did military grade boots. 
Sometimes, Nonek thought he had to cry, but he had no tears 
to spare.

The days were hell, but night was better. Rena’s giggles rang 
through the room. Nonek’s mother attended to him. The 
Pfefferbergs’s were now forced to share the flat with unfamiliar 
faces who shared soothing tales of pre-war nostalgia Each 
night, their bellies rumbled, their joints ached with cold and 
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work, but still, Nonek enjoyed his time in the flat as much as he 
could.

“Nonek, play with me!” Rena tugged on Nonek’s arm each 
night after they ate.

He smiled at her, nodding quietly. He was tired, a dull pain 
ached behind his eyes. But his sister’s excitement was 
contagious. “Of course,” he would exclaim as he picked her 
up. His arms embraced her, lifting her off the ground, hovering 
slightly above their problems. He wanted nothing more than to 
protect her. To lift her above the pain of their childhood. There 
was no camp. No school. No spending time with friends. There 
was work. There were ration lines. There was the occasional 
stop by the Gestapo. And there was the flat where their hope 
resided.

Then one day the flat was wrecked. Robbed entirely of its 
sense of refuge. The furniture was flipped, the sense of its 
former order remembered only by the slight indents in the 
carpet. The silver kiddush cup was missing, along with the 
faint scent of comforting sweetness it brought. The reassuring 
presence of Nonek’s mother and baby sister were gone, 
completely disappeared. All that remained were clumpy brown 
boot prints.

By the time he was thirteen, Nonek had already lost his 
brother. By the time he was fourteen, he lost his mother and 
sister.

Nonek and Shmuel would hear no news of their family until 
many weeks after they had vanished. An emptiness filled the 
crowded apartment. Exhausted, lonesome Shmuel was forced 
to pay an SS officer to get information. With Nonek at his side, 
weak and tired, he harshly whispered. Where did my family 
go?

Shmuel then learned of the roundup, the cattle car, the 
faraway death camp. There was no hope for Chayka or Rena. 
There was no hope for anyone within the Ghetto walls.

How could Shmuel and Nonek walk past the creaking entry 
without their family meeting them at the door? How could they 
sleep without the intimate snore of a mother’s slumber? How 
could they live without an insistent nine-year-old girl’s giggles?

Life went on. No time off for mourning. No time to cry. No time 
to scream.

If only Nonek and Shmuel had just been there at the roundup
—maybe, they would be forced onto the train as well but just 
maybe, they could have protected Chayka and Rena. If only 
when Nonek spun Rena, high above the hellish ground, he 
had never put her down. Maybe she would still be in his arms.
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Life went on.

BEFORE you lose someone, you cannot understand the pain 
of it. Until you have cried yourself to numbness in the darkness 
of the harsh night and walked through a home only to realize 
the aroma of your loved one is already faded and forgotten, 
you cannot understand. Up until the time my Zaydee died, I 
had known the loss of one person. My mom’s mom, my 
grandma, my Ema.

Growing up, I always thought my Zaydee would be the first to 
go. He was older than my Ema, and she always appeared 
young to me. It seemed to me that my Ema could never die.

Maybe this is why my grandma’s deterioration was such a 
shock to me. One day she was happy and healthy in her 
apartment. I dismissively wished her well. Then checked into 
the hospital taking tests. I hugged her quickly. Then tubes 
bulged from every natural and forced opening in her body. I 
thought I could wait it out, and she would be completely fine. I 
thought I had time to tell her I loved her.

I wonder if it was all like this for my Zaydee. His mother and 
sister vanished. No one had heard any word of them at all. But 
just that morning he had seen them. They were healthy 
enough, as happy as possible. His sister had hugged him, 
begged him to lift her high up, but knowing the heavy workload 
of the factory, my Zaydee refused. After they were taken, 

maybe he thought they would return. That they would be sitting 
there in the flat waiting for Shmuel and Nonek to return like 
they always did. His mother and sister were alive, somewhere, 
right? Maybe, Zaydee thought he could just wait it out.

People say grief comes in stages. Denial, sobbing, ripping at 
your throat and the very fabric of reality that says losing a 
loved one is possible. Fury that more was not done. There is 
the numb acceptance where your nose burns with tears and 
tissues, and your chest aches with past heaves, but you know 
death is true and final. Then there is the time after when the 
clock is expected to tick on but you cannot hope but for it to 
turn backwards or at the very least pause.

Did my Zaydee have the luxury of grief? There was no privacy 
to weep, and was he willing to disturb the the flat with his 
wails? Who could he possibly turn his fury on? Did he have to 
move straight to a feigned acceptance? In the time after a 
loved one’s death, the clock ticks on, but for my Zaydee it 
began beating at a faster rate.

PESACH came around each year in the Warsaw Ghetto but 
went mostly uncelebrated. Pesach of 1943 was different, the 
holiday was marked with a wind that blew with fury. A still 
frozen breeze felt like the ghost of a loved one.

Traditionally, during Pesach, the Jewish people contemplate 
their freedom from the chains of Egypt. They recall the rebirth 
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of a people. During the Passover, Jews marked their doors 
with lamb’s blood, and G-d spread about his plagues on the 
Egyptians, sparing the Jews. The Jews have no need to mark 
themselves now. Protruding bones mark their friends. Blood 
red armbands mark their foes.

The Jewish force was not so fierce as that of the G-d their 
ancestors had relied on. But what they lacked in weapons, 
ammunition, and numbers, they made up for with the ferocity 
with which they fought. By now, all the Jews knew their fate. 
What does someone sure to die have to fear?

Nonek looked down from the flat’s window upon the streets 
where he had walked his entire life. It felt especially cruel to 
him that now that he was sixteen, now old enough to explore 
the world outside of his Warsaw life, he would venture only as 
far as Treblinka. But then, Shmuel’s voice broke through.

“We will never return to this G-d forsaken place,” Shmuel 
announced, startling the anxious Nonek.

Nonek looked at his father. His once so clean-shaven face was 
haggard, growing in rough patches. Beneath his thick 
eyebrows, lay dark sunken eyes. But somehow, Nonek thought 
he could see some hope in them again.

“We will leave once the fighting heats up. No one will notice 
us. Just a couple of rats in the sewer. ”

In the days that followed, the ghetto lit up with revolution. 
Nonek followed skeletons up onto the roofs. He stood there, 
the wind rushing so loud it silenced all else. Below him, a Nazi 
transport trudged along the street. In Nonek’s hand quivered a 
bottle inscribed with a combination of Hebrew and Polish, filled 
with something far sweeter and far more flammable than 
Shabbat wine. Nonek raised his arm high and threw. An act of 
vengeance. For Menachem. For their enslavement. For his 
mother. For Rena.

The skeletons raced from the edge of the building. Everything 
and everyone I know will die soon. Nonek thought. But maybe 
not me.

This was the last memory Nonek had of the Ghetto before his 
escape. He and Shmuel scurried underground towards the 
gentile side of the city that night. Two souls, of only fifteen 
hundred survivors, of the five hundred thousand of the ghetto, 
crept as rats through the sewers.

GROWING UP, Pesach was my favorite holiday. When I was 
little I liked it for the extra attention. As the youngest, I was the 
one to recite the special prayer, to find the hidden matzah. 
Once I was usurped for this privilege, my thoughts around the 
holiday shifted.

I have struggled with my faith. If G-d exists, why do bad things 
happen to good people? How could G-d let six million of his 
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children—children of the same heritage and creed of those He 
once freed—be starved, enslaved, destroyed, murdered? In 
one of the death camps, a Jewish prisoner carved into the wall 
of his cell, if there is a God, he will have to beg for my 
forgiveness.

I interviewed my Zaydee about his faith once. This was the 
man who to me encapsulated Judaism more than anyone else 
I have ever known.

My Zaydee’s faith did not depend on a higher power, but in 
himself. G-d was not who destroyed a Nazi transport. My 
Zaydee’s throwing arm did. G-d did not lead my Zaydee and 
his father to the safer side of Warsaw. Shmuel’s cleverness 
did. G-d did not give my Zaydee success and a family in 
America. His hard work did.

Pesach is still my favorite holiday, but for far different reasons. 
Pesach, the night we recline for on all other nights we labor. 
Pesach, the night we rest for our ancestors who could not in 
their lifetime. Pesach, when Moses led the Children of Israel 
out of Egyptian bondage. Pesach, the first holiday all the 
remaining Pfefferberg-now-Polk family spent together after my 
Zaydee’s passing. Pesach, which reminds me of my Zaydee’s 
story, of his enslavement and his freedom. Pesach, which 
reminds me of who he was: Pole, Jew, Slave, Victim, Survivor, 
Engineer, Builder, Father, Grandfather, Child of Israel, but most 
importantly, My Zaydee.
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Quetzalcoatl Coming  
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 11  
Hawken School 
Instructor: Andrew Cleminshaw

Quetzalcoatl Coming
It approaches at speeds unknown to that of meteor, matter, or 
any man-made object. It is of an unknown origin, unknown 
material, unknown nature…

Marina rips at the skin around her fingers. The nails 
themselves are already ripped ragged. This is her next resort. 
A mundane comfort. A minimal form of self-harm. It hurts me to 
watch such pain. Such a beautiful body hurt. Next to Marina is 
her mother. She is speaking on the phone with Marina’s father 
in a low voice. Her father is on his way home.

Reporting from Jerusalem, fanatic religious groups are 
insisting this is the Second Coming of Jesus, the Prophet, the 
Messiah or the Devil…

Words crawl across the screen in bright red capital letters 
marking the end of the world as it is known. At the rate and 
direction the object is moving, astrophysicists insist it will 

approach Earth in approximately an hour and twenty-eight 
minutes. Similar events have occurred times before, and the 
human race has persisted. It is unlikely this will end up 
catastrophically, humans cannot die but...

Marina’s mother is shaken. She is a strong woman. The 
managers at the local Olive Garden can attest to it. The quiet 
voice of her father coming through the phone sounds 
cautionary. I have heard Marina, like many of her age of recent 
times, wish for death, but in a manner of jest. Now, faced with 
the thought of it, her heart threatens to burst from her chest. I 
want to reach out to her and ensure her of her safety, but I 
cannot.

A crude image from a satellite, grainy, uncolored, is plastered 
in the corner of the screen. Marina’s mother’s voice cries into 
the phone. How does it remain intact at such a high speed? 
How could this be coming? Why us? Why do we deserve this? 
Marina is angry. She feels as though they do deserve it. 
Humans have been wrecking their earth, wrecking each other, 
forever. Colonialism. Globalism. The Crusades. The World 
Wars. Dictatorships. Slavery. Genocide. Consumerism. 
Industrialism.

The newscaster looks dismayed, frightened even. Marina has 
seen this same anchor speak of shootings, of terrorism, of 
rape, of human hell without cracking the serious facade of a 
person whose duty is to inform and appear neutral. Today is 
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different. Today the news seems to affect her. She takes it 
personally. It certainly is not so.

The dog barks at the window. Outside of it, Marina can now 
just see the Object. It appears to her to be tiny. Like an 
airplane soaring on its path to the next airport, controlled by 
many people. Ironic how similar these two things can be. An 
airplane. Built by hundreds of human hands. Home for a 
hundred for hours. Controlled by a dozen more. For them, an 
object is dangerous when its controls are not cradled in their 
own fingers.

Marina’s mother glares at the dog, willing it quiet. Anger and 
intimidation have worked so well in the past, but the dog keeps 
barking now. She insists that Marina takes him out to quiet 
him. Her mother needs to think. Marina cannot understand 
how her mother can possibly think with the clicking of her 
acrylics against the countertop, the ridiculous clock ticking 
away the time, and the washing machine tossing and tossing.

With a nod, Marina grabs onto Montezuma’s collar, links a 
leash through the crass metal loop. She wants to hug her pet 
desperately. To hold him close to her chest and cry into his fur, 
but the dog is bouncing at the door, nails digging at the wood. 
The scratch, scratch, scratching of Montezuma’s nails, and the 
tick, tick, ticking of the clock, and the swashing of the washing 
machine, and the click clicking of her mother’s nails, and the 
low hypnotic hum of her voice is too much. Much. Much. Much.

The door opens. The sky is slowly melting into the most 
unusual palette. Marina does not dare to look up. Her eyes are 
trained to the pup, who, despite having tugged, tugged, tugged 
to escape the confines of their house, now slows, slows as 
much as he ever had. Walks at a pace to match Marina’s heel. 
Marina has an urge to unleash the pup. He is such a good boy, 
and her mother is not here to watch. Marina has always 
wanted to free him, but he is such a runner. He has such a 
tendency to chase squirrels across streets crowded with 
speeding cars. But Marina asks herself: where are the 
squirrels now? Where are the birds?

“Monte! Monte!” As soon as Montezuma is free of his leash, 
his languid eyes look to Marina. Then, in a moment, they are 
trained towards the horizon. Montezuma’s legs propel him 
faster and faster towards the glowing edge of sight. Marina 
begins to race after the dog. I follow.

His run is straight. His gait determined. Montezuma halts only 
once he reaches the edge of the pond. Marina is breathless by 
now. Above her, the sky is no longer a brilliant blue but a warm 
purple. Marina’s lungs ache and on top of them a sob bubbles.

“Monte...Monte…”

Oh, Marina. It is hard not to weep for the poor girl. She fears 
the coming change. She fears difference and the unknown. 
You all do. I think I understand. In your blood is a greed that 
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takes you across land, space and sea, and for what? You take 
only what has already been claimed and can be plundered. 
You do not even seek what is untouched, for untouched means 
unwanted and nothing that is unwanted is valuable.

What will she think of us? What will you think of our coming? 
You know the betrayal of a prophesied god being nothing but a 
white devil, and you understand the logic of the demon that 
masquerades in order to ravish. Her people have felt this 
before. She knows both, she has been both and expects no 
less.

We will neither betray nor ravish. Once there was an Eden, 
where Adam and Eve bit into a fruit that taught them the truth 
of evil, and they chose to use it as a word of caution, not a 
destiny. We know evil, we do not use it. We will teach you.

The sky is black but the moon is unseen. Only the beams of 
the Object cast light upon the water making it glisten. It looks 
like a glimpse of divinity. It is not. Marina, may the fear in your 
heart change to hope. Expect good from us; we do not mean 
to conquer but to heal.
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The Scream 
Poetry 
Grade: 9  
University High School  
Instructor: Lee Fallon

The Scream
(Inspired by the art of Edvard Munch) 

 
A swirling, engrossing   

whirlpool of misery 
surrounds me. 

I am left alone, unnoticed, 
what a mother bird would overlook,   

distributing her worms. 

I am forlorn. 
pressed down by the fiendish sky, 

as the mumbles 
rupture through  

the bindings of my mind, 
and bellow down at me  

from above. 
I am in an oscillating reality, where  
                                               terror, 

  horror,              
                                                                              panic, 

rejection  
moil through my veins. 

I cower and grovel  
with anxiety. 

And the only thing  
left   

to do, 
   Is scream.

Gold Key

JULIAN 
GUGGENHEIM
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Untitled  
Poetry 
Grade: 11  
Cleveland School of the Arts 
Instructor: Cari Thornton

Untitled
I love it being you and I. 

I speak my truth in the love I gave. 
Sometimes It’s hard to do it. 

I give it my all 
to not separate. You and I. 
Sometimes that’s all I had  

but that’s between us. You and I. 
My love is all I can give. 

It doesn’t take much to do it. 
True love that’s all. 

You and I. 
Love the things we got, 

you and I. 
The one I’m to used. 

That’s because I want to. 
Don’t want to paint. 

Let’s picture. 
All but. 

What now. 
We are the. 

Love our flow. 
Flow the way the ocean has. 

Don’t stop.

Gold Key

MARLON 
HARPER JR
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The Colors of You  
Poetry 
Grade: 11  
Bay Village High School 
Instructor: Erin Beirne

The Colors of You
Blue
When you see her in the alley behind the old Dairy Queen for 
the first time, it is the color of her knuckles. When she runs 
past your seat in the stands at every track meet, it is the color 
of her uniform, letters blurry and tailwind stinging your eyes. 
When she laughs at you, it is the color of the bands on her 
braces. When the music plays and you see her across the 
room, it is the flashes of light that guide her to you, stop-

motion. When she takes you to PetSmart to see the cichlids, it 
is the color of your favorites. When you watch old episodes of 
Spongebob together, quoting the lines and pausing the TV to 
find your phones in the couch cushions, it is the color of the 
popcorn bowl on the floor. When you get ice cream in 
November with her and eat it on the metal picnic tables 
outside, it is the color of your third scoop freezing your lips 
together. When she flips off the boy who sits next to you in 
English, it is the color of her fingernail, and when she hooks 
her elbow around yours and continues walking, it is the color of 
his face behind her.

Black
When you take her out dancing on the twenty-first night of 
September, listening to Earth, Wind & Fire and singing the 
instrumentals between words, it is the color of the sky in 
between the thousands of stars. When she runs up to you after 
class, it is the color of the dirt beneath her fingernails, the color 
of her window box outside her bedroom. When she comes 
over to your house on Saturday nights and leaves her shoes at 
the door, it is the color of the artificial turf that spills onto your 
carpet. When you go out together and watch G rated movies 
opening weekend, it is the color of the screen before 
everything comes to life in screaming technicolor. When she 
winks at you across the room, it seems like the color of her 
eyes, dark and inviting and mercurial. When she falls in love 

Gold Key
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with an O’Keefe, it is the color of the pansy on the canvas. 
When you watch the clouds in the field behind the school, it is 
the color of her sunglasses, and when the sunset forces you to 
ride back home, it is the color of the tires of her bike spinning 
in the long grass.

White
When she plays “Sir Duke” in your kitchen and trips around 
your stove, it is the color of her Converse tapping the linoleum. 
When you watch faraway thunderstorms on her roof at night, it 
is the color of the lightning in the distance, the veins of your 
velvety sky. When she beats you in checkers and chess and 
Catan, it is the color of the piece she uses to knock your last 
chip off the board. When you order dessert first at Panera, it is 
the color of the cookie you split in the booth in the corner. 
When she clenches her fists, almost unconsciously, before 
math tests, it is the color of the edges of her fingernails. When 
you lay on her bedroom floor the night before finals, it is the 
color of your notecards under all of her highlighting. When you 
both wish to have photographic memories, it is the color of the 
dandelion seeds that spray into your hair. When she writes you 
letters instead of texting you because she wants to be like the 
luminaries of yore, it is the color of the tiny spaces in between 
her hundreds of words. When you take over a section of the 
sidewalk outside her house, it is the color of the chalk flowers 
and the clouds you draw curling in on themselves. When she 

tells you about the flowers she’s growing this summer, it is the 
color of the moonvine you picture in your mind, and when you 
visit her garden, it is the color of the white roses you see 
underneath the dark clouds.

Red
When the football team catcalls you on your way home from 
school, it is the color she sees and the color streaming from 
the quarterback’s nose. When she scours the internet for 
strontium nitrate and stays up for twenty-two hours to perfect 
the mixture of chemicals, it is the color of the sparklers she 
gives you on the Fourth of July. When you ask her if they’re 
illegal, it is the color of her thin lips pressing together into a 
smirk. When you stargaze on the last night of summer, it is the 
color of the planet she claims she can see. When she climbs 
on the cafeteria tables and sings the chorus of “Never Gonna 
Give You Up” for five dollars, it is the color of your cheeks as 
you bury your head in your lunchbox. When you drink 
espresso all night so you can watch the sunrise from the 
parking lot of the Shop-Rite, it is the color of the reflection of 
the light in her eyes. When she holds open your bedroom 
window as you climb onto the pitch-black roof, it is the color of 
the sweatshirt tied around her waist, and when you turn the 
corner of Fletcher Road, it is the color of her tail lights behind 
you, growing smaller until the night air finally swallows them 
up.
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The Colors of You  
Poetry 
Grade: 11  
Bay Village High School 
Instructor: Erin Beirne

Unfinished Business
tell me,
where did you go the night
you smoked a menthol on my front porch
after my hands made fists
out of the folds
in the back of your t-shirt
you stroked the back of my knuckles
with your thumb
when i let go
the ashes flew into my eyes

tell me,
who picked the ancient pictures they used
when they pleaded for you
on the channel five
you almost got the one on the left to tear up
you were a cute little kid

tell me,
why did your mother use white lilies
at your service
did you have a closeted love of ugly florals
you wouldn’t have liked the music
it wasn’t the bob marley
we said we’d play at whoever’s
funeral came first

tell me,
how many times did he look you in the eyes
did he say what he was going to do to you
did he say why

tell me,
did you picture me here
when you walked off my porch
cigarette burns on my thigh
watching for a white sixty-eight beetle
to pick me up too
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What Makes Odd Numbers Odd, Anyway?  
Humor 
Grade: 11  
Bay Village High School 
Instructor: Erin Beirne

What Makes Odd Numbers Odd, 
Anyway?
They don’t have partners, right? That’s what you’re supposed 
to say. The numbers all lined up for a dance and the odd 
numbers had to sit alone. But that’s not true. Or rather, it is 
true, but it’s not entirely why we call them odd. Besides, 
insulting them for not having someone to dance with? That’s 
kind of rubbing salt in the wound, isn’t it?

Prime numbers are the real wackos. No partners and no 
factors? (One doesn’t count, he’s unreliable at the best of 
times and thinks highly enough of himself that he’s his own 
square root. Whatever.) Prime numbers are the kind of kids 
who avoid their inevitable desolation at the dance by scoffing 
whenever someone mentions it. “You’re not really going, are 
you? So lame.” Really, everybody knows they stay at home 
while their parents go out to dinner and watch reruns of 
Friends on TBS. They’ll text you while you’re actually having a 

good time and force you to stand in the bathroom and plug 
your ears to block out the noise while they complain about 
their social life. Plus, their favorite character is always Ross, 
and that should tell you something.

Two, while admittedly prime by family, is 100% adopted, and 
he’s somehow kind of cool even though he’s prone to wiping 
his runny nose on his sleeve when he thinks you aren’t 
looking. No one blames him; it’s probably a genetic condition.

That takes us to Nine, doesn’t it? She’s nice. She has long hair 
that she says hasn’t ever been cut and a short neck that 
makes her look like a young Danny Devito. I get my ‘80s cover 
band music recommendations from her, so I can’t say anything 
against her, per se. She smells like tuna mac salad after every 
weekend, but it’s probably because her water got turned off 
because she refused to give up her cat the third time the 
landlord complained.

Don’t talk to Eleven. I know she’s prime and that makes you 
feel bad for her, but it’s just one of those things where you 
gotta look out for yourself. The last three significant others she 
had disappeared mysteriously, and of course, she denied 
everything, but you have to wonder when there’s a pattern like 
that and she goes around muttering stuff about knives anyway. 
Not kitchen knives, either: I know for a fact she’s blackmailed 
Eight into cooking for her four times a week.
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I don’t see Fifteen and Seventeen around anymore. They 
dropped out of college and ran away together, it was a big 
problem because he was technically a minor, you probably 
saw it on the news a while ago and forgot. They had been 
talking for months about becoming Thirty-Two and all that, I 
don’t know why anyone was surprised. I heard they live in an 
apartment in Idaho now, watching the sun rise and set together 
every morning and evening and smoking things that probably 
aren’t legal even there. I still pass the tree they carved their 
initials in on my way to work. It's an incredibly ugly tree.
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Papa Poems 
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Bay Village High School  
Instructor: Erin Beirne

Papa Poems
Papa

Gravestone Birds
The silence stirs
Birds chirp unrhythmic notes
in peaceful tones of pained trills
Breaths expelled from
cheeks brushed with

wet streaks

Funeral
His words choke
on the breeze
and flowers droop
looking down into the grave
as ashes and dirt
form his face

Guilt
A moment’s precious breath of loss,
dirt falls into emptiness
a drip, salt lined eyes
but no tears form to cry

Silent
The silence
           isn't unusual
from him
           but
                    the tears
   by his name
                   are

Unknowns

Gold Key
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He became everything as soon as I knew him as nothing
Thoughts connected to his name became
questions with no answer--
ancestry, painting, cow bells, benches and lakes
cottages built, lake shores, relatives--
These unknowns build inside of me with wonders of why I 
hadn’t
known to ask them before he had died

Memories
The gentle sound of the breeze
and buzzing bees
and dancing
trees
leaves twinkling green against
light blue streaks

I Think I’m Fine
He drinks his blood red wine knowing well that he will die
He hugs the toy and sets it in a chair next to him while he 
works
Hold it in my naive hands knowing that he's gone already
He fades all at once
Tears shed down my mother’s cheeks
His lungs filled again, drowning on the inside

Papa
He was a man of solitude and silence
He spoke rarely but his words were
always filled with calmness and a
slight tinge of rough age
on strained vocal chords
and gentleness

He would sit,
observing those he loved
and saw the joy in the
beautiful surroundings
scattered with family

He sat beside her,
looking over the water,
watching the area around him
change as his grandchildren grew
Every year they aged,
more people wandered along
the secluded forest

The Simple Statement of Death
He was lost
to me
before I could
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understand
his disappearance

Realize
A classroom filled with students
Laughter with the girl next to me
100 percents on every assignment
and happiness
soon becomes
gray
with clear rivers
from lakes with wispy lined clouds
on curved mountains

My Papa, The Painter
He had a gentle nature that of what a painter is perceived as 
for he himself brought energy to paper with a brush that was 
nonexistent to me until he himself was gone

Questions at The Gravesite
A single moment is filled with heaviness. Flowers lay on grass 
beds with stone pillows. How many bodies are buried here? 
How many graves are empty? How many are filled with dust 
and how many waiting for someone to sleep?
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Petrichor 
Flash Fiction  
Grade: 9  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Petrichor
Soft music flowed from my headphones, evolving into echoing 
torture. Taking an earbud out, I heard the piercing noise of 
music in one of my ears and the world’s commotion in the 
other. My head lay on my backpack, the zippers pressing into 
my face. I knew they’d leave red splotches around the 
inevitable scars, but I didn’t care. Closing my eyes, I attempted 
to clear my brain, but it was futile. I felt the monsters inside 
being provoked, injecting my thoughts with steroids and letting 

them grow too big for my skull. I was saturated with sentiment. 
My surroundings faded into amorphous smudges of color.

The bus came to a sudden halt, the silence interrupted by a 
cacophonous screech. I jerked backward. Eyes fluttering open, 
I reluctantly gathered my belongings and headed toward my 
home, opening the gates to a past I tried so desperately to 
escape.

I left home two years ago to live with my aunt after my father 
had left, and my mother plummeted into psychosis. I thought 
two years would be enough time to process watching my 
mother spiral into her own little world. Two years should’ve 
been enough for my mother to come back to reality. But then I 
left, and I kept both of us from ever fully healing. We were both 
alone, our feelings engulfing any rational thoughts, erasing any 
chance of recovering.

I found myself noticing the uneven grass, that was unusually 
long. The scant rain began to pour in torrents, drenching me. I 
couldn’t help but stand, frozen, letting my skin absorb the rain 
and sweltering air.

I clenched my fists, my panic rising. I could taste my salty tears 
mingled with the rain. Like a flood, memories of my mother that 
I didn’t even know I still had, came gushing out, a wound 
reopened.

Gold Key

ZUHA JAFFAR
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“Mia, honey, come outside!” mommy urged. I glared at her like 
it would be enough to bring her back inside. I never 
understood why anyone would voluntarily get drenched.

“No, Mommy! I want an umbrella!” I yelled back, my voice 
barely louder than the beating noise of the water. And then wet 
hands were suddenly grasping my arms, pulling me against 
my will. I screamed in hopes someone would hear me, but my 
mommy just held me against her and swayed.

“I’m cold,” I said with the little strength I had left after the short-
lived, fruitless tantrum.

“Ignore it. Rain is the best thing this world can offer anybody,” 
she kept repeating those words, looking past my confused 
face to the street beyond. “It’s like a bath, but for everything on 
earth. Everything is washed clean. After it rains, it seems like 
nothing is impossible.”

“How?”

“Do you know the pleasing aroma that lingers after it rains? It’s 
that smell, petrichor, that is the first step towards a rebirth.” 
Mommy finally turned her attention toward me.

“What’s a rebirth?”

“It’s watching what was once decayed become beautiful 
again.”

Lightning struck, and I snapped back to the present. I took an 
unsteady step forward on the asphalt, noticing the chipped 
white paint running along the corners of our small home. My 
mother was inside that house, doing something that I would 
never know about until I walked in. I couldn’t bring myself to 
move forward. How do you face someone you’ve left to rot? 
How was I any better than my father? The lights were closed 
and I noticed that everything was the same as when I had 
deserted it.

My mother was sequestered in her walk-in closet, clinging to 
the remnants of her destroyed marriage. She slept on the floor, 
wrapped in my father’s coat for warmth since the electrical bill 
hadn’t been paid. A strong odor of alcohol burned my lungs 
every time I neared, but I had to say goodbye. Even if she 
wouldn’t remember it. I breathed from my mouth to avoid the 
smell and marched in.

“Mom,” I nudged her. She barely budged, a small sound 
squeaking from her mouth, “Mom, I’m leaving. Aunt Lina is 
going to pay the electrical bill, but you have to start working 
again on Monday.” Tears rolled down my face as I stared at my 
mother slowly losing herself. At that moment, I wanted nothing 
more than for us to be frolicking under the rainfall. Her dark 
hair, which used to frame her face almost too perfectly, was 
now greying around the edges. Deep bags were under her 
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eyes, shadows against the wrinkles tattooed onto her olive 
skin.

I later learned my mom had quit her job and had just been 
living off of her parents’ money. She only spent it on her own 
self-destruction, making it seem that she would never get 
fixed. But it was enough for me to know that my mother 
managed to find a way to live.

All the strings inside my mother had fractured, and she fell 
prey to the demons that taunted her. She decayed in the midst 
of craving a love that she had never received, not from her 
husband. Certainly not from me.

It had been a long time since I memorized my mother’s face 
while we took walks in the rain, with her jet-black hair sloppily 
tied into a ponytail, as water soaked her clothes. The rain 
became ghostly, caressing my bare arms.

The sidewalks soon glistened under the sun which gleamed 
through the grey clouds, planting beams of light that 
illuminated the earth. That familiar scent filled the air, and the 
world turned into a place of infinite possibility.

It was as if the rain had somehow promised to turn all the 
lights on inside the house, to maybe even mend my shattered 
mother; to help what was now withering, flourish. I took 
another step forward.

Knocking loudly, the petrichor miraculously clearing my 
muddled thoughts that seemed as if they were there forever. 
And for the first time in two years, I let the rain wash away the 
dirt that smothered my soul.
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Some Notes on Kissing  
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Some Notes on Kissing
Kissing boys is earth.
Kissing boys is wrapping my hands up
To cup his cheeks
And gripping onto that moment,
Pressing my body so firmly into his
That my very survival
Depends on him,
Just for a second.

Kissing boys is sunscreen and long eyelashes,
Porch lights flickering
As mosquitoes rush as our skin.
Kissing boys is like loving boys:
Squinting eyes and aftershave
And stone-dotted dirt paths,
Holding hands under pine trees.

Kissing girls is breathing.
Kissing girls is folding my hands
Behind her waist and pulling her in,
Like a sudden storm.
Kissing girls is golf courses
And rain steaming off the sidewalk
And pointing out Orion’s Belt.
Kissing girls is pilled sweatshirts
And letting the sun dip down into the horizon,
From winter to summer,
Short days and long.
Kissing girls is like loving girls:
Leather-bound notebooks,
Film canisters, snap peas,
And coming home
When I never thought I could again
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How to Curse in Spanish  
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

How to Curse in Spanish
From your worn suede recliner,
You stopped my brother from passing through to the backyard.
He was about 15 at the time,
And I was 12,
In that stage
Where I made myself blend into the background of every 
room.
You said,
“PJ… I have a word for you: carajo.”
He asked what it meant and you swatted away a mosquito 
before answering,
“I can’t tell you the definition
but I can tell you what it means.
You say it when you see a pretty girl,
Or get caught in bad traffic,
Or…”
You got stuck on a third example

Of when it might be considered appropriate to use such a 
word.
Now I can fill in that blank you left.
Carajo.
When your abuelo is in the hospital
With a broken hip
And you’ve not on the moon but you ight as well be
For how far you are
And one Saturday night he dies,
Not peacefully,
Or because he was meant to,
But because that’s the way it goes
When your hip
And your kidneys
And your pancreas
And your eyes
And your heart
Fail you.
That’s carajo.
And I’ve never said it,
Not for any girl or any traffic jam,
But I might start now.
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The Phoenix 
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 12  
Bay Village High School  
Instructor: Erin Beirne

The Phoenix
Mid-October 2017

The nurse lays me down across the examination table in the 
pediatrician's office. Is it strange that even though I'm 17, I still 
see a pediatrician? My doctor is good at what she does. I’m 
glad for that. She saved my life a few years ago. The nurse is 
wearing scrubs with teddy bears on it and I catch a waft of 
perfume coming from her general vicinity as she places the 
cuff around my arm.

I panic. I make myself think of scary things and hold my breath 
to make my heart go faster. I’ve been doing that for years at 
this point. The same way I drain the milk from each bite of my 
cereal, or how I spread the frosting on birthday cake around 
my plate. It doesn’t make sense, but I ignore it all.

Anorexia.

I hate that word. I hate saying it, I hate hearing it, I even hate 
typing it.

For a lot of people, it’s just a word, an illness, a concept. But 
for me, it’s real and tangible as everything else in this life.

They stand me up and take my heart rate and blood pressure 
again, I know they’re checking for orthostasis. I know the ins 
and outs of everything that they will do at this doctor’s 
appointment. I’ve been through it about 20 times.

Since my arrival at rock bottom in 2015, I’d gained a lot of my 
weight back and had been an actual functioning member of 
society.

It’s wrong, isn’t it? For someone to hate something as 
enjoyable as eating? I never liked simplicity anyways. I ran 
cross country this year and I loved every minute of it. Maybe it 
was the awesome things that running does for your brain 
chemistry. Or maybe it was the portion of me that remains 
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disordered. I lost 15 pounds again and made my way down the 
rabbit hole.

This disease is as much in me as any other personality trait. 
I’m compassionate and driven, but I’m also very thin. I like 
astronomy and yoga and avoiding hamburgers. I have 2 dogs 
and I can play the saxophone, and I’m underweight. I’m me, 
but I’m also anorexic.

This thing has been looming over me for as long as I can 
remember. It bled into the portions of my life that I should have 
protected. It covers up who I am and envelops me in its 
promise of control. The control that I don’t even want anymore.

I used to be brave. I was a real fighter when I was little, I just 
can’t seem to kick this thing. It’s destroyed all aspects of my 
life. It makes you a liar. It makes you lie all the time every day, 
and it eats away at you until lying is who you are. My parents 
look at me with sadness, they’re worried all the time. My illness 
overshadowed the end of my brother’s childhood. They barely 
trust me at all and I know deep down that I can never really fix 
what I’ve done to all of them.

It probably sounds dumb to everyone else. “Just eat and get 
over with it”.

I take an anatomy class. Every day I learn about the human 
body and the different parts and what they do. All I can think 

about is how I never feed myself enough to possibly grow and 
thrive. And let me tell you, it’s a painful way to live. If you’d 
even call it living. I want to be a doctor one day, but this 
baggage on my shoulder might stop me from ever going to 
college.

Normal kids don’t ever have to deal with this. Normal kids don’t 
get scared in the doctor’s office because their heart might dip 
down below 50 bpm. Normal kids aren’t like me. I don’t get to 
be normal.

Pictures of my younger-self are painful too. I failed her. I failed 
that normal little girl.

I am defective.

The doctor strolls in, she specializes in cases like mine. She 
reads over the meal plan that I told her. It’s embellished, I don’t 
actually eat as much as I’m telling her. She sees the weight 
that the nurse just had me do, butt naked with nothing but a 
gown on. I got on the scale backward out of habit.

She frowns.

“Looking a bit gaunt now aren’t we?” she says it with concern, 
but not urgency so I know that my vitals were good. I look at 
my mom, and inexplicably, the tears begin to well up in my 
eyes.
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I never wanted this. I never wanted to see my mom hurt like 
this, I never wanted to hurt like this. I feel dizzy and sick to my 
stomach as she says my weight. It’s worse than I thought. I 
should’ve gotten help sooner, I shouldn’t be here.

But I am

And I’m the only one responsible.

The marching band is taking a trip to Disney World this month, 
but my doctor says I can’t go unless I gain my weight back. I’m 
terrified.

i cant do it

i cant do it

there’s no way

it’s impossible

that trip is only weeks away

I’m panicking again and the voice in my head is screaming at 
me, it wants me to give up the trip, but I can’t do that either. I 
need to be there with the very few friends that I have left.

and you still dont have a period tell them! get help

I say nothing though, I don’t want them to know I’m freaking 
out.

My mom smiles at me, but she still looks like she wants to cry.

I agree to everything. Eating more, staying home more, 
coming in for another checkup in a few weeks. Nodding, 
agreeing. My rational side knows they’re right. The doctor 
gives us a bunch of ensures, that taste like blended up eggs 
that they tried to disguise as a chocolate milkshake. They have 
530 calories each.

I cry on the car ride home.

“How much more are you going to give to it?” my mom says 
softly rubbing my arm. “You should be able to do all the things 
you want to do”. I don’t say anything at the risk of crying even 
harder.

1 in 10 people has this.

The average recovery time is 7 years.

I can’t do five more years of this. I won’t make it.

When we get home my mom makes me some noodles that I 
eat slowly, slower than usual. I want to eat more to get myself 
back on track, but I can’t. I take myself upstairs and lie down 
on my bed. I want to do homework, but I’m mentally drained 
from fighting this thing all day.

My dad comes home later on and I hear my mom tell him what 
happened.
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“We have to let this come from her”.

“She’s 17, we can’t force feed her”.

“What if she can’t go to college in a year?”

What if I can’t? The thought moves through my frontal lobe. My 
eyes well up again. I look like a 12-year-old, I can’t go off into 
the world and be an adult. My mom cries some more, my dad 
cries later on after everyone has gone to bed.

I take a shower and feel my bones poke out in places that they 
shouldn’t. I feel sorry for myself and don’t do anything about it, 
as per usual.

I lay myself down to go to sleep and the thoughts come back 
as loud as ever.

I want more than anything to be alive. To feel my heart 
pounding against my veins threatening to burst, 
hyperventilating, lungs burning in the cold autumn air, to have 
friends and not be afraid of Dairy Queen blizzards, I want to 
run with the cross country team and not worry about my chest 
pains. I’m tired of having this. Why me? What the hell did I 
ever do?

That's when it started to make some sense for me. This is my 
thing. I’m still the same fighter I was when I was a kid, I’m just 

fighting a different kind of monster. I try to stop thinking about 
it, but I can’t it's just too prevalent. I stare out the window.

“I’m defective,” I think to myself.

“I’d rather be dead than live through this anymore”

To be alive is to witness the love in the eyes of your dog when 
you rub his tummy after school. To drive so fast, so reckless, in 
free-fall. To bake Christmas cookies with your mom 
surrounded by the glowing string lights when December hits.

But it’s also to look up at the sky and know that you’re meant 
to exist in this world. That you are the way you are for a 
reason. That the entire vast universe lined up just for you. That 
you have meaning and purpose and value just like every single 
one of those stars.

That’s why this feels so wrong. I’m not meant to look like this 
or to feel this way, I’m fighting a battle with myself but also with 
who I am supposed to be. I’m going against the plan that the 
universe has for me and that’s why this is so difficult.

I sit up a little bit in bed. There’s no way that this is it. There’s 
no way that this is all there is for me, that I’m supposed to be 
trapped like this all my life. I make a pact with myself that no 
matter how awful this fight gets that I’m never giving up.



68

Because if I were to succumb to it, I’d leave a mass of 
destruction in my wake.

Yeah, I’m defective. So what? Broken music boxes at flea 
markets can be just as beautiful as the intact ones that 
everyone’s grandma owns. I’m different, I’m one of a kind.

Anorexia squashes my thinking and tells me to go back to bed. 
I sheepishly lay back down and my stomach rumbles. I’m 
hungry again. I don’t move for a second, debating with myself, 
which I shouldn’t have to do. I slowly stand myself up and 
make movements towards the stairs.

They creak with each step I make down the steps, and I’m 
careful not to wake anyone up. The disorder tells me to wait 
until the morning. But I can’t, things will never get any better if I 
keep waiting until the morning. When I get into the kitchen, 
some of the panic sets in. I shut my brain off a little bit and pull 
down my favorite bowl of all time. It has little ears and a cat 
face painted on it.

Some odd months ago the voice deemed it as “too big”.

I go to get out the ice cream and it tells me to get yogurt 
instead. I tell it to shut up for once. I make myself a big bowl of 
vanilla and chocolate, sprinkling m&ms and crushed Oreos all 
over it before looking for the whipped cream and chocolate 
syrup.

I sit myself down at the table all by myself and stare down at 
my creation and then at the clock. 3:24. I peer out the window 
and think of all the other people who went to bed, full and 
content and not even thinking twice about what they ate today.

I look down again at the bowl and think about my family and 
everything I’ve put them through. No matter how much they 
love me I’ve chosen the eating disorder countless times. I think 
about my friends and teachers and how they must notice how 
thin I look now. And how I was unable to run the last cross 
country meet because of how I couldn’t take care of myself.

That night I chose myself. I didn’t quite know it then, but that 
was only the beginning. I picked up my spoon and ate. I got 
bullied for every bite, but I did it.

It isn’t over, and I’m not sure it will ever be, but I’m alive. I’m 
exactly where I need to be in this moment, moving towards 
everything that I have ahead.

I’m defective, but I’m alive.

Mid-October 2018

I suffered through 2017. I killed myself every night with a pint 
of Ben and Jerry’s until my old self-was dead enough that I 
could finally rise.
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It's learning how to walk again, how to breathe, how to exist. I 
shared my being with another version of myself for too long. I 
had myself convinced that I didn’t deserve love. Which made it 
that much harder to pull me out. See, I had to love myself 
enough to be my own savior, and it’s really hard to love 
yourself when you hate yourself, see the paradox? Well, 
anorexia is a paradox.

Staring into the mirror, I literally had to reintroduce myself. Like 
shaking hands with your reflection.

“Hi I’m you but better”.

I had nightmares for weeks about the girls I had met in the 
hospital and the things I’d seen and the things I’d done.

Time doesn’t care if you’re depressed or anorexic. Time will 
leave you behind ruthlessly. I stumbled, blind, through life 
grasping for the things I used to know, like a desperate fish 
flopping out of the comforting water.

I applied to college today, I am going to college.

I ran my final cross country race last Saturday too. I decided to 
run at my own pace. Why is everyone in a hurry to get things 
over with?

Every step I take away from it, another girl falls into it, and 
there is nothing anyone can do.

This year I decided to make those strides and become who I 
was meant to be. And I really don’t mean a good friend or 
daughter. It’s more than that. Those shattered pieces of glass 
snapped in. Blood oozing from my fingertips from jamming 
them together. Who knows what life will throw or if I’ll even be 
able to catch it, but I’m one piece closer to who I am 
underneath. My mom called me beautiful last night, and I knew 
she meant it because I am. I’m beautiful in the way I smile at 
children on Halloween, or how I chase my now blind-dog 
through the park on Sundays, because I am free. I am free of 
that anvil that suffocated me all those years. Yanking me back 
into the trench, away from the sky that I should have been 
basking in.

My body is only the shell that carries me through this life, 
nothing more.

I have purpose and so do the stars and the sun and the little 
blades of grass that the ladybugs lick the dew off of. I am 
human and I am hungry. Craving all those years I lost at war 
with myself, screaming into the void, that no one was ever 
going to answer.

It started with me and now it ends with me. Standing alone in 
that white-walled-blank room, with a bucket of paint in the 
center.



70

Just calling for me, no, begging me to take the brush in my 
hand, shaking with excitement and fear for there is no limit 
anymore.

And I will take that brush and splash the walls with abandon. 
With a rage at the world that held me down for so long.

I won’t stop there. I’ll tear down the borders that enclose me, 
and rush into the night, glowing moonlight dripping into me, 
feeding my soul, forcing me to grow until I’ve come so far that 
when I turn around, who I was is no longer on my horizon, just 
a memory of time wasted and gone.



71

Jacket 
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Bay Village High School  
Instructor: Erin Beirne

Jacket
Curls strayed from their position to relax over his eye  
Plaid, muddy, and shivering, he pulls the Jacket tighter 
The gray sky never seems to change  
Autumn drags 
Jacket season  
 
The thing is worn and patched at the elbows 
Woven deep navy fibers 
           Crisscross 
Strings fray slightly on ends 
Negligible cotton puffs form all over 
Rough on the outside, but soft to the person wearing it 
Its wash count grows with its age  
 
The next brother has it 
This one is blond and tiny, but excited to wear the grown-up 
Jacket 

He grins and scampers across the vast airy yard  
Cuffs over his hands 
Cold oxygen in his lungs 
 
The rolling heat moves in suddenly 
Like it always seems to do  
Our friend, the Jacket, lies untouched  
                   Waiting 
Next to the sneakers 
Moths purposefully chew a hole  
 
The youngest does not desire it- he won’t wear it 
Plastic hanger 
Yellow tag  
2.99  
This was once worth 40  
There is no more warmth in it, 
No soul for the Jacket to protect 
 
High-end fashion has banned them 
A long scratchy nail pokes the Jacket 
And their cousin too, the vest 
The designer laughed haughtily to her companion  
Maybe it’s for the better. 
They don’t look all that good anyways 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Tommy, where’d my Jacket go?! 
It's gone. It's gone. It's gone. It's gone. 
He misses it, the little one wanted the Jacket after all  
 
Bought and tossed  
Our Jacket is strewn in the street 
Rain pummels the jean, saturating it 
It grows heavy, inert 
Watching the relentless storm above  
 
i want that i want that i want that i want that  
im cold im cold  
The sun stretches across the sky once more, 
But the miserable barren streets remain cold, 
Snow is on the horizon  
He peeks his head out 
s l o w l y 
And snatches the piece of clothing  
Stereotypically, he walks centripetally twice before curling 
himself in  
The Jacket has a new soul to protect 
 
Laundry detergent wafts from its being  
Artificial lavender 
Deep in the core of the Jacket 
Caked in mud  

With a stray puppy in the sleeve  
It still has that essence  
 
The green team plucks it up  
Visibly repulsed, gloved and masked  
They put it in a bag  
How could something so full and capable of love, end up here?  
 
How could this happen to me  
The bitterness and disgust for something once so adored  
I was loved, I was everything I was supposed to be  
Maybe not enough  
I miss how it was before  
Before the streets 
 
A new a new a jacket springs forth  
anew  
More made  
Even though there’s one already who needs a home  
He rots with the other trash  
As the machine makes another jacket 
As another one is bought 
As another one is donated  
As another one enters the landfill  
As another one
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Grandma Mick Soup  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Grade: 10  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Grandma Mick Soup
We will never run out of my grandma's special soup.
In the deepest darkest corners of our deep freezer, behind half 
used bags of ice and long expired frozen dinners, there will 
always be a golden cylinder of chicken broth and a ziplock bag 
bursting with hand cut noodles.
I want to believe that the soup will flow through my veins till the 
end of my days, but after 85 years, I know it is bound to run 
out.

No matter how long we freeze it, masquerading in a world 
where expiration dates don't exist, one day that soup will be 
heated up in an old silver pot built to feed an army, and the last 
bowl will be served.
There is going to be a last bowl of soup.
In an ideal world, that last bowl is in one of the shallow, almost 
plate-like porcelain bowls with, served with crusty bread 
smeared with Land-O-Lakes butter too cold to evenly spread.
Ideally, I eat that bowl of soup, choosing to ‘forget’ that the 
chicken stock its made from doesn’t fit my vegetarian diet.
Because that soup can’t be sold with cold roast beef, never 
mind be passed up by a child who hasn’t known hunger, who 
has never fled to a country where she doesn’t know the 
language or the people, who has never had to put her baker’s 
life on hold to support her family as a housekeeper.
That soup would never pass up good food because an animals 
life is not really a concern when your own life relies on that 
soup. That soup is silent.
The soup is served, and everything from before is never 
spoken of.
The soup forgets it comes from death.
And every Christmas, I join that soup’s blindness.
Every gathering cramped in tiny kitchens cannot start until 
everyone has had their bowl of soup, because this year,
we have soup again.
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This year, we feast on krofi and strudel, and listen to polka, 
because this year, we might be having
the last bowl of soup.
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Through The Summers 
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 11  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Through The Summers
Her name is Hallie Siegel, and she is perfect. She wears tie 
dye t-shirts that she creates herself. The shirts have rips, cut 
out collars, and bleach stains. On Shabbat she wears loose 
floral printed dresses, and a sometimes a flower crown sits on 
her head. If the white petals of the flowers hit the sun at the 
right angle, the crown frames her head like a halo. At eleven-
years-old, my camp counselor is everything I want to be. My 
hero. At night, when sleep seems virtually unimportant 

compared to the conversations with my bunkmate, Hallie sits 
in the center of the cabin and lets us play hot seat. We ask 
everything we can think of until we’ve run out of questions. 
Then the conversation shifts to stories about Hallie and her 
boyfriend, Kyle, and why they might break up when she goes 
to college. Everyone explains why she shouldn’t breakup with 
Kyle, a football player, and she tells us when we’re older we 
will understand why people breakup with the “Kyle’s” of the 
world. We all say we’ll never understand, and move on to 
talking about “Solel”. My friends and I are only “Ohalim”. This 
is the second youngest village, and although we know there is 
a long way to go, we talk about Solel and one day becoming 
the leaders of camp. On the last day of camp Hallie hands me 
a bracelet. I still have the electric teal, magenta, and violet 
threads in a box under my bed.

It takes three things to make the perfect friendship bracelet: 
string, a clipboard, and rain. The string is obvious. Every 
bracelet needs the perfect combination of three to six colors. 
I’ve always been a fan of two light, two medium shades, and 
two neon colors or some variation thereof. The clipboard, or 
sometimes a water bottle if you can’t find the clipboard in your 
cabin, is necessary for stability. The knots need to be tight, 
otherwise the diamond pattern you are trying to make will turn 
into five threads barely strung together. Rain however, is the 
most important part of a bracelet. There is no denying that any 
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bracelet made in the rain is superior to others. A thunderstorm 
at camp creates the perfect atmosphere for the bracelet-
making process. It’s a camp rule that any time there is thunder, 
everyone needs to remain in their cabins. The rolling of black 
clouds across a once blue sky, followed by deep rumbles and 
flashes of lighting throughout an open field. Mother nature can 
always create the perfect storm. The two girls cabins combine 
into one. Soft music plays on our counselor’s speaker as eyes 
stare at clipboards with the intensity of the storm outside. It is 
only in this moment that a perfect bracelet can be made. At the 
end of the storm I end up with two finished bracelets to give 
away, and three that have been given to me. There is nothing 
better then a string bracelet made in the rain.

Rachel Titlebaum has purple eyes. Sometimes ice blue, 
sometimes green, but the purple contacts are my favorite. 
Rachel, or as she is better known around camp “RT” is the 
best counselor. She’s known as a camp legend, the type of 
counselor that every girl hopes they will have for at least one 
summer. It’s obvious why. She spends her free periods 
braiding our hair at the pool, and grabbing us food from the 
staff lounge. At thirteen-years-old, my friends and I tell her 
about what boys we like from N-2, our corresponding boys 
cabin. Rachel always offers the best advice. One night she 
wakes us all up and takes us to the tennis courts. We meet 
with the boys of N-2, and spend the night playing truth or dare, 
mini tanks, and zap. Everyone makes fun of Rachel and her 

boyfriend Marcus. All of the girls in my cabin have a crush on 
Marcus; all of the boys from Marcus’s cabin get annoyed by it. 
Rachel teaches me how to french braid on the last day of 
camp. By the end of the bus ride home, I’ve mastered the art 
of going over and under with the various pieces of my friends’ 
hair. The next year, Rachel doesn’t come back, and I takeover 
as our cabin’s designated hair stylist.

The worst part about instructional swimming is how your 
counselors will cheer, “Instructional is fun, instructional is for 
everyone!” the entire walk to the pool. I hate this cheer almost 
as much as I hate swimming. Having swim lessons every other 
day is a right of passage at camp. This is my last year of the 
dreaded instructional swim, and it can’t end fast enough. Next 
year I won’t have to wade into the freezing cold water at nine 
in the morning, only to learn the same three strokes I’ve been 
doing for years. “Instructional is fun, instructional is for 
everyone!” our counselors continue as I stand by the edge of 
the pool, already covered in goosebumps. I stare into the deep 
blue bottom, trying to decide whether to slowly wade into the 
water or submerge myself completely. I take a deep breath 
and jump with my cabin. At least underneath the icy waters of 
the pool I can drown out the sound of cheering. The next year I 
walk past girls who, like me, stare into the pool, not excited to 
jump in. This time the water looks inviting, and I almost miss 
the morning swim lessons I used to cringe at.
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Haley Sacks knows how much I hate waking up early so lets 
me stay in the cabin until the very last second. It’s the little 
things like ignoring contraband and playing my playlist on 
Spotify that make her my favorite counselor. Haley focuses 
less on enforcing the rules of cabin cleanup and more on 
bonding with our cabin. My friends and I sit in the middle of our 
cabin with Haley, deep in conversation. In the center is a can 
of frosting and pretzels. Since my first year at camp, this snack 
is involved in any serious discussion. Pretzels dipped in 
frosting seems ridiculous to anyone who has never tried it, but 
to me and my friends it is the ultimate comfort food. My 
relationship with Haley is different than my relationship with 
previous counselors; I don’t idolize her or look up to her as a 
big sister. She’s more of a friend, someone I can talk to about 
anything. It’s the type of relationship you only have during the 
last year of camp, as you prepare to leave your time as a 
camper and join staff. The string bracelet she makes for me 
has every color of the rainbow, and I cry when she hands it to 
me.

It takes three things to sneak out of your cabin: a watch, a 
flashlight, and your crazy creek. It’s our last year as campers, 
the year when sleep has been deemed irrelevant. We spend 
our days ditching cabin activities to lay out at the pool, and 
spend our nights planning the perfect sneak-out. Our plans are 
almost always foiled, not by the counselors, but by our own 
lack of coordination. The watch is essential to the sneak out. It 

lets us quietly set an alarm that won’t wakeup the counselors. 
The downside is that sometimes if you’re in a deep enough 
sleep, the quiet beeping of a watch isn’t loud enough to wake 
us up. If the watch is successful the next item needed is the 
flashlight. The flashlight is for finding our way to the fifteen 
year forest, only our camp really isn’t that dark at night, and 
the fifteen year forest is more of a small clearing right by the 
kitchen that is lit up by the cabins nearby. The flashlight adds 
more excitement to our mission. Finally the crazy creek. It’s 
nothing more than a portable chair. However, at camp where 
everything is covered in a thick layer of grass, dirt, or dust, 
having a clean place to sit is essential in not ruining your 
shorts. Throughout the summer, there are multiple attempts to 
sneak out. Attempt number one: Adam sleeps through his 
alarm, and the girls sit outside their cabins for thirty minutes 
before deciding to call it quits. Attempt number two: Sydney 
wakes up, decides she’s too tired and leaves the guys waiting 
outside for an hour. Attempt number three: Tommy trips over a 
crazy creek left on the floor and wakes up his counselor. 
Attempt number four: Success. Everyone meets in the fifteen-
year forest for games of truth or dare, never have I ever, and 
silent football, which is anything but silent. Something about 
our cabins united together under the cover of darkness bonds 
us together in a way that can’t happen during the day. When 
the night is over, I finish two string bracelets.
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Our arms are wrapped around each other. Four weeks ago we 
were strangers. Yes, we had always gone to camp together, 
but virtually we were strangers. For years there had been 
separation between the boys and girls cabins. When we 
started camp boys had cooties, and there was always a fight 
between the two girls cabins. This continued throughout our 
camp years until slowly we started to come together. When the 
summer began, our counselors all sat us down and told us that 
this year would be unlike any other. It was our last year of 
camp, something we had been expecting for long, and finally it 
was our turn to be in the village of “Solel” and experience 
everything it means to be a Solel Camper. There is something 
at my camp called, “Solel magic”, when all the previous drama 
and divisions that have always existed in your village go away, 
and through a series of trips and inside jokes, the entire village 
comes together as one. This concept sounds incredibly cheesy 
and made-up- at least that was what we thought of it- but by 
the end of the summer, we understood that as crazy as it 
sounds this the magic of Solel is real. We spent the last night 
of camp singing our favorite camp songs, and retelling the 
jokes of the summer. Eventually the conversation shifted to us 
reminiscing about our old counselors and how much they truly 
meant to us. The guys talked about Isaac Kadesky, followed by 
stories about Noah Geller, Marcus Knight, Rossio, JG, and 
Ryan Singer. The girls mentioned Hallie Siegel, Rachel 
Titlebaum, Bex, Bess Brown, Emma Ridings, and so many 

more. Even though we all had different experiences with our 
counselors, we ended the conversation with the same thought: 
we wanted to give the same experience our counselors had 
given to the next generation of campers. The truly remarkable 
thing about a camp counselor is that no matter how old you 
are, whether you idolize them, or develop a sibling-type bond, 
they all leave a lasting imprint on your summer and who you 
are as a person. I left each summer at camp a little more 
mature, a little more sure of who I wanted to become, and a 
little more secure in who I was. I left my last summer at camp 
knowing one thing for sure: I had to come back next year.
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Down by the River 
Short Story 
Grade: 8  
St Paschal Baylon School  
Instructor: Mary Connors

Down by the River
“Were you listening to the homily, John? John.”

My mom tried to catch my attention as we walked out of the 
community church.

I hadn’t gotten much sleep last night because I was up late.

“Wha..huh?” I yawned as I tramped along on the sidewalk.

“I asked if you were listening to the priest’s homily. Maybe if 
you stayed home and finished your homework rather than 
going to that party you might actually be able to comprehend 
I’m saying.” My mom shot me a stern glance. I kept my head 
down and watched my shadow as I walked under the blazing 
sun.

“What were you doing at that party anyway?” My younger 
sister eyed me suspiciously as she jutted her way between me 
and my mom. “Huh, John? Tell us.” She sharply elbowed me in 
the ribs.

“Will you cut it out and mind your own stupid business?” I said 
as I swatted her arm away. She hit me back and blew a 
raspberry in my face.

“John, please don’t hit your sister,” my mom said, pushing 
herself between us to break up our scuffle. I tried to think of 
something nasty to say back, but I realized that it would just 
make things worse. I kept my mouth shut and shoved my 
hands into my pockets.

“If you had been listening, you would have heard him talking 
about the issues with teenagers, and...the bullying…” Her 
voice trailed off in thought. She shook her head. “Maybe you 
should start to consider whatever you and your friends are out 
there doing.”
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I rolled my eyes and plastered a fake smile on my face.

“Yeah...sure.”

The three of us got quietly into the car and we started home.

My thoughts wandered to what my mom had said to me. 
Altogether, I’m not a bad person. Sure, I had witnessed my 
friends doing stupid things, things that could possibly have 
been illegal, but I’ve always kept my nose clean and didn’t 
partake in them. I won’t deny the fact that they’ve done things 
to people that they probably shouldn’t have, but they’re my 
friends; I wouldn’t rat them out just like that. Besides, they’ve 
never crossed the line with what they’ve done.

I furrowed my brow and nodded to myself in reassurance. I 
wasn’t a bad person. I never did anything wrong.

As we pulled into our driveway, a little ding sound came from 
my phone.

“For Pete’s sake, can you put that thing down for one minute?” 
my mom said as she glared at me through her rearview mirror.

I pulled open my messages and found a text from my friend, 
Michael. I scanned through it quickly. Meet us down at that 
river over by the woods near Parker’s place this afternoon. 
We’ve got something good. I reread the text a couple times 

over. My eyes widened in excitement before my mom 
snatched my phone away.

“That’ll be enough for this weekend.”

I didn’t care, though. I was too excited to see what was 
awaiting me. We’ve got something good. The words wouldn’t 
leave my head.

***

At around 2:00 in the afternoon, I threw on my sneakers and 
ran down the block to Parker’s house. I went around it and saw 
the large expanse of woods that lay behind his fence. I climbed 
over and ran down the steep slope that led to the river. There, I 
saw Michael, Parker, and Sean. Michael gave me a lopsided 
smile and walked toward me.

“You summoned me?” I joked.

“I thought we’d have some fun today,” he responded.

“Oh, it sure will be,” Parker agreed.

“Well, don’t leave me hanging.” I couldn’t stand waiting.

“For the benefit of the suspense, we’re gonna give you a little 
backstory,” started Sean. “So, you see, we-”
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“LET ME TELL IT!” yelled Michael. Sean recoiled and nodded 
silently. Michael straightened his posture and started walking 
like a lawyer interrogating someone in court.

“So, we were in the street today about to play this intense 
game of frisbee with Parker’s dogs, when we saw this skinny 
kid walking down the sidewalk, and we felt bad for him, right, 
guys?”

Sean and Parker nodded submissively.

“So, I yelled for him. I said, ‘Hey, kid! Do you need some help 
over there?’ and he gave us this weird look, but we laughed 
because he didn’t understand that we were only joking with 
him. He was just walking. Although, now that I think about it, 
he probably did need some help with that.”

Parker, Sean and I snickered. Michael looked amused and 
started up again.

“He didn’t answer, so I shouted again. I said, ‘Why aren’t you 
answering me?’ Then he got all smart with us and said that he 
didn’t associate himself with morons such as ourselves, and so 
I said, ‘You think you’re so smart?’ and I stomped across the 
street with these two at my back. The kid tried to run away, 
but,” Michael stopped and chuckled, “he just wasn’t fast 
enough.”

He motioned for me to follow him behind a tree. I gaped in 
horror before I choked and stumbled. There, under the shade 
of the towering oak tree, lay a scrawny boy with mousy brown 
hair and a pale face. He was slumped up against the peeling 
bark of the trunk, eyes closed. I rubbed my eyes to make sure 
it was all real.

“Is he...you-you actually...you didn’t,” I couldn’t get the words 
out.

“No, he’s not DEAD,” Michael guffawed. “Why, do you want 
him to be?”

I sighed with relief. They would never do something like that.

“No! How long has he been passed out?”

“Well,” started Michael, “we beat him up and he was out cold in 
about forty seconds. He did tend to keep waking up, but one 
punch and he was out again.”

I noticed that both of the boy’s eyes were a displeasing purple-
green.

“But there’s no fun in just watching him lay here; let’s wake him 
up. Help me bring him to the river.”

“Haha,” I laughed sarcastically. “You wouldn’t. We’d be knee-
deep in trouble. Now, let’s wake him up and take him back to 
his house before someone sees us.”
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Sean and Michael ignored my comment as they picked up the 
kid by his head and feet and dragged him to the bank of the 
river. They lowered him to just half a foot over the top of the 
water before they sloppily dropped him in. The kid was so light 
that a splash was hardly made.

“Wake up, Sleeping Beauty!” called Michael as he started 
clapping his hands. Sean and Parker choked in laughter.

The boy woke up with a start, flailing around and coughing as 
he brought his head back up to the surface. Suddenly, I felt 
myself becoming heated.

“Are you kidding? He could’ve drowned!” I yelled at Michael as 
I approached him.

“Huh, not a bad idea, John,” he laughed.

I hesitantly climbed into the three-foot-deep water. It was 
freezing. I grabbed hold of the kid’s arms and lugged him to 
the bank.

“Awww, where’s your sense of fun, John?” teased Parker.

“Oh, it’s there. It’s just not in the form of inhumane 
terrorization,” I said as I rolled my eyes.

Michael, Sean, and Parker all chortled mockingly.

As I dried my hands, I glanced at the boy sitting on the edge of 
the bank, who was sopping from head to toe. He didn’t even 
attempt to run away. It was as if he was paralyzed. I observed 
him as he gingerly picked up his leg. He winced and let out a 
loud cry.

“Hey, what’s wrong with his leg?” I frowned at Michael.

“You think it was easy to drag a passed-out person all the way 
from Parker’s house to this river?” Michael replied as he toyed 
with his hoodie strings. “His leg probably got messed up when 
we stuffed him in the wagon.”

I was shocked at his blasé tone.

“You broke his leg, and you don’t even care?”

“Calm down, it’s not that big of a deal.”

I started pacing back and forth with my hands on my head as I 
assessed the situation. I was stuck here with my psycho 
friends and a random boy with a broken leg and my friends 
didn’t even care. I didn’t even want to think about it. All of a 
sudden, I heard a splash from behind me. I turned around and 
the boy was back in the water.

“Let’s dunk him!” laughed Sean.

One by one, Parker, Sean, and Michael jumped into the water. 
Michael grabbed the boy’s head and pulled him up. The boy’s 
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mouth opened wide as he gasped for air, but mid-breath, he 
was pushed back under. Two seconds later, Sean grabbed him 
by the hair and pulled his head back to the surface, dunked 
him, and pulled him back up. The boy sputtered and coughed 
and choked up water. I stood there and stared. I tried moving, 
but I was frozen. As the boy let out strangled screams, I just 
stood there and closed my eyes slowly, wishing it all away, as 
if I could make it stop. Stop. Stop. Stop. I wished as hard as I 
could. All of a sudden, everything went quiet. The splashing 
had stopped. I opened one eye and I saw Michael, Sean, and 
Parker all huddled around each other in the water.

I heard Michael whispering frantically, “What-what did you do?”

“Don’t look at me. You started this,” Sean whisper-yelled back.

“Uh-no,” stuttered Michael, “John gave me the idea.”

At this, I opened my other eye and rushed to the bank of the 
river. There, in the middle of the three was the boy: blue-faced, 
head drooped above the water’s surface. I was stunned. I 
knew what they had done, and I couldn't believe it. My cheeks 
started to burn and I clenched my fists.

“WHAT DID YOU IDIOTS DO?” I yelled at them.

“I-I...it was your idea! You were the one who mentioned the 
drowning, and-and..” his voice trailed away as he failed to think 
of a plausible excuse.

I frantically glanced at the boy before I jumped in the river. I 
hauled the boy back to the surface. I listened for his heartbeat, 
but it was all still. His hands and face were freezing, his lips 
purple. Without thinking, I started pumping his chest in a feeble 
attempt at CPR. I opened his mouth and heaved a huge breath 
of air into it. I kept pumping on his chest. I wasn’t aware that 
everyone was anxiously watching over my shoulder. I heaved 
another huge breath into his mouth. I thought I might’ve 
passed out right then and there. Cmon, I thought, don’t die on 
me. Not here, not now. I made forceful compressions, throwing 
all of my strength onto him. I gathered up all of my last breaths 
and heaved them into him. The boy frantically shook before he 
threw up all over my shirt. I sighed and fell over.

“Let’s get outta here,” whispered Parker. The three of them 
slowly backed away before sprinting back up the slope and out 
of sight.

I looked back at the boy, who was now inhaling ravenously. I 
knew one thing. I was going to carry him up the hill and to my 
house. I was going to tell my mom the whole truth, and then, 
that kid was going to be my best friend. I nodded silently to 
myself. I am NOT a bad person.
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Phoenix King  
Short Story 
Grade: 12  
Hawken School  
Instructor: Cris Harris

Phoenix King
Phoenix King was always proud of her name. It made her feel 
majestic. Like a lion. She never really doubted herself because 
she was Phoenix King. And anyone with a fabulous name like 
that always should have confidence.

Phoenix King lived in a remote trailer park about 80 miles 
South of Tacoma, but it was a longer drive because of the 
highway, a bit past Chehalis, on the edge of Lewis County. Her 
parents were not the most reliable people in the world. Vinny 

and Fern King were the type of people who wore suede vests 
with fringe unironically. They were often on trips to sad 
attempts at 70s revival concerts, or they’d drive all the way 
down to Sacramento to visit old friends for a few weeks. It 
wasn’t that they were bad parents, they just were often 
preoccupied with staying ‘young’. In reality, they didn’t always 
really need to be around. Phoenix King had a whole village. 
Everyone in her makeshift family lived just one or two doors 
down. Her little town consisted of about 7 trailers at any given 
time. People came and people left. Phoenix King liked it that 
way.

Phoenix King spent a lot of her time with Venus, who stayed in 
a blue and white trailer, which looked like it had walked itself 
out of the 60s. Venus was a bit odd, like everyone who lived in 
the park. She was always suddenly saying out of the blue 
things like, “I always hoped to be a big star. But as you get 
older, you aim a little lower.” Phoenix King never quite 
understood what Venus meant, but she always pretended like 
she did. Maybe someday Phoenix King would get it. Then, 
there was Curtis Lee. He was a big, bulky guy with a huge 
smile that had only one silver tooth. He would always have a 
red or green bandana wrapped around his head, and when it 
got hot and his forehead got sweaty, he would always have 
another one handy to switch out with the sweaty one. Miss 
Annette was like the mother of the place. No one knew exactly 
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how long she had lived there. Even she could never quite 
remember. About once a week, Phoenix King would play some 
game of cards with Miss Annette. Either poker or gin rummy, 
maybe hearts. Phoenix King always had the feeling that Miss 
Annette was waiting for someone. She never asked about it, 
but she would always notice when Miss Annette lingered at the 
door when she came in, as if someone else should be right 
behind her. Donny J managed the park. He had also lived 
there for a while. He could remember the days when there 
were more than 20 mobile homes in the park. He was 
responsible for keeping the water running, which ran out 
anyway about 4 or 5 times a week. He fixed the potholes and 
regularly drove to and from Chehalis to run errands in his 
pickup. Phoenix King didn’t know exactly how old Donny J 
was; she thought maybe in his late 50s. Beverly Anne Hughes 
lived in the trailer next to Donny J. She would usually sit 
outside in a red and white lawn chair. She would maybe have 
a book or her Walkman, sometimes a newspaper from the 
week before. She didn’t talk much, but when she did, she 
always spoke in long, vague pieces of advice. She would say, 
“You don't have to bend the whole world. It’s better to enjoy it. 
Pay your dues, and just enjoy it.” Sometimes Phoenix King 
thought that Beverly Anne Hughes was meant to be a gypsy or 
something. She imagined her reading tarot cards and palms, 
living in a magenta colored apartment with velvet walls.

Despite being only 13, Phoenix King would often spend time 
thinking about her future. There was always that looming 
question of what she was gonna do with her life. She never 
doubted that it was going to be something important, but she 
felt like it was the kind of thing she should know. She tried to 
picture herself as some important leader, like a CEO or a 
doctor. Or maybe she would save sea turtles and plant trees. 
Although she didn’t really like acting, she occasionally pictured 
her name in bright lights above a cinema. Phoenix King. It was 
a name of a movie star. Phoenix King. It was the name of a 
lifesaver. Phoenix King. Maybe, it was the name of a 
stuntwoman. Or a superhero.

That June, Vinny walked up to Phoenix King one morning and 
said, “Me and your mother are going to be gone for a while.” It 
wasn’t an uncommon sentence. Phoenix King had heard it 
many times. She nodded and didn’t ask where they were 
going. She just gave her parents a few big hugs before they 
went away. It was mid-July when Phoenix King started to get a 
bit stir crazy. That summer, there was a heat wave, which 
struck Phoenix King like a mallet. Being cooped up in the 
trailer park during the sweltering temperatures made Phoenix 
King feel like one of those Southern ladies from the 19th 
century who walked around with fans and said things like, “Oh, 
my!” or “Heavens!” in those quintessential Southern lady 
accents. She never minded boredom that much, but 90-degree 
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weather and nothing to do was a bit much for her. She began 
to hunt for some excitement.

On that particular day, everyone was empty. Even Miss 
Annette decided to sleep in, a phenomenon that Phoenix King 
was bewildered by. Only Donny J was outside; he had work to 
do. Phoenix King sat inside of her trailer with a hand held mini 
fan that she was holding right over her face, and she imagined 
that she was in New Mexico. She could picture the cactuses 
and lizards. She thought about all the sorts of things she would 
find. She thought about the komodo dragons that she had only 
read about in her science class and the wispy desert winds 
that would echo the empty birdcalls. She imagined the sort of 
odd scene from the Lion King where there were all the vultures 
circling Simba right before Timon and Pumba found him. She 
knew that there weren’t lions sitting around in the middle of 
New Mexico, but her imagination was allowed to be whatever 
she wanted it to be. Eventually, she grew tired of just thinking. 
She could hear Donny J hauling things to his truck. She 
jumped up and went outside.

“Hey, where ya goin’?”

“Phoenix King! I’m off to town. Need to do some laundry, pick 
up some groceries. Ya know, the ushe… Whatcha doin’ 
outside on this day? It’s a thousand degrees.”

“Waitin’ for somethin’ to change.” She just smiled at Donny J. It 
was her wide, special Phoenix King smile. It was one of those 
smiles that was irresistibly contagious.

“Why don’t you hitch a ride with me?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

They hopped into the faded blue pickup and off they went. 
Donny J cranked up the Creedence Clearwater Revival. 
Phoenix King rested her elbow outside of the window, 
mirroring Donny J. Her little ringlet curls fluffed themselves in 
the warm wind. They didn’t talk much in that car ride. The both 
of them were just enjoying the trip.

Phoenix King didn’t go places very often. So, a long drive was 
a treat. At least she thought it was a long drive, 40 minutes or 
so. She’d been to Chehalis a number of times in her life, but 
it’d been a while since her last visit. It wasn’t the wealthiest 
town. Most of the stores looked like they hadn’t been 
renovated in decades. The old brick walls. The yellowing serif 
fonts above each door. Phoenix King saw a man lying on a 
bench in the street median. He had a pile of stuff next to him. 
He wore a dusty hoodie and had an unshaven beard. Phoenix 
King continued walking. His face was just a brief thought in her 
head as she walked by.
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They walked a few doors down to a diner. Phoenix King 
always walked with her head up high and her back straight. 
Her arms waved back and forth at her sides. It wasn’t, per say, 
an awkward walk, but it was the kind of walk which would 
make someone stop to watch her pass by. It wasn’t just the 
way she walked that captured attention. It was the bright 
feeling that poured out of her.

Phoenix King could hear her stomach grumbling as she read 
the menu. The waitress was really nice to them and even 
offered Phoenix King the kids menu discount even though she 
was a whole year older than the limit. They both enjoyed their 
lunches. Phoenix King looked up at Donny J and stuffed her 
face with another big bite of her sandwich. Donny J winked at 
her, and her mouth twisted up, and her eyes wrinkled.

She put down her sub, locked her fingers together, and threw 
her elbows over the table like she was interviewing him about 
a job. She paused for a second and let him wonder what she 
was thinking. Then she calmly asked, “What’d the park used to 
be like?” It wasn’t the biggest question or the most interesting 
one, but it was a question that Donny J hadn’t really answered 
ever before. He’d made a comment here and there about the 
‘old days’, but he’d never really thought about it, like all 
seriously and stuff.

“Well, there used to be a lot more people. But, less who stuck 
around for a while. Lots of visitors. Stayed for a few months, 

few years at a time. Back then, Miss Annie did all the jobs. And 
even though the place wasn’t all neighborly like we are now, 
she made it a… a community type thing.” Phoenix King just 
waited for him to keep talking. “Lot’sa people didn’t feel much 
like knowin’ ev’ryone else, but Miss Annie didn’t think that’s 
how people should live. So she sorta made forced bonding. 
Made peoples get together for bonfires and such. I liked it 
then. The whole place had an energy to it. I think that we 
knew, back then, that it was the heyday of the place. People 
had those um… light things strung from trailer to trailer. At 
night, the park lit up like one of them big cities, like New York 
or San Diego.”

Phoenix King tried to imagine it. She thought about a circle of 
people, all dressed in brightly colored clothes, sitting around a 
bonfire, yellow fairy lights over their heads, singing songs, 
roasting hotdogs and marshmallows. She wished she could 
have been there. The ‘heydays’. Phoenix King didn’t like the 
idea that she had missed out on all of the fun. She wanted the 
experience of something all memorable. She wanted to tell 
stories to someone someday about her good ol’ days. It wasn’t 
fair, she thought, that she didn’t have the memories too. 
Phoenix King sometimes felt like she was just all average. 
Everyone had these fabulous stories and eccentric lives. She 
just had a name. And a name didn’t seem to matter much if no 
one would ever remember it.
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Donny J had asked for an extra hoagie roll from the diner. He 
took Phoenix King to feed the ducks at the pond. She hung her 
head over the edge of the railing and stuck her feet on the 
baseboard. Donny J sat on a bench and watched her fling 
pieces of bread at the ducks. Phoenix King giggled at the birds 
freaking out over a crumb of bread. It was a game of fetch 
except the ducks were chasing after soggy bread to eat 
instead of a tennis ball. Phoenix King let the sun burn her 
cheeks a bit as she held onto that moment. She’d want to 
remember that day someday. She could hear herself telling all 
of this to her parents when they came back. She’d tell them 
that she’d made sure every duck had his fair share of bread. 
They would laugh and tell her that she was such a bright 
young girl. They would say how lucky they were to have her. 
That Phoenix King was one of a kind.

When Phoenix King was done feeding the ducks, Donny J had 
her hop back in the pickup.

“Thanks for takin’ me with ya.”

“You know it’s my pleasure, kiddo.” He put the keys in the 
ignition, and Phoenix King quickly stopped him.

“Can I have a few dollars?” He didn’t question her. He handed 
her his wallet. “Gimme a minute. I’ll be back soon. I promise.”

Phoenix King ran back to the diner. Ordered another sandwich 
to go. She went down to the crosswalk and came to the bench. 
She smiled at the man sitting there. She handed him the meal. 
He looked up at her. He took the bag out of her hand and let a 
smile sit on his face.

“Thank you.” For Phoenix, that thank you was worth its weight 
in gold. She nodded. He took her hand and shook it, firmly. His 
eyes glistened a bit. He didn’t need to say anything to her. 
Phoenix King knew what he was trying to tell her. She flashed 
her wide, special Phoenix King smile. That irresistibly 
contagious smile. His return smile made Phoenix King feel 
warm. She waved her hand and skipped away.

She got back in the truck. Phoenix King sat back in the faux-
leather seat of the pickup, listening to the sounds of the wind, 
and she remembered that one thing that Miss Annette had said 
to her once, “Everybody wants to make an impression, some 
mark upon the world. Then you think, you've made a mark on 
the world if you just get through it, and a few people remember 
your name. Then you've left a mark. If you shoot an arrow and 
it goes real high, hooray for you.”
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A Master of My Pointe Shoes 
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 11  
Hathaway Brown High School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

A Master of My Pointe Shoes
It feels like just yesterday I was standing on my tip toes outside 
of the studio window peeking in, mesmerized, just trying to 
catch a glimpse of the pointe class taking place inside. Some 
little girls dream of unicorns and fairytales, but I dreamt of 
ballet. I dreamt of the seamless pirouettes, flawless penchés, 
and gorgeous feet. I dreamt of being on stage, captivating the 
audience with all of my beauty and grace.

Growing up, I thought that ballerinas were the epitome of 
perfection; they were everything that I had ever wanted to be. 
It

was not until I actually began dancing on pointe that I realized 
the undeniable strength needed to succeed as a ballerina. 
Ballerinas make every turn and jump look flawless and 
effortless, hiding the vast amounts of strength and pain behind 
the smiles on their faces. It wasn’t until I began to see the 
swollen knees and bruises on my feet that I questioned 
whether or not I had what it took to be a ballerina. I couldn’t 
plea without feeling like someone had shattered a glass vase 
over my knee. My toes were covered in an array of bruises, 
scars, and Band-Aids. The pain was evident; I could feel it 
radiate through my body with every movement, but there was 
no other choice but to keep dancing. The show must go on. I 
was determined to be the best ballerina in the room, and if that 
meant encountering a few broken toes and some blood along 
the way, so be it. I wanted to be the prima ballerina; I was 
willing to destroy my feet in order to become the greatest, and 
so I did. I spent hours walking around my house in pointe 
shoes until my feet grew numb, practically shaking as I tried to 
climb the stairs on my toes. Pretty hurts.

Ballerinas are supposed to be poised and perfect, but when I 
first started dancing on pointe, I was far from either. I had 
spent
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the past ten years of my life in ballet rehearsals, dance 
intensives, technique classes, and recitals, preparing for the 
day that I could begin dancing on pointe. Although both ballet 
and pointe shoes are worn in the same style of dance, there is 
a difference in the materials and movements associated with 
the two types of shoes. Ballet shoes are lightweight slippers 
meant to be worn on a flat foot, typically made out of canvas, 
satin, or leather. On the other hand, pointe shoes are much 
heavier with a box and shank inside that supports the dancer’s 
arch and allows them to dance on their toes. As one would 
imagine, dancing on pointe is significantly harder than dancing 
on a flat foot. Ballet had always been second nature to me, 
and I assumed pointe would be the same. It was most certainly 
not. My posture was atrocious, my feet were sickled, and I kept 
tripping over my ribbons. I felt a seething combination of 
shame, embarrassment, and pure defeat. My mom and sister 
were both ballerinas, and I was destined to be one as well. My 
feet hurt, I was tired, and I was ready to throw my dream of 
prima ballerina away. I remember sitting on the floor of my 
room, sobbing, staring at my newly-purchased pointe shoes, 
still in the box, with my name written on the soles. I was ready 
to quit, to throw the bag and the shoes in the closet and never 
look back, but I just could not do it. I remembered the days of 
black leotards and pink tutus, peeking into the studio window, 
standing on my tip toes. My heart sank. This was my dream; I 
knew that I would never be able to live with myself if I quit. So I 

got up, laced up my ribbons, and went back to work, telling 
myself that other ballerinas may be perfect, but that didn’t 
mean that I had to be.

Putting on my pointe shoes was a feat in itself. It was not 
without the help and guidance of my incredible ballet teacher,

Lieneke, that I learned not only how to sew and wear my 
pointe shoes, but how to dance in them. I had been working 
with Lieneke for the past five years; she was my first and 
favorite pointe teacher. From perfecting my Grand Battements 
to fixing my turn out, to constantly reminding me to keep my 
chin up, she has taught me everything that I know. But more 
importantly, she has been an incredible role model. Lieneke is 
an amazing ballerina, but she constantly reminds me that she 
is far from perfect. She tells me about her flaws, the mistakes 
she makes on stage and in rehearsal, and is candid about her 
imperfections. She had taught me about finding balance, 
reminding me that while perfection may be the goal, it is not 
always attainable. She has taught me that falls are inevitable, 
and that sometimes you have to fake it until you make it. 
Lieneke has been an eminent figure in my life as a ballerina, 
and I owe her all of the applause I have ever received.

I stood backstage. In a royal blue tutu with matching pointe 
shoes and hair tightly held in a perfect ballerina bun, I had 
never
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felt more like myself, because for the first time in my life, I was 
prima ballerina. As the lights began to dim and the music 
began to cue, I stepped out onto the stage. I could feel the 
rhythm ingrained in my heart beat, and so I danced. My 
musicality was impeccable, the pirouettes were seamless, and 
my developpe stretched father than it ever had before. I had 
danced like I had never danced before, and for the first time in 
my life, I was able to see beyond the imperfections. I was able 
to look past the uneven ribbons, the loose bun, and the posse 
that I could have held for just a little longer. I realized that in 
order to be the perfect ballerina that I had always wanted to 
be, I had to learn to accept all of my flaws and imperfections, 
and by doing so, I was able to fall in love with ballet once 
again.
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Saturday, The God We Loved  
Poetry 
Grade: 10  
Laurel School  
Instructor: Patricia Harpring

Saturday, The God We Loved
Saturday

in the morning
he wore glasses
half awake
and made me waffles
he let me whip the egg whites
i took forever

but they were perfect
fairytale mountains

in the morning
she wore a sorority sweatshirt
full of holes and extra fabric
her hair was long
like i thought a mother’s should be
she put on his shoes
and got the newspaper
which was wrapped in an orange
stained plastic window
and dew

in the morning
i wore a pink nightgown
and made angels
in my rug
like it was snow
i didn’t touch the waffle maker
(he told me it was hot
and i would burn)
and i ate my waffles
into perfect squares

The God We Loved
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God smelled like candle smoke
and knew
everything, even
the day we would die,
but dying was make believe
then. When Grandpa died,
we wanted
to see his body, and Mommy
let us, but she said
“he’ll look different without
his soul.”

God made it rain,
and we whispered
under our blankets, shivering
softly. The sky fell like
cotton drapes and whispered back
“rest peacefully,”
and we, trying to
fill our young and empty minds
with white washed hours,
complied.

God said “Love,”
and we loved

everything blindly
until humanity came with
all its earthly traps.
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I am the crooked river 
Poetry 
Grade: 11  
Mayfield High School  
Instructor: Kari Beery

I am the crooked river
I am the crooked river 
 
I reflect the ideas that surround my delicate edges, 
carved by gods of ice. 
 
I have mimicked my shape from the natural curved carvings in 
unclaimed raw material, 
imitated the sounds of sycamore tree leaves bouncing in the 

wind.  
I tile my trees with laces of green, 
after the concrete walls that surround me. 
My teardrop petals dusted with cream colored seeds like mints 
left on pillows in hotels miles away. 
 
I have learned to defend myself. 
For in my past, 
my love has been set ablaze many times. 
My banks a parking lot for problems I never asked for. 
Loud monsters screaming, screeching, 
waking me from my serine trance. 
My roots have grown through the flesh of the soil, 
attempting to block the paths meant for foreign feet. 
 
The divine destination I keep between me and my loved ones. 
There are only few outside of us that understand. 
Some leave me peaceful presents. 
In the dead of night they leave the horrendous concrete walls, 
splattered with rattling cans of spray paint. 
Like chirping cicadas followed by aerosol winds. 
Masterpieces framed by branches . 
 
But in the day my pebbles whimper and wince under cold, stiff 
work boots. 
The hands of mother nature crushed in the books of mankind. 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My burnt lungs have attempted to be filled with the smell of 
pine that dance across the dew on woven webs. 
 
Rocks that once hid my secrets uncovered in broad daylight. 
For years I have lived exposed, vulnerable. 
 
For reasons unknown to me, 
they believe I cannot feel the damage done. 
My spirit a misguided ghost, 
endlessly wandering past eyes I was once able to recognize. 
 
I wish to be free, 
I wish for my trees to grow from the ground undisturbed, 
I wish for the air I breathe to be pure. 
Like I once was.
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The Path from Bertha Mason to Independence  
Critical Essay 
Grade: 11  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

The Path from Bertha Mason to 
Independence
Bertha Mason is one of the most despised characters in Jane 
Eyre. She gains importance only in the last section of the 
book, but before she dies, she causes lot of anger and hurt: 
she sets fire to Thornfield twice, causes Mr. Rochester to be 
duped as a young man, lose his innocence and causes Jane 
to let go of Mr. Rochester’s love. She does not care about 
people’s safety and she really truly is insane. She was still able 

to ruin Mr. Rochester’s life before with her short-tempered 
personality and the arranged marriage. However, I believe that 
although Bertha was a detrimental aspect of Jane’s story, her 
character is used in order to better understand Jane Eyre’s 
personality as a character.

Bertha has an interesting role in this book. As the insane wife 
of a husband who views her as a mistake, she is tossed to the 
side in a windowless room without being allowed outdoors. 
Readers see this woman for the first time during a nightmare 
that Jane has before her wedding. Jane says that she sees 
something ruining her wedding veil and describes the creature 
as having a “discoloured face – it was a savage face. I wish I 
could forget the roll of the red eyes and the fearful blackened 
inflation of the lineaments! This, sir, was purple: the lips were 
swelled and dark; the brow furrowed: the black eyebrows 
widely raised over the bloodshot eyes” (327; ch. 25). From this 
description, readers picture Bertha as a monster. With very 
garish qualities, Bertha almost seems to be a figment of Jane’s 
imagination. Unlike Bertha’s obtrusive physical traits, Jane’s 
beauty has always been portrayed as unspectacular. 
Throughout the book, everyone describes her as plain and 
unremarkable. When getting ready for her first meeting with 
the Owner of Thornfield, Jane says, “I was myself in my usual 
Quaker trim, where there was nothing to retouch – all being 
too close and plain, braided locks included, to admit of 
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disarrangement” (151; ch. 14). This description of being too 
plain has been repeated throughout the book by different 
characters to thoroughly point out Jane’s simplicity. By having 
such contrasting physical depictions, readers are able to fully 
comprehend the differences between the two women. While 
the extent of their differences may not be seen until the end of 
the book, analyzing the two characters can show some 
interesting parallels.

Mr. Rochester is the only person to have known both Jane and 
Bertha. He actually uses the different personalities of the two 
characters as reasons that Jane is compatible with Mr. 
Rochester. As he describes his time with Bertha, he mentions 
Bertha’s “continued outbreaks of violent and unreasonable 
temper,” (353; ch. 20). He finds himself unable to relate to and 
love this woman who had such violent tendencies. He also 
says, “kindly conversation could not be sustained between 
[them],” (353; ch. 20). Mr. Rochester, during his marriage, 
ignores the lack of conversation and these incompatible 
personalities until he realizes that Bertha is not a suitable wife 
for him. Unluckily for him, it is at this time that Bertha is proven 
medically insane and he is not legally allowed to divorce her. 
Unlike Bertha, Mr. Rochester describes Jane as “animating 
and piquant, as well as soft,” (501; ch. 37). Jane’s stimulating 
personality appeals to Mr. Rochester. He admires Jane’s 
desire to explore the world and inability to be restricted to just 
one school, home, or lifestyle. He notices her strong and bold 

personality that was a byproduct of all the turmoil that she had 
been through. Mr. Rochester appreciates these qualities and 
sees them as reasons for her to be his ideal wife. He says that 
Jane, when “plied by close questions, [Jane] found ready and 
round answers” (361; ch. 20). With a personality that has not 
deteriorated or been suppressed, Jane is able be confident 
and act true to herself to Mr. Rochester. While her open 
personality fascinates Mr. Rochester, her true appeal comes 
from her passion and intelligence.

With juxtaposing descriptions of both Bertha and Jane’s 
physical traits and personality, readers are able to better 
understand the ideas of independence that are shown in this 
book. By making Jane simple in comparison to Bertha but so 
much stronger in virtue and mind, readers are able to see 
Jane’s independent qualities. Jane’s mild manner and plain 
features contradict Bertha’s deranged manner and attractive 
features, drawing attention to the difference between the 
status and independence of both woman. While Bertha was a 
woman of a higher class, she was completely dependent on 
her husband once she got married. On the other hand, even 
though Jane started at a lower class, she was able to come 
into independence on her own and retained it even after 
marriage.

While Bertha and Jane are very different characters, they both 
go through a long journey that causes them to change their 
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personalities. Throughout the story of Bertha’s life – as told by 
Mr. Rochester – Bertha starts off her journey with Mr. 
Rochester by alluring him with flattery, beauty displayed with 
ornaments and dazzling him with her achievements (352; ch. 
20). She grabbed Mr. Rochester’s attention with her 
extravagance and beauty. After she married him, she started 
showing more signs of her insanity. Her temper, her lack of 
conversation and her lies about her family start to make Mr. 
Rochester doubt his love. By the end of her journey, Bertha is 
diagnosed as clinically insane. Even though she is the wife of 
Mr. Rochester, she is not a part of the household; she is 
secluded in a room, completely dependent on her husband 
and caretaker for all her necessities. On the other hand, Jane’s 
journey is completely different. Alone and willingly secluded, 
she starts as an orphan who does not have much but is very 
passionate about the things that she believes in. After being 
called a deceiving person to someone who is important for her 
future schooling, Jane gets angry with Mrs. Reed. Jane feels 
that “What Mrs. Reed had said concerning me to Mr 
Brocklehurst; the whole tenor of their conversation, was 
recent, raw, and stinging in my mind; I had felt every word as 
accurately as I had heard it plainly, and a passion of 
resentment fomented now within me” (43; ch. 4). The only time 
she lets her feelings take over her, is when Mrs. Reed 
downgrades her in front of a stranger that she has never met 
before. Unlike Bertha’s outgoingness, Jane is more reserved 

and does not have a friend until she is 11. Jane has always 
been less obvious about her feelings, and tends to choose to 
cry alone than to yell at others to fix her problems. Once she 
becomes more experienced, Jane regards her mind over her 
heart and is less likely to blow up at people the way that she 
used to when she was still a little girl. She is still passionate, 
though, and is used to a more simple way of living because of 
her years at Lowood.

Bertha begins her journey with overwhelming extravagance 
and independence but ends with crazed solitude. Jane starts 
her journey with passionate solitude but ends with 
independence and a family. Jane’s and Bertha’s journeys 
travel in opposite directions parallel to each other. Bertha and 
Mr. Rochester’s marriage can be inferred to have happened 
about 20 years before his marriage with Jane. This would 
mean that when the independent Bertha’s true qualities start 
manifesting and her rude personality starts to become an 
issue, Jane would have been a young girl still living at 
Gateshead. At that point in time, Jane would have been 
completely dependent on Mrs. Reed, passionate about what 
she believed in but dependent on books for happiness. By the 
time Bertha becomes insane and grows more reliant on her 
husband, Jane would have been at Lowood or had been about 
to start her journey there. As a young girl away from her 
invidious family, she would start to make friends and grow 
more independent while becoming more trusting of those 
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around her. She would also start putting more faith in her 
logical reasoning instead of her heart and passion. By the time 
Jane becomes a mature young adult and starts to work at 
Thornfield, Bertha Mason is completely secluded, and 
dependent and kept away from the entire family. At this point, 
Jane tends to be calmer while Bertha is clinically proven to be 
insane. Jane’s sense of family starts to develop at this time 
and she gets close to the Fairfax family while Bertha is 
physically being kept from the rest of the residents of the 
house. It is after Bertha’s death, that Jane is truly independent. 
By the time Bertha has thrown herself off the building, Jane 
has a job where she is able to make herself money. She also 
inherits money from a dead relative that is enough for her to 
fully take care of herself. At that point, she is even emotionally 
mature enough to realize that she wants to spend her life with 
her family and not live on her own, which she shows by giving 
a share of her inheritance to her cousins without being asked.

In Jane Eyre, Bertha may have only been relevant for a short 
period, but her actions highlight Jane’s character development 
from being a naive, passionate child into an independent, 
mature young adult. 
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This Girl  
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Laurel School  
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

This Girl
She is an artist with her fingers coated in paint

that merely graze the surface of her canvas 
and her canvas is the pavement 

  
She is a poet not with words but with emotions 

bottled up inside for her own protection  
though the glass is only as strong as a body fragrant 

  

She is a song whose notes can transfix a skeptic 
with the sweet sounds of sugar coated lies 

created solely for your entertainment 
  

I am not this girl  
I am this story 

Her story 
A story of imagination vs. human creation 

A story of all that could be vs. reality 
I am her story that will finally be told  

And I’m going to tell everyone  
  

You see, this girl is a criminal with a long history 
of do’s and don’ts and will’s and won’ts 

outlining a wanted poster with a picture of me  
for not even she knows her own identity  

  
Her misconduct was in challenging the construct 

that she had to grow up tall like a maple tree 
rooted into the ground she would one day be buried in  

  
Confronting conformity was her first priority 

on a childish list written in green sidewalk chalk 
drawn to perfection without the least bit of attention  

paid to the darkening sky of clouds about to cry  
soon trampled by the tears of her hopes and fears 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smudging each letter until every word washed away 
leaving the girl to stand in a puddle of chalky water 

making the girl sob even harder 
as she stood her ground facing the clouds in the pouring rain  

because they cry in public like her  
  

Singing for people who have no ears 
and dancing for people who have no eyes 
and cooking for people who cannot taste  

and empathizing with people who have no soul  
  

She takes refuge in my mirror to reflect on her misdeeds 
Banished from our world because she dared to dream
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anemophobia  
Poetry 
Grade: 11  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

anemophobia
anemophobia
[deaf havana]

Sometimes my brother decides not to breathe. I yelled at him 
last Saturday over bread and he dropped a piece of slightly 
roasted fish in my cup of water. I can hear the storm outside.

In summer lonely and buzzing I braid yellow shoelaces like 
friendship bracelets around my ankles. Feet swelled up like 
water balloons, rubber acrid when the wind blows.

The air in my bathroom is thick with grated skin, muddy in 
strips, scattered by huffs of breath from my nostrils. I look up 
and see the sky, can hear bells when the wind blows.

I am clutched in a storm at the art museum in Cleveland, 
wrapped in Roman tapestries, aloft and unafraid. I can float 
forever, spin in bare space when the wind blows.

I hold my breath when I run, scuttling, chest stiff. I can’t let go 
of this sick white heaving breath
like salt on roads in the not-winter not-spring slush, diffused 
when the wind blows.

I was 12 and scared of becoming wind. I could see the trees 
bending and trembling and I would bend and tremble. I don’t 
need to see air-like-river, I can hear the storm outside.
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flightless birds 
Poetry 
Grade: 11  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

flightless birds
1.  
every time I cough the plane coughs with me  
            exhaust a little stronger little dirtier 
seats and seats and seats chop the cabin  
            crooked like teeth, hungry like a mouth  
with every person that gets on I get a little heavier 
            I can feel them all sitting in my gut 
the older woman sitting to my left isn’t sleeping  
            I am watching her watch the sky 
we are a bird in the sky, slow, but not vacant 
            I want us to be a flamingo  
the plane hums and I hum along with it 
            the hum is not sleepy, the hum is alive  
surrounded by sky, surrounded by people  
            we are lonely 
  
2.  

flamingos and pink shrimp and styrafoam peanuts 
            my eyes are screwed, and I am dreaming of pink 
a mother has a green pillow around her neck and her baby is 
crying  
            the mother is also crying  
my mother left me here, not forever, but the plane is shaking  
            I am shaking and the woman next to me says nothing  
there is another plane on the opposite side of the world  
            we are digging parallel lines into the sky 
  
3.  
at home my brother tells me flamingos can’t fly 
            I lift my arms and beat them against the air 
I stand there for hours flapping, eyes closed  
            I lift my legs one at a time  
I point my toes and bend my knees 
            I pretend that I am flying
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Lord Venkateshwara Temple, India  
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 11  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Lord Venkateshwara Temple, India
I

Hinduism is a way of life, my dad says. You cannot convert to 
Hinduism because it’s not the way you pray each morning, 
euphorically suffocated in the burning whiffs of incense, nor is 
it the holidays you celebrate, bored through prayers, revived 
only when the dhol comes out. It is the way you take money 
from family members you’ve never seen before, right hand 
reaching, left hand supporting it, humbly bent at the waist; it is 

the way you step into a just-bought house, grazing the 
doorframe and then your face with both hands, asking god for 
blessings in your new life. It cannot be taught nor can it be 
forgotten; it is who you are.

II

I trudge up the weathered cement pathway, weaving through 
sweat-clad pilgrims, eyes flickering up and down, not sure 
whether to focus on the path itself, dangerously uneven with 
stones protruding in the most inconvenient ways, or to focus 
on my mother ahead of me, never once glancing back to make 
sure that we’re ok. I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to see 
the beautiful temple, somehow both pristine and travelled by 
hundreds of people each day, shimmering against the 
unyielding sun, or Lord Venkateshwara, roped in garlands of 
marigold and tulasi, decked in yards of burning red and orange 
silk, or the carvings in the stone walls, images of grotesquely 
crooked half-clothed men and women, sensually jutting out 
their hips and chest to different sides.

I

“When are you going to shower during our overnight trip to 
Washington D.C.?” I asked.

“Definitely in the nights,” they answer. I expected some to 
shower then, but not all, especially my one Indian friend. Don’t 

Gold Key

TEJAL 
PENDEKANTI



105

her parents make her shower in the mornings, ranting about 
the necessity to start the day clean and fresh, shedding 
yesterday’s filth for a new tomorrow? Don’t they force her to 
wake up thirty minutes earlier to dig deep into her body, 
scrubbing away sins, so she can sit next to them in morning 
prayers? Don’t they ingrain into her mind that only those who 
are pure and clean get the luxury of invoking god’s power?

Doesn’t all of India believe this? Or is it just my family?

But before I said anything, I realized that she was Muslim, and 
the rest of my classmates were Christian, and I was Hindu, 
and my life was much different than theirs.

II

I don’t know where we are going or how we will get there. I’ve 
been blindly following my mother and brother for the past three 
hours. This walking increasingly exhausts me because the 
awnings are few and sporadic. The sun is vicious, bearing 
down on us since dawn without hesitation. It doesn’t emit the 
kind of topical heat that simply warms you; no, it produces heat 
that travels into you, straight to your bone, boiling it at its very 
core, until it’s so hot that even moving creates friction between 
the bone and your organs, burning you up even more. The 
type of heat that seeps into your brain like a drug, but not the 
kind of drug that makes your fingers twitch or your eyes dart 
involuntarily from one corner to the other to the next. It’s the 

drug that slowly makes you lose all function in your brain and 
limbs; so gradually, it’s almost unexpected that you cannot get 
out of you seat in the dhaba, suddenly too accustomed to 
sedentary life.

Or maybe, it’s not the sun, maybe it’s the clothes I am wearing. 
Even though it is by far the hottest day of the summer, I am still 
forced to wear black leggings and a full sleeve white kurti, 
accompanied by a cotton undershirt. Leggings, because shorts 
are too provocative. This is a temple of god, not a place for me 
to bare my body; although I am American, I am expected to 
have some decency. Kurti, because it is normal Indian attire; 
I’m not allowed to stand out as a foreigner, even though my 
refusal to submit to their lewd stares, filled with curiosity and 
lust, even here, even at a temple, already outs me. Cotton 
undershirt, because my kurti is too transparent, and I cannot 
show my bra because I should not attract attention to my body. 
The very fact that I am a woman brings their stares to me, 
eyes running from hair to feet, judging and assessing. But I am 
covered.

I

I was now dressed in a kurti, shoving tight bangles on my 
wrists, draping my dupatta over my right shoulder, impractical 
but beautiful. I slipped on my shoes, golden heels elevating me 
just half-an-inch. I was ready to leave, but my mother stopped 
me before I reached the door. She held a small packet of 
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decorative bhindis and pushed one on my forehead, not giving 
me time to dodge her nimble hand. I was attending an Eid 
party, a holy day for Muslims. Sitting amongst them with a 
bhindi, the mark of a Hindu, seemed sacrilegious. However, 
before I could protest, she looked deep into my eyes, hoping 
this message would stay in my heart forever: “You are Hindu. I 
don’t care if it’s a Muslim party—be proud of your culture and 
heritage even in their midst.”

I walked into my friend’s party, bhindi shimmering in the warm 
light of family and friends.

II

We pass rooms, huge rooms, filled with people and money. 
This temple rakes in thousands of rupees each day, acquiring 
money from tickets to hundi donations. My great-aunt tells me 
that there are people in there counting the money, but I cannot 
see them. They’re drowned in more money than I can imagine, 
stacks of cash and bins of coins.

“What do they do with the money?”

“The government controls it all. They give money to the temple 
to maintain it and the rest to poor people.”

But she doesn’t know for sure. They could do whatever what 
they wanted, the government and the people in the room. They 
could take it all, while stating that they’re attending to the 

government’s needs, and we would never know. In fact, the 
government has taken the money for themselves, while 
promising to help people in need. But we must blindly trust 
them, and hope they do what is right.

I

My mother will play “Hanuman Chalisa” each morning. I will 
not hear it while rushing in the morning, too busy making cups 
of chai while simultaneously ironing my shirt; instead, I will 
listen to it while sitting in the car. I will not understand what the 
singer says or what it means to me, but the rhythm is 
nostalgic, as if I have known it since birth.

II

We’re standing in front of the god, able to peer behind the 
curtain. The guard whispers to us, just us, to peek behind the 
curtain, pulling it back only three inches. It’s a rare chance. We 
happened to be the very first people in line; we happened to 
be stopped; we happened to be next to a guard kind enough to 
do this for us. Behind the curtain is a statue of Venkateshwara, 
the most beautiful one in India. It is supposed to be carved 
from sona, plated in precious stones heavy enough to drown 
someone. It is supposed to be so polished and clean that you 
must be careful looking at it because one glance, inconsistent 
sunlight reflecting off its body, could blind you. It is supposed to 
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be nine feet in height, towering over the priests, asserting its 
authority to all.

In that moment, I have the chance to see the icon closer and 
longer than people who travel here their whole life. They have 
waited to see priests bathe the god in gallons of goat milk, 
white froth cascading down the ridges of His crown, other 
pandits encasing Him in the fumes of incense, spreading the 
smell of sweet burning. I have this chance in front of me, but I 
close my eyes. I believe that praying, eyes closed, hands 
folded into each other, head obediently tilted down, is the 
correct response. But I am wrong. The guard tells me to open 
my eyes, but I cannot hear him over the grunts of the visitors 
behind us and the commands of other guards. By the time I 
realize my mistake, it is too late. The first wave of people is 
gone, and our guard pushes us away from the statue, thralls of 
people shoving past us already.

In that moment, I am not heartbroken; disappointed, yes, but 
not terribly upset. But I will be. I will wish that I could have 
seen it because I will want answers. I will need to know what I 
believe in, who I believe in, why I believe in it. I will know that 
this is the one time I could have gotten answers, but I closed 
my eyes.
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Generation Z 
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Bay Village High School  
Instructor: Zach Greenberg

Generation Z
What have you done?
Bang
Bang
While everyone scrambled to make sense of the impossible
Praying and grieving and hoping and conceiving
ways to cope with the world crumbling around their very eyes
I sat a fat little babe
with no recollection of this horrible day

Suddenly my future was snatched away
by the hands of a man who was so filled with hate
That he took and destroyed
And didn’t fully recognize the catastrophic consequences he’d 
create
We will never feel safe

Our entire future has been shaped by the echo of a memory 
we don’t have

All the while we grew
And vaguely we knew
That some bad things had happened before we were two
Things that shaped the future we had
Where good friends could be hated because they wore 
scarves on their heads

All the while we grew
In this world that was new
With technology in our chubby little hands
and a war overseas that we had never seen and
didn’t quite understand

But we knew that it has never ceased
And can’t remember a time when we were at peace
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Peace
It’s a strange concept
To these children
Growing taller every day
aching for a voice
to harmonize with their country
But not quite there
Forced to live with the repercussions once again

-But that’s okay.
We’re used to it.
We’ve put up with worse.

Much worse.

Can’t remember a time when we could sit through algebra 
class
Without wondering if it could be our last
And calculating the deaths of our friends who with a bang
Become just another statistic

Somehow this is our “normal”

-But that’s okay

We’re used to it.

We’ve put up with worse.
Much worse.
Thank God we have all of these thoughts and prayers to get us 
through these unacceptable affairs

We are the children with bullet holes being treated with band-
aids

Cut the shit and get us some real help

Kids are dying because they just can’t live
They’re sick and need help that you won’t give
Yes if we really get down to fixing the problem it’s going to hurt 
and it won’t be pretty
but that’s how the truth has always been
Our water is rancid
Our city’s a mess
The whole world is backwards
However, I digress

We’ll turn it around
We will join hands and sing

We’ve watched you as babies
And know you should have listened to the King
Hate won’t cure Hate
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Love is the only thing

We’re done shutting down and hoping the problems will fix 
themselves
We are ready with open minds and loving arms
to embrace a new world where things make just a little more 
sense
And are just a little bit less of a mess
Where kids aren’t dying because they can’t take the stress
Love is the only cure we haven’t tried yet
And although you may tell us it’s a mistake
Sorry
you had your chance
this one is ours to make

It’s a risk we’ll have to take

We are the children who have to save our Great Nation while 
we can still call it that

We’re the custodians cleaning up the mess you made
Praying to God that it’s not too late
But knowing that somehow we will find a way

Just wait and see

You’ll see

In the meantime, don’t mind me
And if you’re wondering who these children may be
The ones who will resurrect our country
You can call us generation Z
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Poetry 
Grade: 11  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Icarus
My mother tells me  
you have left us here to drown. 
Fool. Did you think I would write you  
sweetly, doused in falsity?  
I would not rot my teeth  
on lies like yours - fool. 
Did you think my night starless?  
Bitter? Did you forget -  

the taste of the moon, 
hung and dripping from expanse; 
love-bitten, trust-bitten?  
I hope you burn. 
I hope those wings of yours 
leave scars curling down  
your spine: you are right. 
I am not the sun. Still,  
wax walks in rivulets 
across the bend of your back. 
Fool. Fool. This hole in me  
cracks with my own raging storm, 
my own moon - fingertips 
dancing with waves. 
I do not need your teeth bared, 
maw bursting with maggots. 
I am my own trembling driftwood. 
I will sail myself 
to shore.
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Huckleberry Finn: A Critique of Southern Society 
Critical Essay 
Grade: 11  
University High School  
Instructor: Scott Boehnen

Huckleberry Finn: A Critique of 
Southern Society
The Reconstruction Era was one of the most tumultuous 
periods in American history. African Americans were free, yet 
not equal. The rampant racism that had permeated American 
culture for centuries still existed, and the same Antebellum 
arguments of black inferiority were still used to justify it. 
Society was rife with corrupt ideals and racist thought. This is 
the era, the society, into which Mark Twain released 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. It is with this context that one 
can better understand the novel’s groundbreaking nature and 
deconstruct the subtleties of Twain's arguments. Huckleberry 
Finn is not simply the silly adventure story it first appears to be, 
but a scathing criticism of Reconstruction Era southern society. 
Huck’s growth from one who conforms to what society tells him 
to do into one who follows what his beliefs tell him to do 
reveals the inherent flaws in Twain’s society. After all, Huck is 
the likable protagonist of the story, so if he grows to shun the 
society around him, then there must be fundamental flaws in 
that society. Twain’s genius lies in his portrayal of Huckleberry 
Finn as a seemingly inconsequential children's book. This 
dampens the negative impact that saying such controversial 
ideas could have, while also getting his progressive message 
across to the most easily influenced denomination, children. 
He shows that Huck begins as an ignorant boy subscribing to 
society’s racism, but then develops him into a man who follows 
what his heart tells him to do. In Mark Twain’s Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn, Huck shows significant moral character 
development through his relationship with Jim which severs his 
bonds with the racist society around him.

Huckleberry Finn begins as an ignorant child who follows 
society’s racist views. A person's consciousness is defined by 
the people around them. At the beginning of Huck Finn, Miss 
Watson, Tom Sawyer, and Pap all serve as influential figures 
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around Huck. In other words, these three impress their 
opinions and viewpoints on Huck, swaying what he determines 
as right and wrong and shaping his consciousness. Though 
they are vastly different in many ways, all three hold views in 
line with those of southern society. Miss Watson owns a slave, 
Pap goes on a racist rant, even Tom shows his true nature 
when it comes to freeing Jim at the end of the novel. Keeping 
this in mind, it is no wonder Huck holds the ignorant viewpoint 
he does. Miss Watson, the proper southern lady; Pap, his 
father; and Tom, his idol—all reinforce his belief in black 
inferiority.

Huck's racism can be inferred from the society he grew up in, 
but he shows evidence of it as well. While alone on the island 
with Jim he puts a dead snake on Jim’s blanket, and when his 
prank backfires by attracting a live one he covers his mistake 
up. “Then I slid out quiet and throwed the snakes clear among 
the bushes; for I warn’t going to let Jim find out it was all my 
fault, not if I could help it” (Twain, 64). Huck is putting Jim in a 
life threatening situation and causing him immense pain, but 
he doesn't even consider apologizing. To him, Jim simply isn't 
worth the effort. He ranks lower than Huck on the social ladder, 
and therefore the mere idea of taking responsibility for his 
actions does not cross his mind. An even more significant 
incident occurs during an argument with Jim over King 
Solomon and languages. In this debate Jim shows his strong 
intellect and reasoning skills, and although his French 

argument is wrong due to his lack of formal education, it is 
logical. Huck on the other hand, simply parrots what his 
society has told him is true and offers no real 
counterargument. When Huck begins to lose, he says “I never 
seen such a nigger” (Twain, 89) and “I see it warn’t no use 
wasting words— you can't learn a nigger to argue. So I 
quit” (Twain 90). Huck recognizes he has been beat, but 
instead of admitting defeat or gaining any insight from Jim’s 
intelligent argument, he defaults to racism. No matter how 
smart Jim proves himself to be, at this point Huck still cannot 
accept him for anything but lesser than him. He is still morally 
aligned with society's beliefs. Twain shows Huck’s early racism 
in other ways as well. The illustrations on pages 29 and 54 
expresses Huck and Jim’s budding relationship without a 
single word spoken. They depict Jim on his knees with Huck 
standing over him. This does not show a relationship of friends 
or family, but of slave and master.

As the book progresses, Huckleberry Finn begins to show 
signs of moral development as he grows closer to Jim and 
questions his society. The first major sign of change appears in 
Huck’s reaction to getting separated from Jim in the fog. 
Similarly to the incident with the snake, Huck plays a cruel joke 
at Jim’s expense. However this time, Huck reacts differently. 
The experiences Huck has shared with Jim throughout the 
course of the novel have changed him, and instead of skirting 
responsibility and acting as though Jim is beneath him, he 
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apologizes. Twain writes, “It was fifteen minutes before I could 
work myself up to go and humble myself to a nigger— but I 
done it, and warn’t ever sorry for it afterwards niether. I didn't 
do him no more mean tricks, and I wouldn't done that one if I’d 
a known it would make him feel that way” (Twain, 95). Huck is 
finally beginning to see Jim as a friend, an equal, and from this 
he is led to question his society and question himself. He is still 
largely intertwined with society and its beliefs, but in 
apologizing to an African American he takes the first step 
towards real growth. A second sign of change comes in Huck’s 
encounter with slave catchers. This pivotal scene shows a 
major internal conflict between Huck’s consciousness and 
heart. He begins to question the morality of his actions, 
eventually siding with society's prejudices and coming to the 
conclusion that he should turn Jim in. He thinks, “My 
conscience got stirring me up hotter and hotter than ever, until 
at last I says to it, ‘Let up on me— It ain’t too late yet— I’ll 
paddle ashore at the first light, and tell’” (Twain, 111). Huck’s 
heart has seemingly lost the battle and he has reverted to his 
old ways. However soon after, he meets the slave catchers, 
and when his decision is put to the test he defends Jim. The 
reader can draw important conclusions from this. Huck is in 
moral and emotional disarray. He is being torn between his 
society and beliefs, and unlike the early portions of the book, 
his heart wins. The conclusions Huck draws from this 
experience is even more significant. Upon analyzing his 

feelings, he decides that he would have felt just as bad no 
matter what decision he made, and decides that “I wouldn't 
bother no more about it, but after this always do whichever 
come handiest at the time” (Twain, 113). Huck is beginning to 
throw away society’s notions of right and wrong, of good and 
bad, and creating his own ambiguous moral code. He has 
reached a sort of easy middleground, halfway between what 
his heart and what his society tells him is right. This idea of 
simply doing whatever comes easiest is entirely unique to 
Huck. It is not drawn from his father, his society, or even from 
Jim. It shows an advance into moral maturation and growth, 
and is only possible through the way his relationship with Jim 
made him question his old line of beliefs. It is important to 
understand, however, that Huck is not entirely separated from 
societal thought. In accordance with this belief, if what society 
would do is easiest, then he will still take that route.

At the climax of the novel, Huck finally fully casts off his 
societal bonds and develops into an independent man 
following his own values. After Huck discovers Jim has been 
sold, he is faced with the most important decision of his life. 
Does he follow his conscience, damning his friend to servitude, 
or follow his heart, abandoning the culture he has known since 
birth? In the end, Huck says “I was a trembling, because I’d 
got to decide, forever, between two things, and I knowed it. I 
studied for a minute, sort of holding my breath, and then says 
to myself ‘all right then I’ll go to Hell’” (Twain, 223). Throughout 
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Huckleberry Finn Huck has consistently relied on Jim. At first, it 
was because he was just as much a runaway as Jim was, and 
he couldn't turn himself in. As they moved further down the 
river, Jim served as a companion and helper along his journey. 
But at this point, Huck has no real tangible reason to help Jim 
other than their friendship. He is far enough away from his 
home that he no longer needs to fear being caught, and the 
King and the Duke are no longer an issue. So why doesn't 
Huck let Jim be? After all, in accordance with his old moral 
code, it would almost certainly be easier to fall back into 
society’s racism and stop being an outcast than to commit the 
most heinous crime in southern society and go through all the 
work to break Jim out of bondage. The answer lies in Huck’s 
constant growth. He has moved beyond his middleground of 
doing whatever is easiest and ignoring “right” and “wrong” to 
being able to choose what he feels is he must do. If he is truly 
to follow his feelings and save his friend, he must take the hard 
right over the easy wrong; must actively go against his society 
even if he believes it is the “wrong” thing to do. Here Twain is 
making a poignant remark on the nature of southern society. If 
a young boy is forced to do something that he believes will 
sacrifice himself to eternal damnation in order to save his 
friend, then there is clearly something badly broken in the 
world around him.

Critics argue that Huck shows regression in the final chapters 
of the book due to his participation in and acceptance of Tom’s 

racist actions. Huck is undoubtedly a changed man after his 
crisis of consciousness at the climax of the novel. However, to 
the dismay of many readers and literary experts, the book 
continues on in a seemingly unnecessary side plot about 
breaking Jim out of bondage. Many argue that these last 
chapters show Huck relapsing into his old racist societal views, 
pointing to Huck's submission to Tom’s cruel and overly 
complicated escape plan as evidence of regression. Tom and 
Huck’s actions are undoubtedly inhumane, however if one 
were to put himself in Huck’s shoes, they may find his behavior 
understandable. Upon setting out to free Jim, Huck is 
desperate. He has learned his closest friend could be lost to 
him forever, and has just made a life changing decision about 
his core belief system. Then Tom appears, and to Huck’s 
astonishment, agrees to free Jim. Twain writes “Only I couldn't 
believe it. Tom Sawyer a nigger stealer!” (Twain, 235). To 
Huck, his childhood idol, the boy who always knows what to 
do, has come to the same conclusion about society and racism 
as Huck has. With Huck still reeling over his life changing 
moral decision, he is unable to make the connection between 
the boy he once idolized and the racist society he represents. 
After all, Tom had seemingly just admitted to having made the 
same moral decision as Huck, so it would be logical to rely on 
him when freeing Jim. Once Tom’s heinous escape plan is 
underway, Huck begins to notice something is wrong and is 
vocal in his complaints, saying things like “Confound it, it's 
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foolish, Tom” (Twain, 250) and “Don’t do nothing of the kind; 
it’s one of the most jackass ideas I ever struck” (Twain, 255). 
Huck, blinded by his confusion as to how to view this 
seemingly reformed Tom and puzzled as to how to act upon 
his new morals, still frequently complains to Tom. Huck trusting 
Tom is certainly a mistake, but there is a fine line between a 
newly reformed man stumbling to accept that his childhood idol 
has not changed as he has, and a man returning to his racist 
views and accepting his corrupt society’s moral outlook. At no 
point does Huck consciously make the decision to return to his 
old ways. He always works toward the noble goal of freeing 
Jim. Huck’s mischaracterization of Tom only serves to make 
him into a more believable and sympathetic character, as he 
makes the same mistakes anyone in his position would.

The final paragraph of Huckleberry Finn definitively proves that 
he does not revert to his old views. Critics of Twain’s work are 
quick to point out the mistake Huck makes in trusting Tom, but 
shy away from analyzing his much more significant conclusion 
that comes after it. In the final paragraph of Huck Finn, Twain 
writes, “But I reckon I got to light out for the Territory ahead of 
the rest, because aunt Sally she’s going to adopt me and 
sivilize me and I can't stand it. I been there before” (Twain, 
296). The first key idea here is the notion of Huck escaping 
from civilization. To Huck, the Territory represents freedom the 
oppressive ideals of society he has tried so hard to escape. 
Out there in the wild country, he can express his beliefs 

without fear of hatred or scorn. Only through escaping from 
civilization can Huck with his radical beliefs find peace. This 
disproves the argument that the last chapters of the book show 
regression. After all, if Huck truly has gone back to conforming 
to society, then why would he not return to society in the end? 
From the phrase “ahead of the rest” another important 
conclusion can be inferred. “The rest” is likely Tom Sawyer, 
implying that Huck has realized Tom’s true nature and 
allegiance with society and wants no part with him. The 
revelation that Tom had been keeping Jim’s freedom a secret 
exposes Tom for the racist he truly is. Tom never diverges from 
society at all in helping Jim, and realizing this, Huck can no 
longer accept him as a friend. It is this perverse secret that 
proves to be the tipping point and sends Huck over the edge 
and into the Territory instead of back to civilization. (Morrison). 
If Huck truly had fully submitted himself to Tom and still 
idolized him, then why would Huck leave Tom behind and 
continue on without him?

Twain clearly had a deep understanding of the corrupt society 
around him, and set out to write Huckleberry Finn with an 
agenda in mind. He carefully crafted the intimate story of a boy 
becoming a man, a racist becoming unprejudiced, a conformist 
becoming an individual, craftily hiding a critique of society and 
profound tale of morality in the shell of a silly children's book. 
Twain had great foresight. He hoped that society would follow 
the same trajectory as Huck did, growing and shedding its 
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corruption and intolerant ways. Huck’s development is the 
development Twain hoped all men would take. Twain's 
message is clear. Do not conform to society just because it is 
what everyone else does. The individual’s ideals are 
oftentimes more correct than those of the masses. The 
relationship one has with others shapes their perception of the 
world. And most importantly of all—always trust in your beliefs 
over your conscience.
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Thank You Note to The Only One Who 
Stayed

quiet killer

When I am six years old and at the ice rink, my dad dares me 
to do an axel, so naturally, I try it. I’ve always been 
competitive. I’m scared as my feet find air, terrified when I 
don’t hear the clean slice of my blade on the ice. Instead: the 
familiar hiss of a caught toe-pick. The thump of my skate. My 

back is on the ice, timbered ceiling lights blinding, and I think I 
can already feel the galaxy of bruises forming on my calf.My 
dad laughs. I fall all the time, but this one feels different than 
the others; it’s not gone from my mind as soon as I brush off 
my tights and stand up. It stays, lingering, unwanted, like a fly 
buzzing at my ear. I cry for the rest of open skate. I practice 
every day for the next week, until my axel is clean and I land 
on two steady feet.

When I am eight years old, I compete in the. Great Second 
Grade Math Race: a competition created by my classmates 
when they realized Prajwal and I consistently tied for perfect 
scores in every multiplication timed test. Every Tuesday, we 
race each other to complete each week’s exam the fastest. 
Whoever wins the majority of the times tables by the end of the 
year is deemed the champion. I’m frustrated over seven times 
nine when the boys erupt into cheers. I know Prajwal’s finished 
without a second thought. My pencil drops to the ground as 
quickly as my heart falls to my stomach. My friends try to 
comfort me, I’m too frustrated, Prajwal tells me that I won’t 
beat him, I can’t beat him, because I’m a girl, and girls are 
supposed to stay home and make him sandwiches. Two 
weeks later, the victory pencil is mine. I hope his loser 
sandwich tastes like crap.

In elementary school, I’m shy but I’m determined. I don’t talk 
much, except to my best friend (but she doesn’t really talk 
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either. It’s why we’re friends.) My dad raised me to work first, 
play later. I have this steely concentration, eyes ahead and 
focused on the prize, quiet killer.

Killer

When I am eleven years old at my parent-teacher conference, 
it’s the first time my advisor doesn’t praise me. My teachers 
have never had anything bad to say, six years of compliment 
sessions. This year, he is asking probing questions about my 
life at home, about my body, my exercise regimen. The room 
we’re in feels sterile. The white paint is chilling, ghastly. My 
eyes roam the bare walls for a sign of comfort, something 
familiar that I can grasp onto. This feels more like an 
interrogation than a conversation.

Quote: “My only concern is her gym grade, she barely passed. 
Some people aren’t meant to be athletes, and you know, it’s 
not a bad thing, I just … I don’t see you going down that track, 
you aren’t quite athletic. Which is fine, you’re smart, you’re 
just, I don’t think, not very capable at sports.” I know the filler 
words replace what he means: you’re not good enough.

I pick up a tennis racquet the following week. I become the 
MVP and team captain.

When I am thirteen years old, I cry over a ninety-nine percent 
in math. It was the stupid negative that got me, slipped away 

just like that hundred percent now had, again. I hole myself in 
my bedroom, muffle my sobs with my comforter. It’s ironic 
really, crying into a comforter isn’t very comforting. I don’t want 
to talk to anyone right now. I’m interrupted from my self-pity 
session by my dad, who so kindly informs me that I’m not 
“smart enough for a perfect on a math test.” I do not respond; 
next week, the clickof magnets on the refrigerator and a blood 
red one-hundred percent will say it all.

In Middle School, I still do not have many friends. I spend 
recess in the bathroom. My friends today tell me that in sixth 
grade, they tried to talk to me, and I couldn’t bring myself to 
even utter one word in response. But, in seventh grade, I am 
elected to Student Council. In eighth grade, I am Vice 
President. I sing. I dance. I act. I debate. I play piano. I win the 
state spelling bee and the Ohio Water Association uses my 
science fair project to combat the Lake Erie algal outbreak. 
Everybody talks. Quiet killer grows up, killer.

SELF KILLER

When I am fifteen years old, I work in a lab, constantly trying 
not to knock over miniscule vials of ridiculously expensive 
HeLa cells. My confidence is still shaky, but my mentors 
reassure me that I do in fact belong here. Lily has other ideas. 
An attempt at hushed whispers joins the latex crackle of gloves 
on the freezer and the popof the door as it opens. She was 
never good at being quiet.
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“God, Sejal is so, like, inept. Have you seen her Western 
Blots? The loading is so uneven. She can’t even do science! 
Why the f*ck did they want her in this lab again?”

The next time I do a Western Blot: even loading, four rows of 
protein infinitely straighter than I will ever be.

When I am sixteen, my AP Language and Composition teacher 
assigns us an essay about mastery. It’s nine p.m. and all I 
have is a blank Word document and two pages of messy free-
writing that isn’t even relevant anymore. This essay is not 
going anywhere. In the background, my dad is rambling about 
how I’mnot going anywhere. I’m not smart enough, not 
talented enough, not athletic enough, not good enough. I’ll 
never get into college. He went to the MIT and Harvard of 
India, and what I am doing? Focusing on my sexuality instead 
of my education. I’m confused. Have I studied for the PSAT? 
No, I’m taking it too lightly. But also, remember to get a one-
hundred percent in all of your classes and do every singular 
extracurricular and hold leadership positions and do service 
and play sports and have a social life and spend time with your 
family and —

“What are you working on that you’re so distracted and not 
listening to me?”

“Uh, my essay that’s due tomorrow”

“It’s 9 pm and you’re not even done yet? How are you going to 
finish? I swear, I taught you to be excellent at things, and what 
do you go and do? Be mediocre at, like, two things”

You’re not a master at anything.

I am more determined than ever to finish this essay (that I still 
don’t have a topic for). I will prove my dad wrong. It’s what I 
love to do. I love being right, but especially so when no one 
else thinks I am. I realize, then, that I thought was sixteen 
years of wasted tears and useless frustration has actually 
been the strongest succor in my life. In my dictionary, the 
definition of you can’t is I will.

In Upper School, I spend most of my time hating myself, 
slipping quietly into depression quicksand, succumbing to my 
self-doubt and intrusive thoughts. I am a failure. Killer fades, 
self-killer. I live in the state of self-deprecation, find comfort in 
my sadness. I am afraid of change, and the only constant in 
my life is the unparalleled faith I have in myself. It’s interesting, 
the girl with low self-esteem and too many mental illnesses is 
actually a master at believing in herself.

It’s true. Every time someone told me I can’t, I do. I don’t them 
need them to believe in me, because I have an innate trust in 
myself. It is no question that I have evolved into someone 
completely different from the high-ponytailed, pink leotard 
singles skater at the Midtown rink. Still, throughout every 
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phase in my life—quiet killer, killer, self-killer—I have always 
known that I do not need others’ confidence; in fact, its 
absence has been a driving factor of my ambition. Even when I 
think I can’t do it, I’m not good enough, I won’t do it, a little part 
of me knows I can, and I do. This self-assurance has been 
there, vested deep in the hollows of my soul, for insecurity, for 
panic attacks, for Prajwal, for my sixth grade advisor, for Lily, 
for my father, for myself.

So,

to the little girl who thought she couldn’t: you’re actually the 
woman who has always known she can.
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The Crusade against Pronouns: A War 
We Should Not Need to Fight
My sister asks me on a cloudy September night why Charlotte 
cut her (his) hair short and now goes by Chase. I explain to her 
what it means to be transgender, correct her misconceptions 
gently, and endure all of her curious questions. At the end of it, 
she shrugs and says “Okay, why’s it such a big deal?”

She understands; she accepts. She’s only ten years old.

II

The sickening truth of today’s reality is that many adults are 
not as understanding as my fifth-grade sister was that night. 
Abigail Shrier, in “The Transgender Language War,” published 
in The Wall Street Journal, asserts that addressing 
genderqueer people[1]with their preferred pronouns is an 

infringement on freedom of speech and freedom of religion for 
those opposed to the gender-expansive community. Shrier 
even declares a violation of her First Amendment 
Constitutional rights, specifically citing laws passed by 
California and New York state legislatures that impose fines or 
jail-time on those who willfully and repeatedly use someone’s 
incorrect pronouns (Shrier). As an ally to the genderqueer 
community, I disagree both morally and on the basis of factual 
and logical flaws in her argument.

Throughout the article, Shrier maintains a transphobic attitude 
and fails to advocates for genderqueer rights. If she refuses to 
use any titles or names that clash with her beliefs, fine. But 
Shrier makes a specific point to demonstrate she only feels 
this way about genderqueer pronouns: “In most contexts, I 
would have no problem addressing others in any manner they 
chose” (Shrier). This inherently transphobic statement fuels my 
disagreement. Genderqueer identities are valid, and as an 
activist for LGBT+ rights, I refuse to tolerate any ignorance 
against a community who has fought so hard for and 
absolutely deserves equality. The gender identity that one feels 
most comfortable with is not ground for discrimination; at the 
end of the day, we all bleed the same crimson blood.

Moreover, Shrier victimizes herself and excessively asserts her 
cisgender privilege, exacerbating the non-acceptance of 
“traditional” gender identities. Shier claims her rights to 
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freedom of speech and religion are denied, but she goes on to 
deny the rights andentire existence of over 1.4 million people 
(Flores et al) by refusing to acknowledge their gender identity. 
This is complete ignorance to the privilege she is granted as a 
cisgender individual; Shrier victimizes herself by disputing the 
denial of her rights, but in turn denies those of millions of 
people who struggle to obtain basic access to gender-aligning 
restrooms daily, (“Transgender People And Bathroom Access”) 
have severe mental health issues, and die by suicide at far too 
elevated rates (Hassanein). Shrier has the elementary ability 
to use the restroom or walk down the street without attracting 
disgusted stares; her voice could have been a powerful 
advocate for the genderqueer community, and it is 
heartbreaking that she has decided to use her privilege to 
push them further into oppression.

Additionally, scientific data exhumes several falsities in Shrier’s 
argument, which claims “sex is both biological and binary, 
God’s purposeful creation, denial of this involves 
sacrilege.” (Shrier) According to a study published in the 
American Journal of Physiology, “sex is biologically 
determined” and “gender is culturally determined” through 
“behavioral, cultural, or psychological traits” (Torgrimson et al). 
Shrier is entitled to her opinion about the definitions of these 
terms, but she is disproved by scientific fact. Since gender and 
sex are not the same, they cannot both be defined based upon 
biological genitals. If gender is biological, as Shrier believes, it 

cannot be binary; intersex people concretely prove that there 
exist non-binary sexual organs. Claiming that gender is both 
biological and binary is incorrect — biological sex is inherently 
non-binary. Gender cannot possibly exist in a simultaneously 
binary and biological nature. Unfortunately, “God’s purposeful 
creation” (Shrier) is proved untrue by considerable scientific 
data. This contradiction in her argument creates a logical 
fallacy and fault in the credibility of her statement.

I do not believe that addressing genderqueer people with their 
preferred pronouns infringes on freedom of speech and 
religion. There is a difference between being unable to worship 
freely or state your opinion and having basic respect for the 
gender someone identifies with. Shrier is clearly able to 
express her thoughts and religion; she has literally written 
about it in The Wall Street Journal. Meanwhile, millions of 
genderqueer people face unwanted comments about their 
gender identity, legislature that inhibits their ability to be who 
they are, and denial of the most basic necessities. Shrier’s 
experience with discrimination is what the genderqueer 
community dreams of; how nice it would be if my worst 
encounter with prejudice was changing the pronouns I use to 
address someone. Instead, the reality that many genderqueer 
people, face is the fear of acceptance by friends and family. 
Thus, I advocate for more of the legislature that Shrier claims 
impedes her freedom. It is imperative that we have strict 
enforcement in place to combat the harsh discrimination and 
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erasure of genderqueer identities. In a country where we claim 
to promote liberty and justice for all, it is revolting that there still 
exists such widespread transphobia.

I

This is the only essay of mine that I have ever let my father 
read (terrifying, considering his xenophobic track record). I 
shake as I hand him the paper, vivid memories of how not-so-
well my coming out as gay to him went. He insists on reading 
it, insists “it will help us bond”.

At first, he’s silent. I’m scared. He looks up. I’m scared. He 
speaks. I’m scared.

“Why does she care so much? Just let people live.”

I’m shocked. There is a first time for everything. We talk about 
Chase. There is not mention of a single “she” or “her” pronoun. 
I’m proud.

So, Abigail Shrier, let me just say this. Maybe you should take 
a lesson from my father in equality. You need it that badly.

__________________________________________________
_______

[1]I use this term as an umbrella term for all “non-traditional” 
gender identities. Shrier uses “transgender” in her article but 
also mistakenly references non-binary and gender non-
conforming identities under this term. To use proper 
terminology, I will be referring to “genderqueer people.”
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dead
remember 
when you tugged on my heartstrings  
so roughly  
they snapped  
 
remember 
when you used only the moonlight  
to slip out of the question mark 
we were folded into  
 
remember 
when you said  
i would be just fine  
 
and i was just 
fine  
 

because you  
 
forgot 
that our invisible string  
was twice-looped and knotted  
tightly around my heart  
 
forgot 
that distance  
would weigh you down  
and leave me light (heartless)  
 
forgot 
that when you said i would be just fine  
because i would still bleed  
all the colors of your love  
that meant  
 
i didn’t bleed at all.
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baby, 2004
the day is here again.  
knuckles white, 
    contraction. 
hands squeezing, 
    contraction. 
push. 
    scream.  
push. 
    scream. 
push. 
nine months of 
ultrasound days 
and  
hospital stays, 
“i’m sorry, i don’t think she’ll make it”. 
you did, miracle. 
you were still born, 

stillborn. 
 
***
 
the day is here again. 
our father brings you another rattle,  
never used. 
our mother leaves a piece of herself. 
i do not cry, miracle.  
your gravestone is sinking into soft moss.  
you cannot see the year, 
anymore.  
    (baby, no date.) 
i do not leave flowers, 
anymore. 
i do not even remember what they named you, 
anymore. 



127

Tomorrow and in a Minute  
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Tomorrow and in a Minute
I begin
(as we all wish to believe we do)
ushered by the past
without being anachronistic,
that is to say
holding your breath
without dying.

I’m pressuring it all on paper,
as if parking words in tidy phrases
and looking at the land like Lewis and Clark,
as if it all
would answer my infinite prayers…
No, not prayers,
my desperate groveling,
begging the holy metropolis
(the deity of truth and modernity)
to be able to
peel back my skin and see that
my blood is not red
as the textbooks and teachers have told me,
but composed of light
and theory.

I can lock myself in the bands and stars
and forever hate
blue and red and white and blue and white and red and…
but then I would never have
wandered into this courtyard,
never have
stapled my thumb on accident
smeared blood on paper,
would never have
cut myself on

Gold Key
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that hum that hovers over homeland,
that eats only what you feed it,
and I feed it me.

But I can’t map that hum
like I can swear that I’ve
heard some spirit
lurking in my backyard,
counting graves
like an accountant…
I lied just now,
I’ve never seen a spirit.
But I’ve begged
and I’ve tried,
dressed up like one even,
to see if I could trick them,
to see if I could trick me.

I begin where it hurts,
underneath my nails,
where city dirt builds up like weary.
I’ve been scratching away at lottery tickets
and getting the romantic silver dust
stuck in my skin,
to remind me
just how unlucky I am,

just how much god doesn’t exist.

And I take my time
tomorrow and in a minute
because time doesn’t really matter
and tides conduct godly hums,
and cities bite down in syncopated beats,
and we all
count Mississippis
count who’s missing,
and graveyards pulse
as I swear I’ve seen them pulse.

So I press my pen on paper
and close my eyes
naïvely,
as if to connect with the nothingness
I know already exists in my
coffee,
skyscrapers,
fingernails…
What bad luck,
that I open my eyes
to see I’ve drawn a slumped line.
The arc of my subconscious,
my commute,
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the bend of my knee,
or most likely,
a tombstone.
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Tomorrow and in a Minute
Show me how to stretch
The night
In emerald bands
When I can’t sleep,
When I wander and you roar.

Remind me daily
Of the boots and horns
That pin bricked the land,
Punctured holes in black lungs,
Wheezed with patriotic colors
To remind me how to bellow
Red, white, and blue
On the rocks up north
Even when it’s too dark to see them.

Teach me winter

Frozen pond,
Slip slide
Long drive
How to crack ice
Stomp like my ancestors did
Blacken the night with ash
With green mist,
Release worry into wind
Scream.

Help me find sky blue paint,
Fifth isle, right on the shelf,
Help me repaint my roof
Imitate other skies, better ones,
Paint fences blue, and my eyes too
When the night descends
And we’re the only ones awake.
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Breathe In And Watch The Times 
Change, A Brief Overview Of A Short 
Time
Breathe In And Watch The Times Change

Not long ago the color white was
superior

The other colors were seen as
inferior
White men were on the very top
For them, everyone else
had to lay down and stop
You controlled us for so long
but because of that we
grew strong
We carved paths to break these bonds
Stop waving your color around like magic wands
It scares you that we
have come so far
It scares you to see how
powerful we are
So stop trying to close our door
You cannot oppress us anymore
In this new chapter, in this sequel
I will be written as your equal
I'll show you just where
I am from
Watch out because here I come

A Brief Overview Of A Short Time

I stand on glittering glass
The waves wash over me

Gold Key

MAYA SERNA
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I am a stone in a forgotten stream
Buried under years of dirt and memories
Shimmery sky sprinkles brushing my skin
And I turn my face to the infinity above
Remembering the times
That used to be mine
Monday night when the movies and memories are cheap
Skating on the crisp water hardened by the cold of the 
universe
Being every day under the omnipresent misty sky
Feeling the weight of the earth and the oceans
Knowing that we are young and have all the hours in the day
No need to hurry
Every new soul an influence and an adventure
Some come and go and some leave handprints in my mind 
and my body
New journeys and new ways
Even everyday life is exciting never to be traded for the slow 
repetition of the future
But then the inevitable will catch up to you
Sooner or later it always does
And you can fight it or accept it
You cannot control it but you can control the way you think 
about it
The world is yours if only you know how to dial your eyes to 
the right setting

I remember all this
Standing on the glittering glass
The waves wash over me
As I ascend to the unknown imagination of the human universe
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American Brother
American Brother

The drone of my fighter plane is my only friend me on this cold, 
dark September morning. Above me the sky is shrouded in 
clouds of ash. To all sides of me, the Pacific Ocean stretches 
endlessly.

The short messages and infrequent gray noise that 
accompanied me during the beginning of my flight no longer 

entertains through the gray headset snug tight between my 
ears. They vanished when no longer necessary, as every 
ounce of fueling, wiring, and energy on this plane has been 
meticulously calculated. The hum of my propeller is loud. The 
troubled gnawing of my thoughts are infinitely louder.

It’s been thirty minutes since I took off, and the deeper I am 
over the ocean, the fewer maneuvers I have to execute. I fall 
into the flight rhythm. I think about my destination.

I have never been to America, only read about it in books and 
seen Hollywood movies. My favourite movies? The Mission 
Impossible series. My father brought home the first one when I 
was eight years old. My sisters and I sat between my mother 
and father on our plush couch and watched in awe as the 
screen in front of us erupted in colors unimaginable to the 
innocent eye. After learning that this movie had been made in 
America, I had been even more excited to learn that my 
foreign exchange partner in school was going to be an 
American boy. I waited anxiously every day for his letter to 
arrive at my school, and when it did, I practically ran all the 
way home, burst through the door and began reciting the letter 
to my mum. I had only learned English for two years at my 
International Baccalaureate school, so my mum helped me 
with some words.

Dear Friend,

Gold Key
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I’m so excited to meet you!! Please tell me your name. I hope 
you are having a good day! My name is Dylan and I live in 
Chicago. Where do you live? Write back soon!

From,
Dylan

Immediately, I sat on my desk to write back to my friend, but I 
didn’t know how to start. I knew his name was Dylan, but my 
parents told me it was rude to call people by their first name. At 
school we used our last names, but I didn’t know his last 
name. I pondered this for a long time and sat with my pen 
poised to the page, the cogs of my little mind in deep 
concentration. Finally, I began.

Dear American Brother.

I told him my name (home name and American school name), 
and that I was also very excited to write with him and told him 
the province I lived. Of course I asked if he had seen Mission 
Impossible and then, on a second thought, questioned what 
his favourite movie was in case he hadn’t seen it.

I mailed the letter out the very next day, and even though my 
parents bought expedited shipping for me, the next letter came 
exactly two weeks after the first.

He started his letter, Dear Asian Brother.

He told me that he only had a sister and always wanted a 
brother and asked me if we could be best friends. Though my 
school only required us to write for the duration of the year, we 
continued writing to each other. Eventually, I sent Dylan a 
photograph of myself and he did the same to me. His picture 
hung on my home fridge all throughout my school days, his 
sharp light eyes, exotic blond hair, and ear to ear grin always 
greeting me. We wrote about everything, from our sister 
problems, to exchanging household recipes, to him sending 
me the latest Pokémon Go sim card (it came out in America a 
month before) and me in return sending him a basket of my 
grandmother’s moon cakes.

We were content in our childhood bliss, but the world was 
never our oyster.

Our countries declared war on each other on the day that I 
entered 5th grade. Suddenly, my brother and I were supposed 
to be despised enemies. My father worked in the government, 
and my parents told me straight away to end my letters with 
Dylan in order to avoid suspicion. The argument that ensued 
resulted in my father snapping every pen I had. My eyes 
blazed with confusion and anger. When the tears fell, they 
carried out with them pieces of a boy I left behind. For the first 
time I saw a hatred in the world that would obstruct my view 
forever.
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“My love,” my father told me, his heavy brows drooping, “you 
must do this to protect us.”

But I was stubborn. I began writing my letters in secrecy, and 
bribed the local mailman (an old acquaintance) to label them 
as first class and then individually hand me the returned letter 
instead of putting it through the system.

I told my American Brother the situation and even conceded 
that we could end it under the circumstance he felt threatened 
or uncomfortable to continue writing. Though his handwriting 
had never been as neat as mine, the reply I received 
contained letters that shook with rage. He told me his parents 
suggested the same thing.

I will be more careful sending these now, but I promise I will 
never stop. I vow to always write no matter how the world 
divides us.

Spit would have been better, but we solidified our vow with ink 
fumes.

Above the Pacific Ocean, the thoughts of my friend are 
poignant. He had always loved the ocean and said he would 
take me there someday.

Fate had other plans for me. She was perhaps the cruelest of 
all the forces that mangled my life. She dangled in front of me 

privilege and hope and expectancy. She mercilessly 
slaughtered them in one fell swoop.

My father was assassinated when the militia government took 
control and killed everyone associated with the old regime. He 
kissed me goodbye before going to office the morning before. 
He smelled like mooncakes and green tea. I reeked of 
arrogance and teenage indifference. I did not kiss him back.

My mother took my sisters and me away to the country. 
Blinded, crippled, when I was extinguished of all tears in my 
body, I wrote. It was the longest letter of them all, and I poured 
the contents of my sick heart into it until I was a shell of what I 
was.

My friend’s reply was so kind, so warm, I felt his embrace as it 
reached out through the pages of our letters onto my numb 
skin

Dear Asian Brother,

Wars don’t last forever, but friendship will. I made a vow to you 
years ago and I intend to keep it. When you are alone, I will be 
there. When you are afraid, I will be there. When you are 
scared, I will be there. Though you may not always feel it, I will 
always, always think of you, because that is what brothers are 
for.

I never got a chance to respond.
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I’ve heard the sea is salty. Today I am wondering if it tastes like 
tears. I have not thought about my parents and my childhood 
in ten years. Many years have passed since I have felt this 
free, yet this harrowed, as the sea bounds underneath me 
blue, beautiful, majestically wide. The paper with my 
instructions sits in my uniform pocket, weight like lead.

Weeks after our uprooting to the countryside, the mailman was 
captured and tortured. Better men than he had fallen as 
servants to the new government. They came during lunchtime, 
and I never got to finish my grandmother’s home-cooked 
Sunday dumpling special. My sisters were too young, useless, 
the militia uttered out of red mouths. My grandmother and 
mother too old, useless.

I was ripe for the picking. Seventeen, the perfect age to mold 
into a military pet.

My memory fails in the years I spent in training. My mind was 
drugged beyond comprehension. All I could do was practice 
drills until my hands bled and my feet collapsed and every 
blood cell in my body throbbed. Till at night I crawled to my 
bunk and waited in agony for the next day’s peril. Sleep, the 
one drug I craved the most, refused to come.

Mutilated through starvation, my body shrunk like a raisin. I 
was a wax figure, but the wax was melting. Only my bones 
remained sharp, intrusive and painful.

But body didn’t matter, only my mind which grew sharp and 
rigid. They didn’t want humans because we felt emotions and 
were too unpredictable. In the barracks they made robots out 
of men.

I quickly rose ranks to become the best pilot.

I learned to forget what happened to my sisters and mother, 
and I don’t care to remember.

I don’t care to remember the nights I spent in the barracks 
mindless with regret.

I will always be with you.

The beautiful, empathy-enlaced words on the paper imprinted 
themselves in me.

By now the gps on my watch shows that the flight should be 
only 45 minutes longer. The memory of my family brings a sort 
of peace into the cockpit. It is how I would always like to 
remember them and the fond memories my parents gave me, 
as gentle and deep as the ocean. They were my ground, my 
guidance, my everything, just as the sea is in this journey.

I remembered my father’s words plentiful in the past few years 
as hands I am ashamed to call mine performed maneuvers 
and pressed buttons that stained the earth forever red. My 
love, you must do this to protect us.
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I thought about my pen pal many nights as I lay awake in the 
hard bunk bed. I wondered whether he ever forgave me for 
never responding, whether he finally decided what to major in, 
or what college he ended up going to. But memories often 
disappeared in the air from which they came, never close 
enough to provide warmth, always hanging like bait and then 
snatched away.

I needed a distraction. A horrible, messy distraction. There was 
a girl and there were lonely nights. When the words on the 
page stayed there. When I was hollow, desperate to fill myself. 
While the rest of us starved, her stomach grew. I made her 
leave. I told her to run away as far away as possible. They 
beat me for ten hours the next day, till my back bled red onto 
the sheets at night and I could never be full but of hopeless 
thoughts, broken promises and pitiful regrets. I should have 
died that day, but they took me to a hospital. They needed me 
for the last act, to put a lid to this war. I knew that, but 
eventually I learned not only to numb the body, but to numb 
the mind.

Yet no numbing could prevent the stab in my heart when I 
heard what this mission was. The general looked at me coldly, 
took out a knife and struck my core as he explained what I had 
to do. The blade cut so deep I bled out into the atrium and I am 
sure my blood dripped from the sides of the building. But once 
you have no blood to bleed, you cannot feel pain.

And now, I am afraid I will succeed.

In the stomach of my plane is the largest nuclear bomb ever 
constructed. It is three and a half times the size of the largest 
H-bomb to date, and has a radius of destruction fifteen times 
as large. Tonight, I will drop the bomb from my plane. It will 
destroy America.

When the bomb drops, the midwest of America will evaporate 
in seconds, and the ensuing mushroom cloud will envelope a 
radius incalculably wider. The epicentre of the drop is set to a 
small city in Southern Missouri. The growing suburb doesn’t 
stand chance. It will be gone before it is even there.

I will always be with you he said to me, but today no one had 
ever felt further.

That’s what brothers are for.

Is this what brothers are for? For lying? For backstabbing? For 
abandoning his child, for killing a brother? Is this what brothers 
are for?

Along the horizon a catch the first glimpse of America. She is 
big and beautiful. She is mountains and valleys and greens 
and browns. She is everything, and she is sleeping.

Tonight, America sleeps like a child to be woken from a deep 
slumber. She sleeps peacefully, unfearing that she will never 
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wake up again. Unknowing that I am the silent gun that will 
deliver the fatal bullet to the heart.

My orders have been simple: Fly high above the clouds (to 
avoid the radioactive mushroom), press the button under the 
glass case (to avoid any accidental hits), and don’t look back 
(to avoid the truth).

I live in Chicago he said. I wonder if I am passing over 
Chicago, if it is one of the resting, gray cities below the clouds.

I’m not sure if the laws of time and space hold true when you 
are invisible to the world, but in a single pump of my beating 
heart, the drop location is a hundred feet away. The green 
moving red dot on my gps turns green and lets out a ping.

And I am here, but the pieces of me are scattered in my home, 
in the ocean, and between the infinite particles of space, 
clustered in letters and fathers and brothers and Hollywood 
movies. And a hand I don’t care to recognize is reaching for 
the button, and I am thinking about a son I never should have 
had, but now I am shaking; the glass is being lifted, and it is 
burning like iron; and the button, it is right there, and there is a 
monster in the cockpit with red eyes but sharp vision that sees 
nowhere, and the monster’s face is contorted, seized in agony; 
it is sobbing, it is doubled over but its hand reaches for the 
button it should never press, and it is no monster but a coward, 
for death would not be punishment enough.

But the monster is frozen, frozen like the letters that stopped 
delivering, frozen like the life that remained forever imagined in 
his mind. The pings are getting louder. The walkie talkie on his 
belt crackles. What is taking so long, they ask.

But I don’t hear the noise because my mind is broken into a 
million shards of glass, thinking of things like brothers and 
Pokémon, like sons and college majors.

This is not what brothers are for.

My hand is as sickly looking as the thing it comes from, in my 
vision the cockpit spins, I reach into my black insides and find 
the accursed heart that stop me. I rip it out of the undeserving 
body, I fling the heart far away to be eaten by some animal in 
the desert. My hand has become leaden and under it is 
trapped the smallest of buttons but my plane rumbles and 
sighs, and I am truly alone because this is not what brothers 
do. This is not what brothers do. This is not what brothers do.

And he is down their braver than I have ever been and will 
ever be.

My brother is there for me but I have turned around I have left 
my soul for him, my heart.

This is not what brothers do.
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I turn my plane around. I can’t possibly look back, for if I did it 
would blind me.

I fly back no longer human, no longer pumping blood to warm 
my cold hands.

This is not what brothers do.

I have failed him like I failed him many years ago, but now it 
will be the last. I am hot and sick, sick of the world, sick of 
flying, sick of it all. I am sick and the remains of my mind are 
stuck on unimportant things like pen pals and primary school, 
like mothers and fathers and sons, like little boys that start 
their letters with Dear American Brother.

Because we were boys grown up to become doctors and 
engineers, to solve the world's problems, not to hold guns and 
eat bullets, not to kill one another.

* * *

In the early morning light, a young man is lying awake in bed. 
He had been dreaming about the photograph, again. The one 
his pen pal had sent him fifteen years ago.

The last letter he’d received was seven years ago. As the 
weeks turned to months, and the months eventually dragged 
onto years, the young man had held onto his hope until it was 

but a single, tattered, string feebly stretching across the 
Pacific.

The young man gets up suddenly from bed and as if 
compelled he finds himself sitting at his desk, a pen held tightly 
in his hands.

Dear Asian Brother.

He confides onto the paper everything that has changed 
recently in his life. He writes about his increasingly difficult 
classes, that he finally decided to major in chemistry, that his 
sister had to get her leg amputated after a car bombing. He 
asks his friend what he’s doing, if he is alright, if his 
grandmother still makes amazing moon cakes. He finishes the 
letter with a simple question. What happened to us?

The young man puts his pen down and feels dizzy, intoxicated 
by the smells of the ink rising from the paper. They curl up 
around him and their black entrails are painfully reminiscent of 
simpler, happier times. He wonders where his pen pal is right 
now, what had become of the friend he had so cherished. The 
man’s heart aches for him.

He lies back on his bed feeling hot and sick, sick with the 
world.

From the corners of his eyes he notices the sun is rising 
violently.
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Nepal # # # # # # lapeN
small, landlocked country in southwest Asia sandwiched 
between China  and India
home of Mount Everest, tallest mountain in the world

Third world
Poor,
    poverty stricken, helpless
    mud homes held on sticks
    shacks made of bricks

Dirty,
    dangerous pollution
    contaminated water
    no way to make it better

Power outages,
    flashlights

    tea lights
    how to live with no lights

Tall Mountains,
    himalayas
    Mount Everest
    the scenery is the best

Sherpas,
    climbing
    trekking
    guiding

Temples,
    hinduism
    goddesses and gods
    and shrines there are lots

Earthquake,
    Kathmandu
    horrible Chaos
    terrible Destruction
    how can it function?
more than meets the eye
more than only one side
Developing nation
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Rich,
     fat politicians
     business owners
     actors, dancers
     freelancers

Dirty,
     masks at market
     boiled water
     bottled water

Power outages,
     can’t watch tv
     can get away from    
     devices
     and in the black abyss
     clear stars we sometimes miss

Tall mountains,
     and lowlands
     staircase fields
     too many people to tally
     Kathmandu is a valley

People,
     more than Sherpas

    more than climbers
     Nepali not Nepalian
     a cosmopolitan

Festivals,
     red, gold
     bells, lights
     planned carefully
     always with family

Attractions,
     small zoos
     big theatres
     rushing rivers
     gives you shivers
This is Nepal,
Completely
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The Cogs of the Wheel  
Short Story 
Grade: 11  
Beachwood High School  
Instructor: Josh Davis

The Cogs of the Wheel
The boy stood against the side of the ship, intently staring up 
at the steering wheel as its mighty cogs turned round and 
round. The sky had already become maroon and purple and 
only half the sun shone from the horizon.

Downstairs, the sounds of drunk men and pieces-of-eight 
being smacked down on the table echoed off the ship's side. It 
was custom for the Captain and his men to play from dusk until 
an explosive enough argument resulted in their game ending. 
Last night John had received a nasty cut from the Captain’s 
sword when he was suspected of cheating. Further below, on 
the lowest level of the deck, a man was getting his infected 
arm amputated. The blood curdling screams used to be 
enough to wake the dead, but recently the ships doctor (and 
cook) had started stuffing his patients mouths with old rags. 
Once he accidentally stuffed the rag too far into a man’s throat 
and choked him to death, but other than that the method 

seemed to keep everybody happy; the drunks could play their 
game in peace, and on the deck there was only the sound of 
the late afternoon sea, rocking the ship to sleep.

In the crystal clear blue water, hundreds of fish frolicked and 
tumbled, and every so often one would even be lucky enough 
to spot a dolphin flip. But the boy only had eyes for the 
steersman and none for the sea that whined and splashed 
against the sides of the ship, pleading to be noticed.

“What ya lookin’ at landlubber?” The steersman jerked his 
unkempt eyebrows towards the boy. “Found some treasure on 
me eh?” He smiled a smile with more holes than teeth. And 
those teeth that he did have were black and crooked.

The boy flashed back an equally filthy smile. “No mate, just 
watchin’ your sailing I is.”

“Well you be watchin’ for hours straight, wanted to make sure 
you ain’t caught scurvy.” The steersman cackled at his own 
remark. “Now go make use of yourself, swab the deck.” He 
pointed to a slimy green pail heaving against the side of the 
ship. Next to the pail was a mop, fashioned out of a floating log 
the crew found and torn remains of the British flag. Whenever 
a new member joined their crew, it was customary that they 
dispose of all their possessions bearing the British flag to be 
turned into cleaning cloths and kitchen rags. “They didn’t care 
about us when the war was over,” Captain Jack always 
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growled, “to hell with Britain.” The boy learned early on it’s best 
not to mention Britain around the Captain. The boy once saw a 
man being made to walk the plank after proposing a toast to 
the Queen.

The boy audibly groaned. “Why do I always got to scrub to the 
deck?” He had done the task close to a hundred times.

The boy’s eyes remained poised on the steering wheel. Ever 
since he had been on this ship, the wheel beckoned to the boy 
with an inexplicable desire. He was unable to look away. All 
that time the boy spent watching the steersman wasn’t just to 
pass time or “scare the jitters” as the crew called it. Really, the 
boy wanted to see himself behind the wheel, sailing proudly 
with the Jolly Roger flapping in unison with the wind towards 
the next adventure.

“It ain’t fair,” the boy moaned.

The steersman stared down the young boy and shouted, 
“Fair? It ain’t fair?” he threw back his head into a guttural 
laugh, “Tell me Tom, how long you been a part of this crew?”

The boy, Tom, thought back to how he first came aboard this 
ship. His older brother David had gone to join the Navy on his 
eighteenth birthday, but six months later his family, devastated, 
received news that David had gone missing at sea. Two years 
went by and then, on a fateful evening, Tom had opened the 

door to find his brother (minus a leg and two fingers) standing 
before him clothed in what could only be pirate garb. David 
told the story of how following the war against the Spanish, he 
found himself unemployed and homeless before the pirates 
took him in. He boasted of living life in the high lane ever since 
and picked Tom up to join the crew.

Most days Tom spent cleaning up after the pirates, especially 
mopping the blood and vomit off the floor. Two months into 
working for the crew, Tom’s brother had been killed in the 
plundering of a nearby ship. As compensation the pirates were 
supposed to give Tom a fourth of the share of the loot, but they 
ended up giving only an eighth. Tom never complained, 
though. He knew that swords were always the first to come out 
when tempers flared and fancied keeping his fingers intact. 
Life aboard the ship wasn’t all the fanfare that David had 
mentioned and it had taken a while for the pirates to grudgingly 
accept Tom as their youngest crewmate.Thinking back now, 
Tom realized the time had gone by much faster than he had 
anticipated.

“About a year,” Tom replied to the steersman.

“A year,” the steersman repeated, “And yous wanting to steer? 
Mate, maybe you landlubbers got it easy, but here in the open 
sea we earn our ranks and privileges.”
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Tom knew of course of the rules and ways of the pirates by 
now. Captain Jack had made him memorize and recite the 
Pirate’s Code of Conduct every day for his first month at sea. 
Every rule he forgot or got wrong meant a lash. It took Tom 
long enough to memorize all the rules that his back was purple 
and black. But after a while the pirates left him alone and let 
him be. All those days on the deck, the boy walked and walked 
and walked, only to fall asleep on the same bed he got up 
from. He walked hundreds and hundreds of kilometers, yet got 
nowhere. Maybe, he hoped, it would feel better to steer the 
ship, to lead it somewhere past the horizon. It had been a 
rather pointless dream, the boy realized now, but he had 
wanted to go on a journey, to feel like he was going 
somewhere.

“Listen here, Tom,” the steersman said as Tom began the 
seemingly interminable task of scrubbing the dirt ridden floors. 
“I know yous wanting to be older and to be doing important 
things on the ship. But we all got to wait our turns.” He gave 
the wheel a spin. “See, all the cogs eventually reach the top. 
Right now, yous at the bottom, but Tom I promise you, if yous 
keeps working hard like you is, and stays a fine pirrate, one 
day you’ll reach the top too.”

He gave the wheel one more spin and Tom, bucket propped 
against his leg and mop clutched to his chest, watched the 
silhouetted cogs spin all the way around against a red sky.
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Dramatis Personae  
Dramatic Script 
Grade: 11  
University High School  
Instructor: Carol Pribble

Dramatis Personae
Dramatis Personae:
-Dionysus
-Thespis

The interior of a Greek villa. THESPIS is writing something on 
a large vellum. Suddenly, DIONYSUS appears before him.

-Dionysus: Thespis! My dear disciple! How does the day find 
you?

-Thespis: (visibly shocked and awestruck) Dionysus! By Zeus’ 
Almighty Beard, I certainly wasn’t expecting you! To what do I 
owe the tremendous honor of a visit from your most gracious 
benevol…

-Dionysus: (Holds up a hand to silence him) Oh, do drop the 
formalities, Thespis. My reason for visiting is actually quite 
simple: Now’s the time for your moment of… (with a flourish 
and a clap of thunder) Divine Inspiration!

-Thespis: …I beg your pardon?

-Dionysus: Well, you see, sometimes, things on good ol’ 
Olympus can get pretty dull, and so we gods must occasionally 
“intervene” in the lives of you mortals in order to make things 
more interesting. It’s not complicated.

-Thespis: That seems a little… lackluster an explanation for… 
(poorly imitates Dionysus’ flourish and thunderclap) Divine 
Inspiration, doesn’t it?

-Dionysus: Not really. You actually don’t know how good you 
have it. Sometimes you folks just need a bit of a -how shall I 
phrase this- kick in the pants to get things going.

-Thespis: (confused) Pants?
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-Dionysus: Oh, right! Those haven’t been invented yet! Well, in 
any case, you’re the lucky winner of this week’s lottery, and so 
here I am to give you a moment of… (flourish and thunderclap) 
Divine Inspiration!

-Thespis: Alright, I suppose. What do you need me to do?

-Dionysus: Well, the thing is, I’ve just come up with this novel 
idea for a new method of storytelling! You’ll be a big hit at the 
next Symposium!

-Thespis: Alright! This sounds neat! How do we tell the story?

-Dionysus: It’s simple! We act it out!

THESPIS is visibly confused.

-Dionysus: (to himself) Right! That’s the tricky part. I should’ve 
figured it wasn’t going to be super intuitive.

-Thespis: What do you mean, “act it out?”

-Dionysus: Okay, let me try to explain this. So, have you ever 
tried to imitate someone else? For example, if I told you to 
make your voice sound like Plato’s, could you do it?

-Thespis: (makes his voice deep and terrible) You mean like 
this?

-Dionysus: (delighted, he claps) Yes, exactly! Just like that! 
Now, can you do Hercules?

-Thespis: (unconvincingly trying to sound as studly as 
possible) Hey, babe. You want to see a Nemean Lion?

-Dionysus: That one might need some work. But this is fun, 
right? You’re enjoying this?

-Thespis: Sure, I suppose. It works out alright. Why?

-Dionysus: Well, here’s the really fun part. You tell entire 
stories imitating other people. Imagine a person in your head, 
how they talk, how they move, how they feel, and then you 
just… imitate them for a while.

-Thespis: I’m sorry, what?

-Dionysus: Just trust me on this one. I’m sure we can make 
this work.

-Thespis: Have you had too much wine?

-Dionysus: I know, I know, but just hear me out. This will 
become your new profession! You’ll become famous and 
beloved! People hundreds, even thousands of years will 
remember your name!

-Thespis: This sounds like lunacy! I already have a fine job as 
a scribe, and I’m not throwing it away for some weird street 
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performance that doesn’t even exist yet! I mean, can you 
imagine anyone coming to actually watch people “act?” Who in 
their right mind would pay money to watch a couple fools 
prance around onsta… (while ranting, THESPIS paces around 
onstage. In the middle of his final line, he turns to face the 
audience, and stops dead in his tracks) Oh.

-Dionysus: What is it?

-Thespis: You mean you can’t see them?

-Dionysus: See who?

-Thespis: Never mind.

-Dionysus: Think about it, Thespis! You’ll be… you’ll be a star! 
Doesn’t that sound delightful?

-Thespis: Well, let me hear more about this before I actually 
agree to anything. This still sounds a little strange to me.

-Dionysus: Okay, well, there are a few things you should know 
before we begin. For one, there’s more than one person 
involved in this prospect. There are the people who give you 
the money to buy costumes and furnish your set and 
everything-

-Thespis: I’m sorry, “set?”

-Dionysus: Well, where did you imagine you were going to 
perform? Now, there’s the stage manager, who basically is 
responsible for managing the set and the props… (before 
Thespis can ask) …which are the implements you use to help 
you act. For example, if someone is pretending to be a lawyer, 
they’ll need what?

-Thespis: A good excuse and an oily smile?

-Dionysus: No, fool, they’ll need a briefcase and some sort of 
official looking document.

-Thespis: I think I understand.

-Dionysus: Do you really? Well, do you then think you could 
give it a try?

-Thespis: I suppose, but I’m not sure. What am I acting?

-Dionysus: Okay, here’s your scene: you’re the slickest cat in 
the entire city of Athens, right? I mean, you’re so fly, you got 
wings growing out of your feet, boy! And so you see this fine 
young woman sitting a little ways away from you on the steps 
of the Acropolis, and you’re just gonna ease your way over to 
her and give her the business, you know?

-Thespis: (somewhat perplexed) Kinda?

-Dionysus: (claps him on the shoulder) Great! That’s what I like 
to hear. Now, lemme see it!
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-Thespis: (timidly, and to an imagined woman) E-excuse me, 
miss, but I was wondering if maybe you wanted to…

Dionysus facepalms

-Thespis: What? You wanted it to be smooth, right?

-Dionysus: That was as smooth as the face of the moon, man. 
You can do better than that. Haven’t you ever flirted before?

-Thespis: Yes, but when I was flirting, there was someone 
there to give me motivation. When I’m talking to the air, it 
just… doesn’t work.

Dionysus thinks for a moment

-Dionysus: Tell you what, take some time and mentally picture 
how you want the scene to go. I’ve got an idea.

-Thespis: Alright, I’ll give it a try.

Thespis closes his eyes and appears to concentrate. 
Dionysus, in the meanwhile, moves some distance away, and 
assumes a seductive stance.

-Dionysus: (in a higher-pitch, more sultry voice) Oh, Thespis!

Thespis breaks his concentration and looks around

-Thespis: (slightly horrified) What are you doing?!

-Dionysus: (in his normal voice) It’s for the scene. Just… make 
it work.

-Thespis: (incredulously) I can’t believe this is happening.

-Dionysus: Well, what did you want me to do? I’m just trying to 
make this work. Perhaps we need another scene.

-Thespis: That might be best.

-Dionysus: Okay, I’ve got one. The scene is that your son is 
going off to fight in a war of some sort, and you’re saying 
goodbye to him before he leaves for the front.

-Thespis: So much for levity, eh?

-Dionysus: Look, just do the bit.

-Thespis: (clearly overacting) My boy, I just wanted you to 
know how proud I am of you, and how much I love you and will 
miss you, and… uh… and your mom says all that stuff, too, 
and…

-Dionysus: Stop, stop! Do you ever interact with people?

-Thespis: From time to time.

-Dionysus: Well, that’s the problem right there. Son, when 
you’re acting, you just gotta… just gotta… (here he gestures 
grandly as if to emphasize the words he clearly can’t find)
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-Thespis: Just gotta what?

-Dionysus: I don’t know, and that’s not the point. Look, the 
point is that I see in you some semblance of potential.

-Thespis: Do you really?

-Dionysus: Well, no, but the script says I’m supposed to, and 
we’re on a tight timeframe here. So yes, I’m obligated to see 
enough in you to make you my protégé.

-Thespis: I’m still not entirely convinced…

-Dionysus: Well, tell you what. I’ve got a proposition for you. 
You wait for another hour or so and let the audience here 
demonstrate their approval of this sort of thing with their 
undoubtedly voluminous applause, and then we’ll talk again.

-Thespis: So you can see them!

-Dionysus: Never you mind! On to the next performance!
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One More Day 
Short Story 
Grade: 10  
Bay Village High School  
Instructor: Kristen Srsen Kenney

One More Day
I woke up with a cloudy memory and a watch I didn’t own 
around my right wrist. Groggily, I propped myself up against 
the headboard of my bed, blinking the sleep out of my eyes. I 
lifted my arm in front of me, staring confusedly at the watch. It 
appeared to be an ordinary analog clock, but upon closer 
inspection, the hands were frozen in place, at the approximate 
time 6:28. After a few seconds of blankness, the realization of 
what I was looking at kicked in. I was now the not-so proud 

owner of a countdown watch. 6:28… I whipped my head to my 
left to the alarm clock on my nightstand. 6:26. I was going to 
die in two minutes.

Why hadn’t the watch appeared on my wrist earlier, to give me 
more time to prepare for my death? I had no time for rational 
thinking - no time for anything at all! Instead, a flurry of 
miscellaneous thoughts flew through my head: What would my 
parents think when they saw their seventeen-year-old 
daughter dead on her mattress? They would think I had been 
hiding the watch from them, when in fact I was just as shocked 
as they were two minutes earlier. And the rest of my life still lay 
ahead of me, my senior year of high school had just begun! At 
least I won’t have to see Austin’s expression when they tell him 
the news. What abo-

My thoughts were swept away as I watched, stock-still, as my 
alarm clock switched from 26 to 27. One minute. I had one 
minute left to live. I had no time to write a goodbye letter, to 
call anyone, to do anything. I was frozen in place, eyes fixated 
on the clock. Suddenly, a thought occurred to me. The thought 
was beginning to form in my head when the clock changed 
again, to the time I dreaded. 6:28.

One minute later, when the clock hit 6:29 and I was still very 
much alive, I knew my idea was correct. In my stoic frenzy, I 
had failed to remember that watches didn’t tell time of day. It 
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was obvious now that the watch showed 6:28 in the evening, 
not the morning. I allowed myself a sigh of relief, and then I 
finally came to my senses. The evening wasn’t really any 
better, I shouldn’t be dying at all today! Although I obviously 
knew it was going to happen at some point, I had never even 
thought it would be so soon.

It was an extremely rare case for people younger than their 
senior years to receive their countdown watch at such a young 
age, and much less their senior year of high school. The 
premise of the watch was simple: an everyday analog 
wristwatch, with its two hands frozen in place at one specific 
time. However, no one was completely sure how the watches 
manifested themselves. Every so often, a new conspiracy 
theory came out, relating the watches to some government 
scheme, or even magic. One of the biggest conspiracy groups 
even sold shirts and other merchandise proclaiming their 
devotion to finding the truth. But since everyone knew there 
was no avoiding the watch and their death, most people just 
didn’t see the point about trying to find more information. I 
admittedly never put much thought into it either, as I’d always 
figured that death would be a problem I’d deal with decades in 
the future.

I inhaled sharply when I heard my alarm clock go off at 6:30, 
and quickly slammed the loud ringing bell off. After getting 
dressed, I dug through my dresser to find a short scarf, which I 

tied over my watch. I didn't necessarily want everyone who 
walked past me knowing about what would be happening 
today. None of my peers had ever had a watch themselves, 
but many had the misfortune of seeing one on an older family 
member or friend.

There was no way I was going to spend my last day on Earth 
in school, but I didn’t like the idea of driving out on the town 
alone. Thinking quickly, I flipped open my phone and thumbed 
out a text message to Austin, my since-childhood best friend: 
“meet at cafe before school”. The only difficult part of my plan 
would be convincing Austin to sneak out of school with me, 
which is why I knew I’d have to go to school first to talk to him. 
Once we got that far, then I’d worry about actually being able 
to successfully sneak out. I figured he’d do it under these 
circumstances, or at least I hoped, but neither of us had ever 
snuck out of school before.

My thoughts were interrupted by a yell from down the hallway, 
“Lydia, get a move on! You’re running late!” Shoot. My parents. 
Should I break the news to them before I leave, considering I 
probably won’t be back home… ever? I was no good with 
confrontations, especially now, so I ripped out a paper from a 
spare notebook and scribbled a note to them explaining the 
situation. As I shrugged my backpack onto my shoulders and 
made my way to the front door, I stopped both of my parents 
and hugged them, my heart sinking as I felt their unknowing 
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embraces for what would be the last time. The final thing I saw 
before I dropped the folded note onto the kitchen table and 
walked out the door was their confused glances at each other 
and then widened eyes at the table.

In the school cafeteria, Austin stared at me in disbelief as I 
explained in a hushed whisper the events of the morning. 
“You-you’re joking, right? There’s no way th-”

I stopped his rambling by pushing away the scarf hiding my 
watch, and he leaned in to look, turning deathly pale. “For the 
class president, you aren’t that smart sometimes. Why on 
earth would I joke about this?” I responded with a smile that 
felt out of place. After a moment of silence between the two of 
us, Austin exhaled nervously.

“So… I figure you didn’t come to school today to learn, right? 
What time will we be leaving?” Although I knew Austin would 
agree to come with me, I was shocked that it didn’t take any 
persuading. I could tell something was up with him too, 
watching his knee bounce up and down, a habit he did 
whenever he was anxious. I didn’t want to add anything else to 
my already high stress levels, and Austin didn’t seem like he 
wanted to talk about anything, so I let the matter go, and 
answered,

“The end of first period, probably. I have a basic idea of how 
it’ll go, and since attendance is only taken in homeroom, you’ll 

still be marked as present even though we’ll be gone by the 
next bell.”

Austin laughed - a laugh that seemed more forced than 
anything - and said, “Clever. See, this is why we’re friends. You 
look out for my perfect attendance and I look out for you on 
your deathbed.” I rolled my eyes, feeling almost as if it was just 
a normal Wednesday conversation. I continued to explain the 
plan a little more, until the first bell rang.

We stood up at the table, and looking him in the eyes, I 
reminded Austin, “Okay, you know the plan. It’s not a very 
good plan considering it was first figured out on my walk to 
school less than an hour ago, but it’s a plan.” He looked at me, 
mirroring my nervous expression, and nodded.

As we split up to our separate homerooms, Austin murmured, 
“See you in thirty minutes.” I gave him a short wave as I 
walked into my first and last class of the day.

Fifty minutes later, we were driving in the autumn sun, green 
leaved trees whipping past us as we went onto the highway. “I 
cannot believe that worked,” I said for what felt like the 
thousandth time. Austin and I were now well on our way to the 
downtown area in his car, accompanied by the quiet AM radio.

Austin flicked his eyes over to me, responding, “To be fair, 
there’s no way this would’ve worked if we weren’t good 
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students. Also there’s hardly any security at this school, I 
honestly don’t think they care about any of us.” I nodded, 
partially to myself as I stared out the window. It was a strange 
feeling, being on the highway when I should be in math class. 
All of the cars surrounding us, their drivers having no clue the 
girl in the car next to them was destined to die tonight. We 
were all just driving to our destinations without a care for 
anyone else. After a few seconds of silence between the two of 
us, Austin spoke up again. Continuing to look onto the road 
ahead of us, he asked me, “So what’s next? Like, where are 
we headed now?”

“Well-” I paused, picking up my bag to take out a folded piece 
of lined paper. “Considering we - well, I - have less than 24 
hours, I had to make a lot of cuts to this bucket list.” Unfolding 
it, I read out the top item on the checklist. “We’ll start small at 
first. I’m going to dye my hair whatever obnoxiously bright 
color we can find on the shelves.” Austin laughed as he pulled 
into a CVS parking lot.

“You have some money I’m assuming?” His voice trailed off as 
I pulled out a wad of cash from my bag. “Well, more than some 
money I guess…” Austin hesitated before continuing, “You 
didn’t steal that from your parents did you? Because you might 
be dying, but they aren’t.” I shook my head.

“Nah, this is all mine. You know I hate spending money. Looks 
like that ended up being a good thing after all.” I sighed slowly 

and separated a ten dollar bill and a five from the rest of the 
money. “Let’s get moving, we’re obviously racing the clock 
today.”

Eleven dollars, forty-nine cents, and one CVS bathroom trip 
later, my formerly blonde hair was now bright blue. “You know, 
considering I've never done anything like this to my hair 
before, it didn’t turn out half bad,” I commented brightly, which 
was the happiest I had felt all day so far. Austin took my 
checklist out of his back pocket and checked off item one, 
“Dye my hair”.

Slowly but surely, we went down the checklist one item at a 
time, traveling around the downtown area as we did so. I felt 
that despite all the times I had been there, this time felt 
different, as if I was viewing it through the eyes of a tourist - 
and a rich tourist at that. Austin and I were living large, having 
just dined at a restaurant I never dreamed I would even step 
into. We had admittedly felt out of place, paying with crumpled 
dollar bills after our luxurious lunch, but I continued to remind 
myself the patrons there would never see me again. Now, the 
two of us walked briskly down the rich sector of the city, 
breathing in the crisp air and squinting through the midday 
sun. The tantalizing smell of chocolate taunted me from inside 
a fancy storefront, and I suddenly stopped in my tracks, 
gesturing toward the extravagant chocolate display in the 
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window. Before I could drag Austin in, he lightly grabbed my 
wrist.

“Lydia, are you aware of how much money we literally just 
spent twenty minutes ago? We have to be running low by now, 
right?” I shrugged in response, paging through my wallet.

“We still have enough, Austin, you really don’t need to worry 
about me. Especially today, considering I’m dy-”

Austin looked into my eyes. “Yeah, I get it, you’re dying. I 
know. I’m surprised every passerby doesn’t also know by now. 
Lydia, you’ve been different all day, I don’t think you’ve once 
thought about anyone else around you. Did you ever stop to 
think about how I feel about this? Imagine if you were given 
the news that I was going to die tonight?” The snobby-looking 
worker of the chocolate shop, who was walking toward us, 
standing outside her shop, balked at his words.

We continued walking down the street, as Austin continued 
babbling and I silently fumed next to him. I had to admit he had 
a point, but I still thought my point stood too. It might’ve 
seemed as if I was doing this all for myself, but I wasn’t 
completely. I had brought Austin along with me so I could 
spend my last day with my best friend, although I now realized 
that I had made a number of idiotic impulse purchases in the 
past few hours. I sighed, running my fingers through my blue 
hair. “Okay. Fair point. I just wanted to… do something, go out 

with a bang. And yeah, I know I’m talking about my death too 
much and it seems like I don’t care anymore, but I really do. 
I’m so sick of the thought that’s been in the back of my head all 
day long, reminding me over and over that I’m going to die. 
Laughing at me. So that’s why I’m distracting myself by eating 
at fancy restaurants and buying two hundred dollar shirts. To 
forget, even just for a couple of hours.” I exhaled dramatically, 
looking over at Austin, who was silent.

He led me over to an empty park bench surrounded by white 
lilies and dying grass. Without a word, he pulled out the list 
again, his eyes falling on the final, unchecked, item. Hesitantly, 
I lifted up my right arm, pushing the silk red scarf off of my 
wrist, revealing what I had been trying to forget all day. The 
light from the fading sun reflected off of the crystal watch face. 
I shifted my numerous shopping bags onto the ground, and 
took the cheap disposable camera we had used to take photos 
of the day’s adventures out of the purse, placing it in between 
Austin and I on the bench.

Slowly, I mumbled, “T-time check?”. Austin pulled out his 
phone and quietly responded,

“Six twenty.”

I could feel tears emerging, dripping down my face and onto 
my shirt. I sat up, and took the paper from Austin, turning it 
over. “Give the clothes and everything else to my parents. 
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They can sell them to make up for everything I spent. If you 
can get the watch off of me after I d-... after, give it to them too. 
Sorry, sorry for putting all this pressure on you.” Austin opened 
his mouth as if to speak, but then closed it again, looking me in 
the eyes.

“This might not be what normal friends are for, but it’s what I’m 
for.” Something about his response sounded off, wrong. 
Nonetheless, I ignored it and we stared out into the empty lake 
as the sun showed its first signs of setting. The small park was 
deserted except for us on the old bench, the only noises being 
the rush of cars and quiet chirps of birds. We overlooked a 
railing separating us from the water below, and for a few 
seconds, I had forgotten why we were sitting here. Suddenly, 
Austin groaned, putting his head in his hands.

“Are you okay?” I looked over at Austin. He shook his head. 
Slowly, he pushed up the long sleeve of his left arm, that his 
jacket had been covering all day. I nearly screamed when I 
saw what sat on his wrist. “Austin, why didn’t you tell me that 
yo-” He stopped me in the middle of my sentence.

“I... I was going to this morning, but when I saw you had one 
too, I couldn’t bear to make your day even worse than it was 
already going. Considering you got concerned about me 
missing a day of my perfect attendance, I knew you’d 
absolutely freak out over this. I’m sorry, I should’ve told you 
sooner.” I was speechless. Both of our watches had the exact 

same time frozen onto them. I looked up at Austin, mouth wide 
open in shock. After a beat of silence between the both of us, I 
felt my watch begin to tighten around my wrist, and I could tell 
Austin felt it too.

I felt as if I were in a trance, unable to move. As my mind 
whirled with possibilities of what was happening, it barely 
registered a white truck spiraling off of the road behind our 
park bench. I didn’t know how, but I found myself registering 
the number of seconds I - we - had left. 3, 2, … 1. The truck’s 
huge mass slammed into Austin and I, forcing us into the air 
and over the railing into the water that lay below it, our 
watches simultaneously unclasping and falling to the unknown.

The last thing I could focus on was watching my list fly out of 
Austin’s now-limp hand as we fell. The thing I didn’t have the 
time to see, however, was the driver of the truck opening the 
door and stepping onto the ground. The driver wore a shirt 
under a shabby lab coat that upon first glance, might look like 
an ordinary item from a sports team, or a band perhaps. But 
upon further inspection, one would notice the shirt featured a 
very familiar wristwatch in the background, with the words “The 
Truth is Seconds Away”. The driver bent down to pick up two 
watches lying next to the railing, but noticed another item on 
the ground next to the watches. Pocketing the watches, they 
unfolded the piece of almost-ripped lined paper, reading the 
checklist hastily written just this morning. Smiling faintly, the 
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truck driver took out a pen to check off an empty box next to a 
single scrawled word: “Die”.
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A Singaporean Summer
It’s so quiet here, and lately the lights downstairs are always 
turned off, even during the dim winters. Popo—my grandma—
says it’s because windows let in free light, that it’s silly to pay 
for something as vital to humankind as that.

Right now the sun sits high above us in the sky, looking down 
at our ltitle apartment in Singapore. We live in the center of the 
bustling city, white modern buildings that are half-window and 
half-flat-white-wood. But our home is one of the apartments left 

over from the time dating before this economic renaissance, 
an ugly drop of paint on a beautiful landscape.

I wonder if maybe even the sun takes a whiff of what’s cooking 
in the apartment: sour eggplant steaming with baby soft skin, 
broccoli swimming alongside crumbled bits of ground pork, soft 
kombu bathing in chicken bone broth. I’m enjoying this 
daydream of food paddling along the lake in life vests, maybe 
beside a happy golden retriever. But then the sun reminds me 
I’m in fact not outside with them, and it hoots and guffaws at 
me, euphoric from watching a lonely boy stuck in this dark 
place I now call home.

It’s all right, I remind myself. I’m here to keep Popo company.

Inside, the big skillet has heated up already, sits on the stove 
willingly, begging Popo to splash some life into its system. 
Maybe some olive oil to brighten it up. It’s black, with scratchy 
scorch marks embellishing the sides and bottom. The skillet 
looks at me blankly, pretending I’m a stranger to the kitchen, 
and I glare back.

Popo stands on a blue plastic stool, the kind children use when 
they can’t reach the bathroom sink to wash their hands. She 
uses it everywhere though, not just the bathroom. I don’t know 
if it’s because her back aches for acupuncture and she needs 
something to make herself feel young again. But I’ve begun to 
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use it, too. There’s something about looking down at 
everything and knowing there’s no need to strain your neck to 
squint up at something unattainable. Up there, everything 
comes easier, freer.

So when Popo steps aside and lets me take hold of the 
spatula, I climb on the stool without hesitation, eager to feel 
the light breeze that tickles my neck as I rush up to a level 
higher than the ground. Popo had already drizzled oil into the 
skillet earlier, and it was my turn for the next step. I wish I 
knew the word for oil in Chinese, though, so I could see 
something other than my grandma’s face contort into her 
signature deep-set disappointment.

Popo grabs a handful of dripping cubed tofu out of the strainer. 
She throws the tofu into the skillet while I shovel it around for a 
moment with the spatula. A sense of pride starts to rush 
through me, eyes glinting with excitement. I know this word.

“Dou fu,” I say, glancing at Popo. She doesn’t turn to look at 
me, but she nods, her eyebrows still sunken in crinkled paper 
skin, age spots freckling her face, the folds around her mouth 
weighing heavy like the ears of a hound dog.

I don’t know why she does it.

I can’t cook Chinese food but I could just microwave the frozen 
mac & cheese you find in the grocery store if it saved her 

energy. But Popo insists on making dinner every day and I 
don’t want to argue with her. When she gets mad she starts 
yelling like it’ll protect her from whatever you say. After Dad 
left, she used to shift the blame onto me, insisting that I was in 
the wrong, and I hadn’t hesitated to counter back. We were all 
angry back then. But now I just let her say whatever she 
wants. No matter what she can’t understand me anyway.

Not since Mom stopped translating for hre.

Now I really feel at a los for words. I used to try to at least 
speak the little Chinese I knew with her, maybe to practice. 
Mom never spoke to me like she did with Popo. She only used 
fragments of complete sentences with me, words that got to 
the point, easy to understand. Take out the trash, she said. 
Wash the dishes. You stink, go shower. She had this monotone 
voice without any energy, like my birth had drained all that was 
left of her youth and it tired her to speak to me.

Popo opens the wooden cabinet to reveal an assortment of 
bottles with red labels in Chinese. She grabs the bottle in the 
front. Oyster sauce. She swivels the cap off and pours it onto 
the steaming tofu, mixing it around until the white of the tofu 
melts into a caramel brown. Then she dumps in broccoli and 
shiitake mushrooms, mixing until all the ingredients are 
jumbled up and they’ve shrunken in size, soft to the touch. 
This makes a sizzling sound, and steam rises from the skillet, 
meeting the hood of the stove. Whenever I try to do this part, I 
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never stop stirring the ingredients around because I figure 
that’s what you’re supposed to do. It’s a little addicting, the 
feeling of finally doing something right, and I just want to do it 
over and over again. Then I think this is how Popo feels on 
that stool, higher than everyone else, far away from me, from 
this cramped apartment, from my dad, from America. But when 
we were all still together, that stool hadn’t seemed so lonely.

Soon that dish has finished cooking. Popo holds the top left 
part of the skillet, tipping it so that the food can drizzle into a 
glass container easily. I move from my stand post and take the 
spatula, brushing it into the container and making sure to get 
the edges. Popo pours the remaining broth in, too.

I slump while standing, my forehead beginning to tighten, 
eyelids throbbing with soreness. I get like this whenever I think 
about anything more than the two of us in this kitchen in 
Singapore. Miles away from my mom in America and my dad 
slamming divorce papers on the kitchen counter that one 
dreadful summer.

I had been sitting at the breakfast table, stuffing fresh red bean 
baozis into my mouth, forced to swallow to save my cheeks 
from bruising. Only my mom’s hair was visible from this angle. 
I watched as her lifted head shrunk in size, dropping to the 
counter, arms holded to hide her face. My dad had long 
stormed out the door by then but before that, when he had met 
my gaze, his blue eyes hardened. Without thinking, I 

swallowed a huge steaming hot baozi without chewing, didn’t 
even yelp in pain as the fire slid down my throat.

I raise my eyebrows repeatedly in an attempt to diminish the 
lazy eye this headache has left me with, then try the eye 
massages they do in Chinese schools. Mom taught me this as 
a second thought when I used to pull on her arm for attention, 
and so I rub my temples with my fingers, smoothing out the 
area above my eyebrows with my thumb knuckles. It doesn’t 
help.

I begin to feel sorry for myself, so much so that a part of em 
decides I don’t want to do this anymore—this silly pretending 
I’ll-still-have-a-family if I suddenly gain culinary skills by 
watching food cook for an hour. It grows and grows, this dark 
shadow ballooning up and looming in my chest and clawing at 
the memory of Dad’s thundering American voice wrestling with 
Mom’s shaking English. And I wonder why Mom threw me 
away when Dad left, why I’m in Singapore of all places, why it 
feels like she cares about me somewhat because at least she 
sent me to an English-speaking country, never mind the fact 
that Popo lives here again anyway now.

I try and try to mold myself into the indifferent passersby in the 
street, strangers on the subway, and even part-time workers in 
sugary boba shops that lure you in with cute animal cups. My 
logic is that if I become more Chinese than American I’ll be 
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able to speak to Popo again, and then I’ll be able to put what’s 
left of our family back together.

Popo finally sneaks a glance at me, still glowering, almost as if 
shadowy creatures were performing some sort of demonic 
ritual around her. I look up, trying to mimic the innocent eyes of 
the child she once happily cooked up meals for endlessly, back 
when we all lived together in a country oh so far away now.

And then it happens.

Popo reluctantly grunts, “Bang mang wo ba.”

Help me.

My breath halts. I tell myself not to show too much happiness, 
or else Popo might change her mind, but I don’t care. Eyes 
shining at Popo’s still dark expression, I nod vigorously, taking 
the spatula in my hands. I’ve done this before, countless times, 
but it’s different now. Better. Even though Popo tries to look 
rough, I see through it. I catch a glimpse of the old Popo, the 
one who shivered at the sight of my dad but obeyed him 
anyway; who flew all the way from Singapore to America with 
my mom thirteen years ago; who ate my leftovers of cilantro-
spiked dishes that twisted my face with disgust; who fed 
spoonfuls of fish ball soup to me when I was sick.

I think that maybe some of the shadowy creatures have 
disappeared. I check to make sure, and I don’t really see many 

left. Maybe one or two. Suddenly I don’t feel so small next to 
Popo, and I feel like there’s some space on that stool to stand 
together. I’m getting a little too hopeful, I know, and I should 
catch myself before I break. But I ignore all the warning signs 
and we start cooking the next dish anyway, and the sun lights 
our way, a little kinder now.
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All I Want for Christmas
All I Want for Christmas

In Greendale, Wisconsin, it snows until late April. The streets 
are filled with parked cars, and everyone knows everyone. 
There is a small 24-hour diner that all the high school kids eat 
at and their milkshakes taste sweeter than a bucket full of king-
sized Halloween candy from Overlook Farms, the east side of 
Greendale. The Tung family has lived here for two years now, 
a sharp contrast from the South Side of Chicago where they 
had known more immigrants than Americans, and crime had 
polluted the streets. Here, the neighborhoods smell like freshly 
mowed grass and smoke from block party barbecues. 
Apartments with beige panels line the streets, smooth gray 
sidewalks never seeming to end. The air is so crisp and cold 
that it feels like it’s biting you, and the latest movies never 
show in the big screen until months later.

In the modest home of the Tung family, a boy named Steven is 
sitting at the dinner table, feeling out of place. His mother, 
father, and three other siblings are with him, forking through 
their Christmas dinner of chicken dumplings made from 
scratch. At the beginning of the month, they had decorated 
their Christmas tree with red and green ornaments, his sister 
Debby tip-toeing on a stool to place a gold star at the top. 
Unlike Steven’s friends, the Tungs do not use a real tree. His 
father had refused to drag a tree—“from the woods, for Pete’s 
sake!”—into the house, preaching the recyclable benefits of a 
fake store-bought Christmas tree. His father had the last word 
in the house, so there had been no use arguing with him, even 
though he clearly had no Christmas spirit.

Just a couple years ago back in Hyde Park, the house would 
have been bustling with family friends, young children hiding 
behind their parents, hands gripping their parents’ arms. 
Steven remembers feeling uncomfortably cramped by all the 
people scattered throughout the house. He could barely 
understand any of the words coming out their mouths, save for 
the few basic words he knew. Always, he had suffered through 
his parent’s friends’ attempts to converse with him in their 
native tongue. Cheeks red, he had stumbled through 
conversation after conversation with his broken Mandarin and 
flat tones, unable to even say what grade he was in before 
their warm smiles fell.
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During those parties, Steven had always felt alone amidst the 
tremendous amount of people surrounding him. Although he 
was not the only American-born Chinese person there, he was 
one of the oldest kids, and more than just acutely aware of his 
presence as a foreigner in American society despite living in 
Hyde Park, a city full of people from different racial 
backgrounds. But now that the Tung household lives in 
Greendale, the middle of nowhere, they are the only non-white 
family.

It isn’t a bad thing though. The streets of Hyde Park had been 
littered with trash, cigarette butts blowing in the wind. Walking 
alone at night guaranteed some gang mobbing you, and he 
remembers the racial slurs the kids at school had hurled at 
him. Their eyebrows rammed against each other, taunts like 
bullets puncturing all over his body.

But in Greendale, Steven lives in the suburbs. Everyone has 
light skin, and their clothes are ironed to perfection. Their 
voices are orchestra melodies of higher education, smooth and 
articulate. The kids at school regard him as different, that is 
true, but they restrain from blatantly calling him a “chink,” and 
after two years, his scars from Hyde Park have healed.

His mother has spread out several homemade dishes across 
the table. She has been preparing for today for so long that her 
apron reeks of soy sauce, and the chocolate color of red bean 
has stained its fabric. For hours, she had stood before the 

frying pan, stirring peppercorns into a sizzling pan full of 
chicken and peanuts until it resulted in a steaming dish 
drenched in spicy sauce. She had carefully folded dough into 
the shape of a bun, pinching the tops to form the signature 
baozi shape with mashed red bean inside as a filling. It gave 
her great joy to see all her Chinese friends eat the food she 
made, and it disheartens her that none of them are here in 
Greendale to celebrate the holidays with her. Of course, she is 
friends with Steven’s friends’ parents, but it is not the same. 
When they come over, she feels their too-long hesitation if she 
offers Chinese snacks, their eyes examining the dan hua tang 
and you yu si for far too long before politely declining, claiming 
that they have eaten already.

Unlike most of his friends at Saint Alphonsus Catholic School, 
who are privileged enough to live in Overlook Farms, Steven 
spends his days in a small, cramped apartment with barely 
enough room to fit six people. For the most part, his parents 
are isolated. In Hyde Park, they had many Chinese friends, 
people who they could connect with over their shared heritage 
and experiences of living in America. His parents had made 
the sacrifice of comfort and familiarity by coming to Greendale 
for the sake of getting better jobs. Better lives. The American 
dream. Just like all the other Chinese immigrants his parents 
were friends with.
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Today, Steven stares down at his bowl of rice, baby bok choy, 
and asparagus. His siblings are talking about school, friends, 
the latest episode of The Andy Griffith Show. But they don’t 
seem to notice that his parents are in a hushed conversation 
about something seemingly important.

“They are saying I have to move on,” Steven’s mother, 
Margaret, says. His mother teaches third grade at Saint 
Alphonsus Catholic School. It is a considerably better job than 
her old one in Hyde Park, paying better because it is at a 
private school and in a safer location. His father, on the other 
hand, teaches geography at one of the local colleges.

Steven’s mother’s golden skin is adorned with wrinkles and 
dark circles from the hours she spends preparing for her 
classes, grading papers, and taking night classes to obtain 
more teaching credentials. No matter how old she gets, she 
refuses to stop learning.

Steven thinks about this for a moment. His mother works 
harder than any of the other teachers at his school. He can’t 
help but let the bias creep into his thoughts, asserting the fact 
that she is probably a lot smarter, too. Yet, the school board 
dares to lay her off, knowing well that she is the best thing that 
has ever happened to them.

“They said the school is losing money, so they needed to let 
someone go,” she continues. “I have to leave next month.”

Steven wonders why that person has to be his mother.

Is it because of the old age spots dotting her skin, the wrinkles 
creasing her forehead? How his mother substitutes her “Rs” 
with “Ls”? Or is it because now that America is in a war against 
Vietnam, they cannot risk having an Asian teaching at their 
school?

He knows his friends don’t hate him because of the war. Their 
parents still offer him orange juice and sandwiches when he 
comes over to trade baseball cards or bike around the 
neighborhood. But he sees the way they talk about the 
Vietnamese, like they’re all criminals that deserve to die. He 
feels eyes glued to his back as he walks down the street, 
pacing his step the farther from home he gets. His mother’s 
co-workers make the effort to ask her opinions on communism 
during coffee breaks, expecting her to repeat a Maoist slogan 
like a brainwashed robot, her eyes glazing over as she falls 
into formation, her lips unconsciously beginning to sing the 
Chinese national anthem.

Steven shakes his head. He holds up the baozi, careful to blow 
to cool it down before taking a bite. The sweet taste of red 
bean engulfs him, the smooth consistency pleasing his tongue. 
He knows today should be a day of celebration. That he 
should be smiling, laughing. But when he thinks of his friends 
in Overlook Farms in their big, white houses, with their golden 
retrievers, and their fancy yachts, he wonders why he is here 
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in America. He wonders when his mother will get the pay she 
deserves, if she ever will. He wonders if he will ever be 
considered American by Americans, even though he has lived 
here his whole life. He wonders if the only place he will ever 
feel at home is his home. For a moment, he forgets about the 
comic books he received for Christmas, and thinks to himself, 
All I want for Christmas is to live like the people in Overlook 
Farms. But Steven knows that is a ridiculous wish. Steven 
knows that it is impossible for him to ever belong here in 
Greendale, no matter how well the people treat him. His 
American accent can’t make up for his small eyes and black 
hair.

He glances at his mother. She is sipping a cup of 
chrysanthemum tea, her favorite. Her black hair is cut short, 
gray streaks laced throughout. For over twenty years, she has 
lived in America. She has placed her hands against her chest, 
singing words that do not belong to her, words that she does 
not actually mean. She has learned to cook roasted turkey, 
mashed potatoes with gravy, and stuffing for Thanksgiving 
dinner, even though she does not quite understand the history 
behind the holiday. She has lived here in America for so long 
that she has stopped thinking in Chinese, and her fragmented 
English flows out of her mouth easier than Chinese does. Her 
lips are thin and cracked, cheeks sunken.

Steven has her eyes, dark like black sesame. His short 
eyelashes stick straight down, just like hers. But he doesn’t 
share her pride for her culture. Sometimes he wonders why 
they live in America when they know they don’t belong. He 
imagines a life in Shanghai, where he has never uttered a 
single word of English, and the city is filled with Red Guards, 
but he cannot imagine this version of himself, this alternate 
reality in which he is not American.

But then he snaps out of this hazy dream. He continues to eat 
his baozi, returns to his room to play Blackbird on the record 
player. Flipping through DC comic books, he transports himself 
to anywhere that isn’t Greendale, Wisconsin.

Snow falls outside his window, a blanket of white covering the 
ground. The sky is already dark, and it is quiet. Christmas 
music plays softly from the living room, and the sounds of his 
siblings playing with their new Christmas toys echo throughout 
the house. Steven chooses to enjoy this moment in time, 
savoring the comfortable unfamiliarity of a quiet Christmas day. 
Pushing thoughts about his mother aside, he realizes that at 
least for today, he does not have to answer to anyone about 
his Chinese. He does not need to explain that although he eats 
Chinese food nearly every day, he cannot actually pronounce 
any of their names correctly. Even if everyone else thinks the 
opposite, even if he is simply a foreigner in the eyes of 
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Americans, he does not have to admit that he feels more 
American than Chinese.
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Navy Blue
Waves of loud roars ring throughout the brisk air, lingering until 
another follows. They come from several fighter planes, not 
real ones though, circling above our heads, like birds ready to 
pounce on their prey. With each plane, a fake wind ripples 
through, sending a chill down my spine.

My long, brown curls blow every which way and my baby hairs 
and flyaways dance with joy, liberated by the strong blast of 
wind.

The next gust is interrupted with a roar even louder than the 
sounds of the planes. Staring ahead, the usual blue color of 
my eyes is replaced with a glow of red, orange and yellow. An 
explosion erupts and sends a blast of heat through the air. I 
thrust myself on the ground, just as I was told to do moments 
earlier.

There's a tap on my shoulder. My father, well, not my real 
father, dressed in his military uniform, motions for me to follow 
him. Quickly pulling myself up, I run after him.

“Cut! ”

Immediately, the sounds stop and crew members run toward 
the explosion with hoses and buckets of water. It doesn't take 
long to extinguish the flames. The explosion was small and the 
director said they’ll make it appear bigger with help from sound 
and special effects.

The roars from the planes still buzz in my ears and the flames 
from the explosion still blur my vision. James, my movie dad 
co-star, turns around. My eyes are fixed on a shiny medal 
pinned to his army general uniform costume. It reminds me of 
the one my dad used to wear.

The director cups his hands over his mouth and shouts, 
“That’s a wrap! Great work today, everyone. Especially Taylor 
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and James,” he says pointing to us. I can feel my face flush, 
but manage a nod of thanks toward him.

The swarm of people scatter, quickly going home to their 
families, probably to listen for war updates from President 
Roosevelt.

Although most people have already left, I stand and stare at 
my surroundings inside this massive warehouse: films sets 
and set pieces, props, costumes, cameras and lights. All of this 
amazes me.

The thing is, I’m still fairly new to this whole industry.

Two years ago, I was a normal 12-year-old girl, living in the 
normal city of Chicago, with a normal military family, going to a 
normal school, with normal friends. It took one family trip to the 
not so normal city of New York for me to run into a film director 
on the street, who’d apparently thought I’d make a good 
actress.

Turns out he was right.

He gave me his business card and I did an audition in front of 
intimidating people and later received a shocking phone call 
that they wanted me to be in a comedy movie called, The 
Other Brother. I’d be playing a girl, telling her story while living 
in a house with six brothers. I happily accepted and the next 
thing I knew my mom, little brother and I were on a plane, 

uprooting our whole lives, moving to Los Angeles so I could 
shoot the film.

The Hollywood film industry had been at a low point back then, 
but after The Other Brother came out, people went crazy. 
Almost too crazy. One critic wrote an entire article solely on me 
titled, “The Young Actress Who Saved the Film Industry.” I was 
really flattered and though the film was very popular, I think 
that was an exaggeration. I’m no Shirley Temple, but with all 
the praise and attention, I sometimes feel like her.

Things changed so much, so quickly. My life in Chicago seems 
like decades ago.

After The Other Brother hit theaters, I was receiving offers 
from directors everywhere. My manager and I sat down one 
day, reading various scripts and sorting through possible 
projects, narrowing it down until we chose Military Daughter, 
the current film I’m working on, in which I play the teenage 
daughter of a high ranking military general. The role is perfect 
for me, considering my real father was in the military.

***

When I arrive home, I hear a rustling sound coming from the 
kitchen: crinkling paper, banging pots and opening and closing 
cupboards. I glance over the counter and see Nathan turning 
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the kitchen upside down, probably searching for Oreos. When 
he notices me, his face flushes bright red.

“Nate, you know mom doesn't want you eating cookies before 
dinner.”

He protests, “I was only gonna have one!” I almost laugh. If 
Nate says he’s going to eat one, that means the entire 
package will be gone in ten minutes. After all, if a dog is a 
man's best friend, then Oreos are definitely a six year old’s 
best friend.

Mom walks down the stairs and sets an envelope on the 
counter. Her eyes are droopy and her hair is done in a messy 
bun. She looks tired, probably due to another day searching 
for a job. She hasn’t had one since we moved here two years 
ago and even though my salary is more than enough, she 
always says, “I refuse to have my fourteen-year-old daughter 
be the only provider for this family.”

She sits at the counter and motions for me to sit beside her. 
She grabs the envelope and sets it in front of me. My heart 
stops. The envelope, adorned with the emblem of the U.S. 
Navy, was sent from Pearl Harbor, the Naval base in Hawaii.

This is the same envelope we received three months ago, 
bearing a letter telling us that my dad had died suddenly from 

a heart attack. We never got a call, just a piece of paper that 
changed our lives forever. It was the worst day of my life.

My Aunt Diane, his sister, is stationed there as a nurse. If 
something happened to her…

A look of concern must have come across my face because 
Mom reassures me and says, “Just open it.”

I do, running my finger along the seal, then carefully sliding the 
letter out and unfolding it.

To: Taylor Mathews, Los Angeles, CA

Dear Taylor,

Presumably, you and your family have been listening to the 
war updates and understand that terrible things are happening 
in Europe. Many citizens are concerned that the war will enter 
the U.S., though our soldiers are training and fighting 
extremely hard to prevent that. In order to avoid an uproar, we 
would like to shoot a series of short videos, informing the 
citizens of the U.S not to panic and that the war is staying 
where it is. We believe you, being young and well- known 
amongst the public, would be the ideal person to be in these 
videos.
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We would like to shoot the videos at the Pearl Harbor Naval 
Base in Oahu, Hawaii. We think the good of the people will 
greatly benefit if you choose to accept.

Sincerely,
Husband E. Kimmel
Commander in Chief, U.S Fleet and U.S Pacific Fleet

“No way,” I blurt out immediately. I can’t go to Pearl Harbor. My 
dad was stationed there and then he died there. I can’t. Mom 
must have been reading the letter alongside me because she 
looks surprised.

“Taylor, are you serious? This is a huge honor! They chose 
you.”

Shaking my head, I say, “This is war propaganda, Mom. They 
want me to be Uncle Sam!” Nathan enters the kitchen, his 
curiosity getting the better of him and he asks, “Mommy, who’s 
Uncle Sam?” But Mom ignores him and keeps her eyes locked 
on me.

“That’s not true, Taylor. They want you to tell people not to 
panic. They don’t want you telling people to get up and help 
the war effort. They want you to tell people there'll be no need 
for a war effort!” I stare blankly at the ground. After being 
ignored, Nathan turns to me.

“Taylor, who’s Uncle Sam?” But I ignore him, too.

Mom tries again, her tone quieter. “Come on, Taylor. We’ll fly 
down, you’ll shoot the videos, then we can spend the rest of 
the time with Aunt Diane. She can show us around. We’ll go to 
the beach. It’ll be a mini trip. I’ll call your manager and they 
can move your filming schedule around. It’ll be a much needed 
vacation.”

“Mommy, where are you and Taylor going?” Nathan nags. But 
Mom still ignores him, as if we’re the only two people in the 
world. When I don’t answer, she speaks again, her eyes 
resolute on me.

“Do it for dad, Taylor. He would want you to.” My heart lurches 
into my throat. My dad always said, If you really want to know 
what a person wants, or how they feel, read their eyes. They'll 
tell you everything.

I look into Mom’s eyes. They’re telling me she wants me to do 
it. They’re saying she feels proud of what her daughter is going 
to accomplish.

Nodding, I break our trance and we return to reality. Nathan 
must have gotten a hold of the letter because he’s tapping on 
Mom's shoulder talking a mile a minute.

“Mommy,” Nate asks.
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“Nathan,” she finally replies, looking down at him.

“Where’s Pearl Harbor?” She looks at him and brushes his hair 
out of his eyes.

“In a place called, Oahu, Hawaii.” He squints, thinking.

“How far away is Awahew?” Mom looks at me, her eyes full of 
happiness and we laugh until our stomachs hurt.

***

When Mom and I arrive in Oahu, a military car waits for us. 
The man driving wears the white uniform of a Navy soldier. He 
doesn't say much except, “We’ll drive to the dock where a 
charter will come by at 7:00 a.m. to take us across the water to 
Pearl Harbor.”

The man’s tone is firm, like he’d been rehearsing those lines 
prior to telling us. I really want to ask him if he knew my dad, 
but he obviously doesn't seem in the mood for talking. He turns 
on the radio and a man with an accent says that today is 
December 7, then plays a traditional Hawaiian Christmas 
song.

The drive is short and soon I’m standing on a dock above 
crystal clear water. I’m alone, except for another Naval soldier 
that stands stiffly next to me. After we received the letter a 
month ago, Mom told me she wasn’t going to come to Pearl 

Harbor with me and would wait for me at the hotel instead. At 
first I protested, but later agreed, remembering she had 
traveled to Pearl Harbor to visit my dad less than a year ago. If 
I were her, I wouldn't want to go either.

When the charter pulls up to the dock, we set off across the 
water toward the base. It’s still early and the sun starts to rise 
from the horizon into the sky which is a blend of reds and pinks 
and purples.

The boat drops us off, and the base is bustling with soldiers. 
Long boats that line the island puff dark clouds of steam.

Another soldier motions for me to follow, and we walk until we 
come to a large building. A man appears from around the 
corner wearing a white hat and dark uniform, decorated with 
gold and silver medals.

He extends his hand and says, “I’m Husband E. Kimmel, 
Commander in Chief here at Pearl Harbor. I’ve worked with 
your father several times, such an honorable man. We would 
like to express our gratitude for you coming here on such short 
notice, Miss Mathews. We understand how busy your 
schedule can get and appreciate a young person like you 
wanting to help such a worthy cause.”
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I give a little nod to show my thanks and we stand quietly for 
an awkward moment and I feel like I’ve been thrust into an 
intense scene with a co-star I barely know.

The silence is broken by a women approaching in a white 
uniform. I can see her hat with a bright red cross on it, but 
can’t see her face. She salutes Kimmel, then turns towards 
me. She has dark brown hair, pulled back tightly, and piercing 
blue eyes. Finally, a face I know! I saw Aunt Diane at my dad’s 
funeral three months ago, but other than that we’d only 
exchanged a few letters and talked on the phone a few times 
in the past. “I’m so glad you came,” she says.

Kimmel leads us towards an area with cameras and lights. 
While a woman dabs some last-minute makeup onto my face, 
Aunt Diane speaks quickly and excitedly.

“The videos shouldn’t take long, then I can show you around 
the base. Some of the others are big fans of your movies. I 
said I’d introduce them to you. And I want to hear about your 
mom and Nathan and your latest movie and-” she’s interrupted 
when someone grabs my arm and suddenly I’m in front of the 
camera. Before they roll, Kimmel excuses himself because he 
has an urgent phone call to attend to in his office.

“Okay, let’s get started,” the camera man says, clapping his 
hands together. Four soldiers, two on my left and two on my 

right stand behind me. I breathe in a whiff of the warm, 
morning Hawaiian air, my lines written clearly inside my mind.

“Camera rolling in 3, 2, 1…action!” I turn toward the camera, 
looking straight into the lense.

“President Roosevelt has-” I’m cut off by a loud clamor, coming 
from somewhere in the distance. At first I think it’s just my 
imagination, but everyone turns to look, too. It sounds like the 
fake noises used for the planes in Military Daughter. But the 
sound doesn't stop and instead grows louder and louder. It 
comes from all directions. The soldiers grab their weapons, but 
then we see them. Several long, white planes soar through the 
morning sky. I have enough time to notice that each one is 
embossed with a bright red circle.

And that's when the bombs start dropping.

***

My immediate reaction is panic.

More bombs and torpedoes explode. There are screams, more 
gunshots, soldiers yelling and running. A woman in a white 
uniform, covered in blood and soot, kneels over a man a few 
yards away, pushing her hands against his chest. She spots 
me and runs over, leaving the limp man on the ground. “Taylor! 
Taylor!” she yells.
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I blink, shocked and confused, yelling, “Aunt Diane!” Her facial 
expression shows that she’s trying to remain calm, but her 
eyes are saying she’s full of panic. My heart pounds and my 
head looks every which way. With every plane that soars 
above, more torpedoes and bombs are dropped. The once 
crystal blue water is turned charcoal gray and littered with 
bodies.

She grabs my arm firmly saying, “Taylor, you have to go.”

We run through debris and thick black smoke that threatens to 
choke and swallow us whole. We pass dead and dying bodies. 
My aunt keeps pulling me through the chaos, ducking when a 
plane flies over us, then sprinting as far and long as we can.

“There’s a bunker somewhere up here!” She yells. “We won’t 
be able to get to the mainland so you can hide in there for 
now!” I halt, stopping our movement.

“What do you mean, you! You’re coming too, right?” She turns 
around. We both know we’re not doing either of us any good 
just standing here, but there's no way I’m going into that 
bunker without her.

“Taylor, there’s wounded people I can help!” She points to the 
red cross on her hat. “Now come on!” We move a few steps as 
I say, “I won’t go in there without-,” but I’m interrupted by 
another roar.

A white plane soars low above our heads.

That plane happens to have a bomb.

And that bomb happens to land less than a mile away from us.

***

I’m numb, too injured to actually feel my injuries. How am I still 
alive? It’s hard to tell how much time has passed. I think the 
planes are gone, but the air is still thick with smoke. The sky is 
no longer a pallet of colors, but a mess of dark, murky grays 
and blacks. The world starts falling down around me and I then 
I realize something.

My dad died here and I might die here, too. I find peace in that.

I’m somewhere dark, only a faint glow provides light. I must be 
inside my head because there’s no sign of wounds or blood. 
The planes and bombs have vanished. When I blink, someone 
stands across from me. He wears a white uniform like the 
others, with a patch that says, Lieutenant Michael Mathews, 
U.S Navy.

He’s my father.

Next to him stands Aunt Diane. My heart drops, realizing she 
must’ve pushed me out of the way before the bomb dropped.
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They stare back at me, their blue eyes full of joy and faces 
solemn, but happy. I start walking toward them, but stop when 
the voice of a young boy echoes from behind me, “Taylor?”

I turn around. It’s Nathan, standing a few feet away.

I pivot to see Aunt Diane and my dad still there. But Nathan is 
still there, too.

So I’m supposed to choose. Living family or passed family.

Nathan calls my name again, “Taylor? When are you coming 
home?”

I stare back into his eyes, so full of love and innocence. So full 
of life. They’re blue, just like my father’s. I never realized how 
much he looks like my dad.

I stay locked on him, wanting to turn the other way so badly, 
but can’t because I’m already walking towards him. His eyes 
grab and pull me closer to him. “I’m coming home, Nate,” I say 
as the darkness fades and the world slowly returns.

My dad will have to wait. Besides, I’ve got a movie to film.
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Care Poem 
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Mayfield High School  
Instructor: Kari Beery

Care Poem
i think it’s funny….
how much time we can invest into other people,
but not invest that same kind of time into ourselves.

you know i wonder why i care so much.

after all this time i think i’ve realized
that i try so hard to heal the fractured people around me,

because when my bones were broken
i was not offered a cast.

i guess that’s why whenever my life gets too heavy
i break so easily.
like a porcelain plate being dropped in a boxing ring with a 
cement ground.

the first time i broke
all that was said to me was “im sorry”.
when you apologize to a broken plate
it does not magically put itself back together again.

if you try and tape it,
or even go as far as glueing it back to its original state
such porcelain will never be the same.

my porcelain has been mended in all the wrong ways.
turned into sharp edges that hurt people when they get too 
close.

my porcelain has survived the worst type of natural selection.
she outlived the hurricane of hurt, and accepted the wreckage.
she persisted through the drought, and drank the only drops of 
care that was left for her.

Gold Key
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she braved the cold, and created her own blanket of 
perseverance to keep her warm;
through it all she is still here.

my porcelain has holes in places where pieces went missing,
waiting to be completed by someone who makes me feel 
whole again.

my porcelain has scratches as scars.
reminding me that even after the fight was over,
even after the chaos simmered,
and even after the demons dispersed,

my pain is apart of who i am.

you know sometimes I wonder why I care so much.

because i swear to god i’m a magician.
i can make the time i don’t have appear out of thin air
just to hold the umbrella for someone when the storm rolls in.

i can’t pull a quarter out from behind your ear,
but i can tell you something worth listening to.
i can turn a frown into a smile,
and make you laugh so hard that the world starts to spin,

and when it starts to stop spinning
i will hold your hand,
and teach you how to make magic too.

sometimes i wonder why i care so much.
i wonder why i wasn’t shown how to create magic.
why i had to learn to heal on my own.



2
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A Kid Once More: Huckleberry Finn’s Lack of 
Development 
Critical Essay 
Grade: 11  
University High School 
Instructor: Scott Boehnen

A Kid Once More: Huckleberry Finn’s 
Lack of Development
Action, adventure, and drama are all elements of a good novel, 
especially a boys’ novel, such as the Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain. In the book, the main 
protagonist, Huckleberry Finn, goes on an adventure from his 
hometown of Hannibal, Missouri down the Mississippi River, 

and he delves deep into the backcountry of Southern America 
along with an African American slave named Jim. During this 
journey, Huck interacts with all sorts of characters which 
provides a raw insight into the Antebellum period of America 
with all its peculiarities and in particular, slavery. The 
progression of the book follows Huck through all these 
excursions and adventures, from leaving Miss Watson, his 
adoptive guardian, running away from his abusive and drunken 
father, living with the Grangerfords, meeting the King and the 
Duke, and finally coming full circle and reuniting with his 
childhood friend, Tom Sawyer, in the deep South with the 
Phelpses’ to ultimately “free” Jim from servitude, bringing 
Huck’s journey to a close. Within a novel, even a boys’ novel 
such as this, there are often two types of broad 
characterizations, static and dynamic characters; the 
difference between them would be that dynamic characters 
undergo a significant moral or inner development during the 
course of the novel. Even though Huck goes on these 
adventures and seems to show a growth of maturity and 
character, Twain refuses to sustain this characterization. 
Therefore, Huck remains a static rather than a dynamic 
character as seen in his lack of independence and his similar 
ideas and actions at the start and end of the novel.

Huck’s static characterization throughout the novel varies on 
multiple levels, changing in the middle of Huck’s journey to 
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resemble that of a dynamic character, but Twain rapidly 
demotes Huck to the plane of a static character once again to 
close the novel. At the beginning of the book, Huck is 
portrayed as a young boy who frequently tries to disobey the 
confines of “proper” society as he doesn’t want to conform to 
its values. Rather, he would prefer to remain the way he is and 
was, a dirty and homeless white boy on the lowest echelons of 
society, referred to as “white trash”. Huck’s actions are 
repetitively seen when the widow, and later Miss Watson, take 
Huck into “sivilize” him throughout chapters one through four. 
In acts of protest and rebellion, Huck runs away to go on 
adventures with Tom Sawyer, a fellow rebel, and his gang of 
other rebel children, playing pranks on a Miss Watson’s slave, 
Jim. This all changes when soon enough, Pap returns in 
Huck’s life. Huck rather willingly runs off with Pap to a 
secluded cabin in the woods and further opts to run away from 
the town of Hannibal itself rather than run back to the widow 
and Miss Watson. These attitudes never change, as later in 
the novel, Huck exhibits much of the same behavior when he 
says his famous line at the conclusion of Jim’s journey to 
freedom to close the novel, “But I reckon I got to light out for 
the Territory ahead of the rest, because aunt Sally she’s going 
to adopt me and sivilize me and I can’t stand. I been there 
before” (Twain 296). This ending line of the novel holds much 
weight to the argument of Huck being a static rather than a 
dynamic character. For one, Huck protests the attempt to 

“sivilize” him again on aunt Sally’s part, no doubt recalling all 
the attempts by the widow and Miss Watson, and attempts to 
resolve this by running away to Indian territory. This approach, 
running away and verbally resisting attempts to settle down 
and to be taught the ways of society, shows no moral or 
intellectual growth in Huck whatsoever; he remains as he was 
at the beginning of the novel.

To show Huck’s overall static characterization, it is interesting 
to contrast these static descriptions with a more dynamic 
description on pages 112-113 of the novel, also known as 
Huck’s interaction with the slave catchers. The interaction with 
the fugitive slave catchers, along with Huck’s “crisis of 
conscience” scene, are two scenes where Huck’s moral 
development seems to be at play, and at this middle point in 
the novel there seems to be a change in Twain’s 
characterization of Huck into a seemingly more dynamic 
character. This point and especially later in the novel at the 
“crisis of conscience” scene, Twain hits a roadblock, which he 
solves easily. Twain’s solution to this problem is best put by 
Toni Morrison, a critic of the novel: “Thus Huck’s ‘no comment’ 
on Jim’s status as a father works either as a comfortable 
evasion for or as a critique of a white readership, as well as 
being one of the gags Twain shoves in Huck’s mouth to protect 
him from the line of thought neither he nor Twain can safely 
pursue” (Morrison 389). Twain’s dynamic characterization of 
Huck would lead Twain to deal with Huck’s opinions on slavery 
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and thus would end up becoming a social commentary on 
slavery, grounds on which Twain felt uncomfortable. If Twain 
had pursued that route of moral change in Huck, he would be 
characterizing Huck as an abolitionist sympathetic with the 
anti-slavery cause, regarding African Americans as equals, 
which would be frowned upon in even the times Twain was 
writing in. In preventing Huck from grappling with the morality 
of African slavery, Twain is saving himself from the harsh 
criticisms he would receive from some white readers and the 
other ramifications that would arise from this. Thus, to prevent 
himself from dealing with controversial moral arguments, he 
rescinds the morally changing characterization of Huck and 
returns him to his state from the beginning of the novel as 
seen in the closing line of the novel. Furthermore, Morrison 
analyzed this last line further, going on to say, “So there will be 
no ‘adventures' without Jim. The risk is too great. To Huck and 
to the novel. When the end does come, when Jim is finally … 
freed,… Huck runs” (Morrison 391). In showing Huck 
constantly running away, Twain is bringing Huck back to the 
point in the novel he feels the most comfortable to deal with, 
back to the static characterization of a racist young white boy 
rather than that of an abolitionist. This thus halted all forms of 
progress with Huck and instead reversed the details already 
present, returning Huck to an adventure-seeking Southern boy 
who sought to escape civilization by running away rather than 
an abolitionist sympathizer who viewed a slave as an equal.

Huck’s character is static from the beginning to the end of the 
book due to his independence (or lack thereof) and his ideas 
and lack of criticism about race. These characteristics of 
Huck’s personality can be determined from the actions that he 
does or doesn’t do. A majority of the book consists of Huck 
interacting with the Duke and King on various adventures, 
where Huck has the capacity to make his own decisions, but 
chooses not to. Huck had the capabilities to make such hard 
and prominent decisions later in his life ever since the 
beginning of the novel. For example, Huck makes multiple 
decisions that would affect the rest of his life, such as 
professing his distaste and lack of interest in religion: “No, 
says I to myself, there ain’t nothing in it” (Twain 23). In a time 
when religion played almost as influential a role as slavery, 
Huck made the hard decision to renounce it as he didn’t see a 
reason he needed it, setting the tone for other religious 
scenes. Huck’s irreverence towards religion changes his 
perspective on other religious matters, such as the scene with 
the King and the Duke at the preaching, when Huck comments 
on the absurdity of their style of worship. In addition, Huck 
makes various other decisions about comportment of an 
individual in cultured society, which he dislikes, and about 
schooling to which he was happy to not attend. Thus, Huck 
had the ability to make such decisions at the beginning of the 
novel, similar to those he made later in the novel; it is just that 
he never had the opportunity to make them with the addition of 
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Tom Sawyer, but especially the Duke and the King. Huck’s lack 
of independence is clearly seen in the Duke and the King 
episodes where he is constantly following and participating in 
the shenanigans of those two characters without a word. The 
Duke and the King temporarily provide fast-paced action and 
adventure along with temporary companionship that Huck 
craved. Morrison would argue that the Duke and the King don’t 
fill this void; rather, “The consolation, the healing properties 
Huck longs for, is made possible by Jim’ active, highly vocal 
affection. It is in Jim’s company, that the dread of contemplated 
nature disappears, that even storms are beautiful and sublime, 
that real talk – comic, pointed, sad – takes place. Talk so free 
of lies it produces an aura of restfulness and peace 
unavailable anywhere else in the novel” (Morrison 388). To 
Huck, Jim is a surrogate father and, he provides the 
characteristics of a father and companion that Huck needed 
earlier in the novel and definitely earlier in his life. Jim provides 
the role of a caregiver such that his character listens to Huck 
and provides advice and a safe haven from the world, 
unavailable to Huck elsewhere.

But throughout this, Huck doesn’t look on with the lens of race, 
instead Huck was always racist and he chose when to ignore 
and when to not ignore race. Morrison even makes the point 
that Huck’s racist values never truly left the plot. These values 
were obscured by other plot elements, “Later when Huck sees 
Mary Jane Wilks with ‘her face in her hands, crying,’ he knows 

what is bothering her even before he asks her to tell him about 
it. “And it was the n*****s – I just expected it.’ I think it is 
important to note that he is responding to the separation of 
parents and children.” (Morrison 391-392) In this scene, on 
pages 198-200, Huck respects the functioning family unit, 
something he never had but craves so intensely and comforts 
Mary Jane Wilks. He sympathizes with the grieving girl over 
the fact that a family was split, the parents and the children, 
ignoring the race of the individuals. In this scenario, Huck 
chooses to overlook race and instead focus on the family, not 
implying that his racism has left. This is further proven by 
Morrison when she analyzed an event with Huck’s supposed 
father figure, Jim: “A series of small accidents prevents Jim’s 
exit from the novel, and Huck is given the gift of an assertive 
as well as already loving black father. It is to the father, not the 
n*****, that he ‘humbles’ himself” (Morrison 391). This scene 
happened after Huck and Jim got separated on the river and 
Huck played a racist prank on Jim, implying that Jim had 
dreamt up the whole scenario. Jim catches wind of this and 
calls Huck out on his error to which Huck is forced to “humble” 
himself. Morrison notes that Huck humbles himself in a way 
which a son would seek forgiveness from his father. Huck does 
not seek forgiveness from the slave Jim as Huck is on a higher 
racial status than him. Finally, with the reintroduction of Tom 
Sawyer, Huck’s reversion to being a static character is 
complete and can be best summed up by an illustration on 
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page 266 entitled “A Tough Job”, “[Tom] could out-superintend 
any boy I ever see. He knowed how to do everything” (Twain 
266). This illustration and piece of text corresponding to it 
allude to a slave master, Tom, overseeing his slaves, Huck and 
Jim. In this, Huck neatly coexists and casually comments on 
this racial hierarchy that he participates in, Twain’s purpose. 
Thus, he feels comfortable with the notion of slavery and in 
particular with Jim, racial slavery, a certain race of peoples 
performing hard labor. Huck never gave up the racial 
ideologies present in Southern society from the beginning of 
the novel up until the very end; he chose to ignore it at times 
crucial to his sanity in the family unit. Huck never grew morally 
nor intellectually.

Some critics of the book may say that Huck Finn is a dynamic 
character as he undergoes a stark moral and intellectual 
change at critical points in the novel. One such person, David 
L. Smith, commented on Huck’s attempt to appeal to the lack 
of humanity in African slaves in conversing with Aunt Sally, 
writing, “We know that Huck’s relationship to Jim has already 
invalidated for him such obtuse racial notions” (Smith 366). A 
majority of readers in addition to Smith agree with the notion 
that Huck has lost his racist tendencies and transcended 
common racist stereotypes due to his enduring relationship 
with Jim. This would mark a conflict between Antebellum 
society’s values and Huck’s moral compass. In the words of 
Mark Twain himself, he summed it up best when he described 

his novel as “a sound heart & a deformed conscience come 
into collision & conscience suffers a defeat” (Ruland and 
Bradbury).

The specific scene to which Twain points is the famous scene 
during the river journey with the King and the Duke, on pages 
221-224, where Huck Finn has his so-called collision of a 
“sound heart & a deformed conscience” where his “conscience 
suffers a defeat”. Those who believe Huck is a dynamic 
character point to this scene where Huck has his change of 
heart, “‘All right then, I’ll go to hell’ – and tore it up,” (Twain 
223) in reference to Huck deciding to free Jim from slavery, 
thus becoming an “abolitionist”, a term he detested earlier in 
the novel, “People would call me a low down Abolitionist and 
despise me” (Twain 55). This scene seems to show that Huck 
is willing to go against “Southern Christian” values by freeing a 
slave from servitude, whereas pastors used to condemn 
abolitionist behavior by saying those that act in such a manner 
go to the “everlasting fire” (Twain 222). This indicates a deep 
contrast as compared to earlier in the novel when Huck 
seemed to not have such sentiment in freeing Jim from 
slavery. Of course, Smith adds his take to the scene, shedding 
additional light upon the matter: “More fundamentally, Huck 
must decide whether to accept the conventional wisdom, 
which defines ‘Negroes’ as subhuman commodities, or the 
evidence of his own experience, which has shown Jim to be a 
good and kind man and a true friend. Huck makes what is 
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obviously the morally correct decision” (Smith 371). Clearly, 
from the point of view of those who see Huck as a changing, 
dynamic character, this piece of evidence along with scholarly 
opinion, goes to show that Huck has his inner moral change, 
from being a racist Southerner to having abolitionist sentiment 
by seeing Jim as another human being, a near equal.

The argument that Huck is a dynamic character has a handful 
of flaws that my argument addresses and ultimately proves 
that Huck is a static character. One flaw in the opposing 
argument is the disregard for the point of view that this story is 
being told in. The novel is being told in a first person limited 
point of view, which raises the issue of an unreliable narrator. 
This would potentially be an issue as Huck can seem to 
change, but it’s rather Huck’s perception of himself that is 
changing, which would indicate not an inner change, but rather 
a more superficial one. This would call into the question the 
validity of the “crisis of conscience” scene and whether it was 
truly as profound and impressive as initially thought. In 
addition, Huck lacks education and experience due to his age, 
which would cause him to see situations different from what 
another person would see. Huck would portray himself this 
way to glorify his role in situations. Another issue that arises is 
the question of Huck’s motivation to follow through with his 
decisions. My argument, backed by Toni Morrison, suggests 
that Huck was driven to make such a decision out of necessity 
for Jim, as Jim had become a sort of surrogate father for Huck. 

Without Jim in Huck’s life, Huck wouldn’t be able to have a 
trustworthy advisor and companion capable of treating him 
with love and affection such that of a father, which Huck lacked 
earlier in his life. Thus, Huck was willing to cross the societal 
and racial boundary out of the need for a father figure whom 
he had bonded to on his river journey. At that moment Huck 
didn’t see Jim as an African slave; he regarded Jim as a father, 
not due to the fact that Huck lacked racist ideals—he 
embraced them—but due to the fact that was what Huck 
needed for safety from his own thoughts; Huck’s relationship 
with Jim was instrumental as Huck chose Jim as his father 
figure.

While the overarching consensus of a first readthrough of The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by an average reader is that 
the protagonist Huck Finn is a dynamic and changing 
character, this isn’t the case. Huck is rather a highly static 
character due to Twain’s purposeful intention of not addressing 
the morality of slavery; Huck maintains his racist notion of 
African slavery while seeking a father figure. This novel is 
primarily about Huck’s loneliness and need for a male model to 
learn about the world and to survive. For this book to truly be 
absorbed and understood for what it is, readers need to read 
the book at least more than once and especially at an older 
age, such that they would not be fazed by the use of profane 
language. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn’s protagonist 
remains among one of the most understood protagonists in all 
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of literature, affecting the true meaning of the novel’s intention 
and meaning.
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river teach me  
Poetry 
Grade: 10  
Hathaway Brown School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

river teach me
River teach me how to let go
Teach me how to cleanse myself of all the negative dirt and 
mud that surrounds me
How to strip all of the gunk away from my mind the way you do 
to anything that opposes you
River, tell me how to knock down my obstacles
Or at least get around them

Explain to me how you give life but can also rip it away in a 
matter of seconds
Teach me how you are so calm
Teach me how you express yourself no matter what anyone 
else thinks
How you have enough strength and confidence to go and tear 
down trees and flood houses like          they don’t even exist
Tell me how despite all that, you’re also where baby ducklings 
learn how to swim and where baby fish learn how to breath
Teach me your ways river
But not all of them
Don’t tell me to conform to whatever shape I’m given like liquid
Like you
I want to make my own shape. Be my own shape and not 
change for anyone other than myself
Don’t show me how you destroy entire civilizations
I don’t want to be the cause of another person’s suffering
Lastly, don’t teach me how to be unforgiving in all situations
Because sometimes, forgiving is the best thing you can do.
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Snow Globe  
Flash Fiction  
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Snow Globe
As Sam walks into the airport, a single white rose in hand, the 
clock on the wall reads 7:09 PM. The plane must’ve landed by 
now, and passengers are beginning to weave their way 
through the long hallways, past all the preoccupied folks trying 
to get back home. The sky is the color of the milky way, purple 
and blue with just a bit of sparkle, and it has just started 
snowing outside, the first of the long winter season. It is the big 
fluffy snowflakes, the kind that makes you think you’re inside of 

a snow globe. The arrivals section is packed as families greet 
each other excitedly, finally returning home for the holidays. 
And as more people begin funneling into the baggage claim, 
Sam takes a step back to review the ever-growing crowd, 
looking for a familiar face. With no luck, Sam attempts to look 
less uncomfortable by reading emails about something 
unimportant, but nothing can calm all of Sam’s uneasy nerves 
tonight.

It’s been three months since Dani left for Europe and they 
haven’t seen each other since. The space was needed, but 
Sam has no idea what’s going to happen when Dani finally 
comes home. A rose felt right, but Sam is beginning to regret it, 
and nothing is calming all the nerves in that big building. But 
as Sam checks the clock for what seems like the hundredth 
time, something feels different. Familiar. The clock says it's 
7:22 and everything in the busy airport seems to freeze. That 
suitcase coming down the escalator, it’s theirs. That little blue 
suitcase that used to live under the bed is finally home and 
attached to the suitcase, it’s her. They used to be so 
comfortable together, but now, with a hundred feet between 
them, neither knows what to do. Sam can feel a tear coming 
but is quick to blink it out. Dani does the same but as they get 
closer it gets harder to hold back their tears, and by the time 
they are standing in front of each other, Dani has given up 
trying to hide it and Sam is just about to do the same.

Silver Key

GRACE AMJAD



186

The wet floor reflects their faces, frozen in awe of the each 
other. It hadn’t been that long, but they were both so different. 
Maybe the space hadn’t done them too well. Sam lifts the rose 
between them, knowing now that it was a good choice and as 
Dani lets out one last tear, she takes the delicate, white flower 
and pulls Sam into a long, gentle embrace. And for just a 
minute, their pasts don’t matter, they were just two people who 
had loved each other for many years and plan on loving each 
other for many more. Sam grabs the little blue suitcase in one 
hand, and Dani’s hand in the other, getting ready to finally go 
home. The clock read 7:30 and the snow continues to fall, 
enveloping the airport in a soft blanket of white.
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So Familiar 
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

So Familiar
Memories belong in the past 
But sometimes I get caught up in them 
And it’s harder to move on than it seems 
Because I can still feel the mountain air 
Rushing through my lungs 
And when I close my eyes 
I can feel my second family around me  
  
Car rides still feel like drives through the mountains 
And my backpack might as well  
Be my suitcase  
  
I can feel the way 
The sun hit my skin  
And the way the wind  
Blew in my hair 
  

The markets 
And gardens 
And hostels 
And restaurants still feel so familiar 
 
If 
Memories belong in the past 
Then I must too
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A Cardinal Rebellion
Poetry
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Jack Somers

A Cardinal Rebellion 
The room is filled with all sorts of people  
Crowded and crammed yelling the loudest they could  
Watching it makes me question why I am here  
The current climate makes me think things are not good  
 
He’s making statements that don’t seem right 
Caring about only running campaigns 
How could he possibly get elected?  

Ignoring the people who were once in chains. 
 
Pulling and shifting us away from tradition  
He was born here, but he doesn't represent us 
There’s no draining the swamp going on  
Elected to change the system but he’s causing a deafening 
fuss 
 
My fellow citizens wanted a businessman  
On a day that must won’t ignore  
He became an occupant of the oval office  
Based on his words, I detect four more  
 
The Democratic nominee criticized at every turn  
I question If it was solely because of her last name  
Perhaps it’s time to do away with the electoral college  
The third time wasn’t the charm left her legacy in shame  
 
Misogyny has run rampant through this country 
But, that’s not why she lost the presidency 
He spoke to people anxieties and fears 
Politics changed rapidly and now he sleeps in the residency 
 
Both parties swinging to each extreme  
Am I ‘liberal’ for calling out my parties nominee?  
I disagree with the direction of partisan politics 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America is exceptional, but our leader makes people not feel 
free  
 
He’s been smart in his actions thus far 
Not violating the countries law but an abandonment of the 
norms 
Did he conspire with Russia in our election process?  
It looks like the public may never know because of his other 
political storms. 
 
Lying and twisting habitually at his own risk 
Why does he have to act like this?  
Wharton and Fordham didn’t teach him decent values 
When his supporters are questioned they just dismiss 
 
Our political system is fractured  
We shouldn’t be divided into teams 
Not just Red and Blue but collaboration  
Nowadays bipartisanship is only in people's dreams 
 
His use of executive power is of misuse  
The government is full of greed and corruption  
The President is a symptom, not the issue  
Unelected aristocrats saw him as a disruption  
 
The party system continues to fail us 

When will Americans step up and comprehend  
We are not going to have a country soon  
Communication between people is just for favors nobody's 
friends 
 
What can we do to fix the problems?  
Too many are content, and there is no progress 
We are asleep as a nation and can’t wake up  
Isn’t it laughable our legislative chamber is called Congress?  
 
America was once seen as a beacon of hope for the world  
However, there’s now constant rebellion in the streets 
I never thought the country would be like a dystopian movie  
We don’t praise the right jobs; instead, people keep 
overpaying athletes 
 
I can’t help but realize there’s a shrinking middle class 
Are tax cuts for the one-percent a solution?  
Our politicians are in it for themselves 
All the rhetoric espoused renders many into delusion  
 
We are in continuous war scenarios 
The U.S. sometimes forgets about guaranteed rights 
It looks like we are one accident away from extinction  
Without following the constitution, it takes away all the citizens 
might
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The Great Gatsby: Dreaming Better, Not Bigger
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Scott Boehnen
"

The Great Gatsby: Dreaming Better, 
Not Bigger
There is a certain irony in the fact that a Google search of “the 
American Dream and The Great Gatsby” produces nearly 39 
million hits. F. Scott Fitzgerald never uses the term “American 
Dream” in the novel and, in fact, The Great Gatsby actually 
predates the expression by about six years, having emerged 
out of the country’s Great Depression. Nevertheless, 

Fitzgerald comes close. He suggests that the “American 
Dream” – that anyone can rise from rags to riches – is a lie, or 
at least a chimera, a thing that is desperately hoped or wished 
for but in fact is illusory or nearly impossible to achieve. 
Americans may worship wealth, but Fitzgerald knows that it is 
a false god, because in a land of promise, failure will always 
be an option. Thus, in terms of the American Dream, The 
Great Gatsby is not an American success story, but an 
American failure story. Furthermore, Gatsby’s personal dream 
of winning Daisy, like the American Dream, is also in the 
conditional tense, the “if this happens” that makes Gatsby so 
sure of his romantic success that he never considers the 
reality, namely that the careless rich and powerful determine 
the outcome rather than the dreamers. Thus, Fitzgerald is 
wary of dreams. He knows that America’s genius is that it 
takes an American emotion, hope, and nationalizes it. He also 
knows that infinite hope, Gatsby’s “green light” so to speak, 
delivers extremely limited rewards. In the closing passage of 
The Great Gatsby, Fitzgerald reminds us that all of our dreams 
for the future are based on the glory of past dreams, long lost 
but too majestic to surrender. With a fatalistic tone that invokes 
emptiness, Fitzgerald’s parting words suggest that our dreams 
should not be bigger but better.

Fitzgerald considers the “American Dream” to be America’s 
original lie, and he uses both personification and biblical 
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allusions to demonstrate the birth of this false promise of self-
empowerment. As Nick Caraway looks across moonlit Long 
Island Sound in the novel’s closing scene, he imagines 
America’s economic family tree, beginning with Dutch 
merchants. He believes these commercially motivated 
hopefuls must have looked upon the unspoiled “flowered” 
landscape of the “new world” with awe and wonder, literally 
holding their breath in the presence of a “fresh green breast” 
suggestive of the Garden of Eden (Fitzgerald 180). 
Significantly, however, it is not the Dutchmen’s idea to come 
ashore. Rather, it is America’s idea. She is the siren. Her trees 
“whisper” to the sailors, “enchant” them with her beauty, and 
“compel” them into what appears to be an almost involuntary 
arrangement, in that it is neither “understood nor desired” by 
the men but they cannot resist the call. In other words, much 
like the snake in Eden, whose “shadowy” figure tempted Eve 
with the apple and promises of enlightenment, America herself 
drew these men into her “breast” with indulgent “dreams” of 
greatness (180). They bit the apple, the American Dream, and 
this lie imputed itself to all Americans thereafter, much as 
Adam and Eve’s original sin imputed itself to humanity. Now, in 
both contexts, men are doomed to return to dust. In the novel, 
the metaphorical death of the American Dream lies in the 
Valley of the Ashes, a “grey land” of “grotesque gardens” 
where men with only a “damp gleam of hope” for success join 
an army of similarly situated, anonymous ash-grey men, 

spiritless, and ghostlike (23, 25, 26). Significantly, here is 
where Myrtle’s lifeless body lay, with her “left breast…swinging 
loose like a flap,” a fatal amputation of the “fresh, green breast” 
of the “old island” (137). The shocking contrast of breast 
imagery, one fertile and the other grisly, is intentional, showing 
Fitzgerald’s disgust for the blind allure of the American Dream. 
When stripped of its enchantment, Fitzgerald sees the dream 
as it is – grotesque and fatal.

Gatsby’s personal dream is just as fatal as the American 
Dream, and the contrasting symbols of the “moon” and the 
“green light” in the novel’s final passage illustrate the 
unbridgeable gap between dreams and reality. First, the moon 
unmistakably represents Daisy. Described by Nick as a “girl 
whose disembodied face floated,” Daisy’s face is the moon, 
luminous, surrounded by “dark shining hair” like the moon 
against the dark sky (80). Also like the moon, she is 
untouchable, out of reach, a virtual holy “grail” (149). Indeed, 
like the Dutchmen “enchanted” by the new world, Gatsby 
describes himself as “enchanted” and “forever wed” to Daisy 
once he kisses her for the first time on a sidewalk “white with 
moonlight” (110, 180). At that very moment, Daisy’s 
“incarnation was complete,” meaning she transforms into a 
spirit or a goddess (111). She is now otherworldly, and Gatsby 
moves from reality to idolatry. To catch his idol, he seeks to 
become her, to “gulp down the incomparable milk” of her moon 
and to “climb” skyward into her social sphere (110). Thus, he 
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begins a five-year ascent toward the gleaming white houses, 
white cars, and white-linen knickerbockers of East Egg society, 
toward the top of Goddard’s white civilization, toward the 
moon.

Gatsby, however, does not belong to the whiteness of the 
moon and of Daisy. He belongs to color. His clothes are stripes 
and plaids in corals and apple-green and oranges. His parties 
are “gaudy with primary colors,” and even his lawn is 
“blue” (40, 180). He may shed his “torn green jersey” along 
with his real name, but the “moon soak[ing]…his tangled 
clothes upon the floor” does not make them whiter or Gatsby 
more aristocratic (98, 99). Thus, Gatsby tries to bring Daisy 
into his color. Instead of believing in the moonlight, “Gatsby 
believed in the green light” (180). He displaces the moonlight 
with the “green light at the end of Daisy’s dock,” trying to draw 
them closer together both symbolically and geographically 
(180). When Gatsby looks at the green light, much like the 
Dutchmen gazed upon the “green breast of the new world,” he 
trembles, “face to face” with “something commensurate to his 
capacity for wonder” (180). It becomes a symbol to Gatsby of 
his steadfast love for Daisy, and it reminds him that they both 
exist together in the same world. Simply put, the green light is 
infinite hope. But, in the end, Gatsby’s belief in the green light 
is nothing more than an “illusion” under which the real Daisy 
“tumbled short of his dreams” (95). The reality is that Daisy 
belongs to the moon and the green light is just a green light on 

a dock instead of an “enchanted” object (93). Of course, 
Gatsby holds onto the dream until his last breath, but Nick 
imagines that as he lay dying, Gatsby “looked up at an 
unfamiliar sky” and saw a “new world, material without being 
real” (161). It is at this point that he probably welcomes death 
because he has nothing to live for anymore. Without the dream 
to ennoble the green light, the green light fades away into 
“obscurity”, extinguishing the dreamer along with it.

Fitzgerald obviously considers the American Dream and 
Gatsby’s dream to be illusions, doomed from the beginning. 
The last three sentences of the novel carry this fatalistic 
message forward as Fitzgerald universalizes Gatsby’s 
experience to dreaming in general. First, Fitzgerald warns that 
the majesty of our dreams means we will never relinquish 
them. We sprint towards our dreams, no matter that they 
“recede” more quickly than we can run (180). Hope explains 
our willingness to give it another try “tomorrow” and to “stretch 
out our arms further…” (180). The ellipses here emphasize the 
distance separating us from our dreams. The gap will always 
be there, but we will never stop because there is always the 
hope of catching the dream “one fine morning –“ (180). This 
final syntactic dash leaves little doubt that Fitzgerald considers 
dreams to be teases that encourage us to keep running into 
one disappointment after another. Significantly, the last 
sentence of the novel hammers this point home. Textually 
standing on its own, this sentence is actually quite poetic. The 
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alliteration of the words “beat”, “boats,” “borne” and “back” 
mimic the rhythm of waves, a never-ending, “ceaseless” cycle 
(180). The metaphor of rowing against the current illustrates 
the Sisyphean struggle to make progress, knocked backwards 
time and time again (180). No matter how hard we try to go 
forward in life, we will be forced backwards. Even when the 
dream dies, we will fight on to touch the intangible, “struggling 
unhappily, undespairingly” toward what we keep losing (134). 
Thus, the novel’s final message leaves us empty because it 
underscores Fitzgerald’s pessimistic point of view about 
America’s promises. He thinks America is the story of 
disappointment and disillusion, of ellipses and hyphens, and 
that man’s fate is to return to the ashes.

Perhaps then, the best way to break free from the ashes is to 
learn to dream better, rather than bigger. In the novel’s final 
passage, Nick “sat there brooding” on the elusive hopes of the 
American Dream, Gatsby’s dream, and our collective dreams 
(180). I contend, however, that Nick and we have forgotten 
what hope really is. Our hope is too vague: I hope I get into 
Stanford; I hope to get a high paying job; I hope to be a 
scratch golfer one day. I, like Gatsby, can possess “an 
extraordinary gift for hope,” but to hope for the wrong things 
will leave me brooding on a dock one day like Nick. Hope lies 
beyond our “capacity to wonder” (180). It lies with God, far 
above the “inessential” (180). Hope is one of the three great 
Christian virtues, along with faith and love. The Bible does not 

present hope as wishful thinking but as a confident 
expectation, a definiteness about what will happen in the 
future, and even an eagerness of that future. We can run after 
wealth or the most beautiful person in the world with 
outstretched arms, but they cannot satisfy us permanently. 
Like all of us, Gatsby is a “son of God,” but he goes about his 
“Father’s business” by pursing the “vast, vulgar, and 
meretricious beauty” (98). He idolizes the wrong things, all the 
while ignoring the true source of joy. To hope for better means 
to hope in God, because He is the only one who can satisfy 
our deepest needs for love and purpose. That is why we are 
not merely encouraged but commanded to hope in God. The 
psalmist writes, “Israel, put your hope in the Lord both now and 
forevermore,” and Paul tells us not to “put [our] hope in wealth, 
which is so uncertain, but to put [our] hope in God, who richly 
provides us with everything for our enjoyment” (New 
International Version, Psalm 131:13; 1 Timothy 6:17). When all 
the big shore places close, when all the trees vanish, when the 
green light switches off, when all the transitory worldly things 
recede, God remains. He is the only one worthy of our hope 
because He is eternally faithful. And one fine morning - we will 
see Him and be rewarded for placing our hope in a better 
place.
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Critical Essay
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons#

Foreign Aid

Upon hearing the phrase “foreign aid,” we tend to imagine 
food, money, resources—things that help. Our minds take us 
to the most beneficial foreign aid policies and agencies, like 
the Marshall Plan and the United States Agency for 
International Development. Why? Because we are quick to 
assume that all forms of foreign aid actually work. In her 
opinion piece, “Why trying to help poor countries might actually 

hurt them,” reporter Ana Swanson of The Washington Post 
pushes back against this assumption by making a surprising 
argument against the provision of foreign aid to developing 
countries. Although thorough and sophisticated, Swanson’s 
arguments against foreign aid are held together solely by 
statistics and scant historical references. Where her piece falls 
short is in her failure to address whether or not financially 
stable countries have an obligation to provide aid to 
developing countries. I applaud Swanson for her emphasis on 
the current vulnerability of developing nations and their urgent 
need for assistance; however, I oppose Swanson’s claim that 
foreign aid is more hurtful than helpful and simultaneously 
disapprove of her proposal to allow these nations to struggle 
on their own.

I support Swanson’s extension of the formal definition of 
foreign aid. She explains that a stable nation ought to value 
“the strength of a country’s institutions – political and social 
systems that are developed through the interplay of a 
government and its people.” Swanson expresses that foreign 
aid consists of more than financial support and physical 
resources. Struggling countries need an effective and resilient 
government that consistently acts in the interest of the people. 
A trustworthy relationship between the government and its 
people is necessary to ensure that both contribute to and are 
involved in the decision-making process. This form of foreign 
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aid allows for the development of a successful government, 
which is necessary but often lacking. Swanson and I agree 
that foreign aid expands much farther than the narrow 
definition it’s been assigned; it isn’t just money or food. It 
allows countries to assist each other in more than one aspect 
of life: politics, economics, society, technology, etc. It’s 
essentially anything that helps a developing country develop.

Foreign aid is not always successful, nor is it consistently 
effective; I’ll admit: it’s not perfect. However, I oppose 
Swanson’s belief all forms of foreign aid are detrimental to the 
nations that need it. She explains that successful foreign aid is 
rare and unrealistic, citing a chart from a paper by economist 
William Easterly that demonstrates an increase in aid as 
percentage of GDP from 1970 to 1999 in Africa that is 
consistent with a sharp decline in growth per capita. Although 
her claim is supported by a credible source, Swanson fails to 
consider the effectiveness of foreign aid outside the narrow 
scope her own research. In actuality, effectively targeted 
foreign aid is directly linked to significant improvements in 
health in developing countries, according to a study conducted 
by Stanford University School of Medicine researchers. The 
researchers examined both public and private health-aid 
programs between 1974 and 2010 in 140 countries; results 
showed that these health-aid grants led to increases in life 
expectancy and declines in child mortality. Life expectancy 
rose from 57.5 to 62.3 years among the countries that had 

received the most aid. Another example of successful and 
effective foreign aid in recent history is George W. Bush’s 
President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), a US 
governmental initiative to address the HIV/AIDS epidemic in 
Africa. As of 2018, PEPFAR has saved more than 16 million 
lives; the plan has supported more than “14 million men, 
women, and children on antiretroviral therapy, 2.2 million 
babies born HIV-free to HIV-positive mothers, and 15.2 million 
men and boys to receive voluntary medical male circumcision 
to ensure they remain HIV-negative.” PEPFAR is known to 
have had an extreme impact not only on medical treatment 
and health, but on the welfare and unity of the villages that 
have benefited from the implementation of Bush’s plan. This 
marked an important turnaround from the little attention that 
the developed world had given to AIDS in Africa.. Throughout 
her piece, Swanson minimizes the beneficial and immense 
impact of foreign aid. Contrary to her claim, I firmly believe 
that, if implemented correctly, foreign aid can improve the 
health and the livelihoods of those living in poor countries.

Moreover, wealthier nations have an undeniable moral 
obligation to provide assistance to developing nations. In 
philosopher Peter Singer’s Famine, Affluence, and Morality, he 
states “If it is in our power to prevent something very bad from 
happening, without thereby sacrificing anything else morally 
significant, we ought, morally, to do it.” If wealthy nations 
possess surplus resources and are capable to providing them 
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to developing nations, they are obligated to come to the aid of 
struggling countries. They have a moral duty to act. The 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights considers the 
economic and social rights that foreign aid serves to uphold as 
“indispensable for human dignity,” and states that they should 
be realized “through national effort and international 
cooperation.” Failure to provide foreign aid to countries in 
desperate need of it impedes these rights. A nation’s obligation 
to provide international assistance comes from the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR) and the International Health Regulations 
(IHR). These human rights laws express a universal duty to 
assure health and human dignity. Through providing foreign 
aid, we openly recognize that the lives of other nations and 
receivers of aid are equal and just as deserving as any other 
life. We address their inherent value and worth as human 
beings. Thus, there is a paramount obligation for developed 
nations to provide foreign aid.
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Fatima
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Grade: 11
Hawken School
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Fatima
I remember the day Fatima told her first lie. Coincidentally, it 
was the same day I realized I hated American autumn. Autumn 
in Deadwood, Michigan smelled like fumes from the local 
rubber factory and rancid pumpkins smashed in the street, 
their smiling orange faces dead on the curb.

But Fatima would disagree. She would hold onto autumn like a 
life raft, wear her orange and brown Kohl’s sweaters with zeal, 

and pronounce pumpkin spice to be what was missing from 
the tried and true recipes my mother knew not by heart but 
diligent practice. We were fifteen and seventeen respectively, 
but by the American yardstick, we were fetuses. As we stood 
outside of school, Fatima entertained a group of kids whose 
attention was stained with condescension. They asked her 
what it was like to hear a bomb explode and how she knew 
how to speak English so well. I smiled to myself but felt no 
satisfaction in their ignorance. I wanted to reduce them to 
nothing, to explode into laughter with Fatima by my side, but 
she wanted to be the immigrant novelty. Fatima paused before 
answering, whispering that she can still find bomb resin on her 
clothes and that English, despite her assumed fluency, is a 
struggle. Homegirl failed to mention that she made my mother 
find Harry Potter in English just because she enjoyed taunting 
me with her stunning proficiency in the language that left my 
teeth chattering. Girl had a thing for science. To use her words, 
“the intersection of botany and toxicology.” In Syria, she had 
pinups up of the deadly nightshade, oleander, and doll’s eye. 
“This,” she said, while pointing an elegant finger to the glossy 
cutouts, “will kill you in an instant.”

At the beginning, I thought Fatima and I were on the same 
team. We were brother and sister, best friends, the only 
Syrians in school. I wonder if Mama knew that when she 
moved us to Deadwood. Like Fatima, it was hard to know if 
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Mama wanted us to be more Arab or American, both had such 
dangerous connotations. To be Arab, was to be like my father, 
a toothless man from the mountains who seduced my mother 
away from her doctor father and neatly kept Damascus 
apartment. When I asked Fatima why Mama had married him 
even though he was poor (darker, less educated), she said it 
was because Mama watched too much American television 
and thought that loving the right man meant finding the wrong 
one. To be American was somehow worse. It meant 
disrespecting your parents, talking about sex, and following 
one’s “passion.” Mama wanted us to exist in the impossible 
middle: the point where you had American degrees on your 
walls and Arab food on your table. Didn’t she know how hard 
this would be?

While I spent the first few years in solitude, Fatima wasn’t able 
to exist in her own cosmic vacuum. Sometimes I think it was 
because she was more feeling than I was, able to sense the 
needs and desires of those around her. Ultimately, that’s what I 
figure it means to assimilate, to anticipate how others wish to 
perceive you and then actualize their perception. Fatima knew 
that in order to get people to accept you, it was critical for them 
to understand you. Knowing that the cultural awareness of 
white seventeen-year-olds in Deadwood, Michigan was…
limited, Fatima helped them out. Step one was to establish 
herself as the shadow-dwelling refugee they believed her to 
be. The brilliance of this tactic was not to tell grand stories 

about capsizing boats or village rebels but rather to slip in 
subtle, completely fabricated quips at the drop of a hat. 
Someone who say they were hungry and my sister would say 
that she too had experienced intense hungry, “what with being 
starved by ISIS for thirteen months.” Fatima’s wrist would then 
bend with great precision as she skewered a canned peach on 
her plastic fork and swallowed away her thirteen-month famine 
as if she had landed a triple handspring. It was impossible to 
know if she was subverting their narrowmindedness with 
Shakespearian irony or if she was crucifying herself at the feet 
of kids who couldn’t find Syria on a map.

When Mama was diagnosed with lung cancer, thank you Papa 
for her nervous smoking, things went from bad to worse. In the 
months leading up to Mama’s hospitalization, Fatima had 
finally realized that no matter how brilliantly she tried to 
convince the jury of her right to lunch tables and group texts, 
the decision had already been made. Fatima slept in the room 
next to mine, but I often took to creeping in and watching her 
hair rise and fall like waves in the Mediterranean Sea. I knew 
she dreamed of boys with milky skin telling her that she was 
beautiful and girls with Republican fathers saying that she was 
welcomed to sleep over anytime. She dreamed of parties and 
moonlight and life; in comparison to the cemetery of miscarried 
dreams, the world of her peers was an oasis for the most 
beautiful and secure. The fallout was hard. Fatima gave up 
trying to fit in and made it her mission to stand out. The hair 
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was cut to nothing, she put on weight, and started wearing 
monochromatic outfits from the fashion magazines she liked 
not for the horoscopes but for the editorials on climate change. 
But without tattoos or an interest in dated music, she wasn’t 
recruited by any of the niche B-list social groups. Her name 
hung in the halls like a swarm of locusts. Her grades dropped 
the moment my voice did. Fatima graduated high school 
without honors, without college admission, without anyone in 
the audience to watch as her name was announced 
(incorrectly) and she walked (strutted) across the stage. My 
absence wasn’t out of spite. Mama was in the hospital with a 
tumor the size of Fatima’s big heart. The real injury, however, 
was Mama’s throat, raw from yelling at Fatima and dilating with 
sobs. This is not what Mama had in mind. Her daughter, her 
gem, her gorgeous Fatima had flown too close to the sun and 
taken a tumble in the weeds.

When I think about it, it’s kind of funny that Mama and Fatima 
entered states of comatose around the same time. Mama was 
strapped to a hospital bed, her breath growing shallower by 
the second. Fatima wasn’t undergoing chemotherapy, yet she 
seemed closer to death. She stayed put on the unused leather 
recliner that was meant for my father. As she watched CNN 
and took notes on a big, pink legal pad, she told me that it was 
important to remember Syria, that we should never forget 
where we took our first steps, had our first swim, or for Fatima, 
a first kiss. It was a good cover, but it couldn’t fool me. Fatima 

was watching for him. She wanted him to come back, to see 
her successful and loved and American enough. But Fatima 
knew that if he ever returned to see her in her heavy, dark, 
pointless state, he would never forgive her for ruining what she 
had been given. I’m not talking about money, education, or 
love; Arab parents give you nada. Life, that’s enough for them. 
They give you life, and you give them everything. That’s the 
exchange. So if you looked closer at Fatima, closer at this 
beautiful, broken butterfly, you would see someone who 
watched the door in fear, not hope, of her father’s return. 
Fatima never wanted to disappoint anyone. Not the white kids 
at school, definitely not Papa, and maybe not even Mama. I 
didn’t get that gene.

I walked through my senior year in a haze of pot and self-pity. 
No friends, no girls, only an acceptance to school in the fall. 
But I didn’t mind any of that because I had Baldwin, Bukowski, 
and Austen to keep me company. The only part that got me 
towards the end was when my English teacher approached me 
after graduation and told me that he was so, so, so sorry that 
he hadn’t made an effort to connect with me, to help me “fit in”, 
and “find my place.” After all, he claimed to really understand 
what I had gone through in high school, what with my being 
Pakistani and all. I didn’t care that he took one look at my dark 
complexion and assumed it to be like his own or that he hadn’t 
tried to “connect” earlier on. All I could think about was that he 
would drive home, turn off his mid-sized car, and walk into his 
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house victorious. He would explain to his wife- with the 
intention of getting laid in a tender, nostalgic way- that he had 
finally made right by that boy. If Fatima taught me one thing it 
was to never be a sob story unless it was to your benefit. So 
when he tried to shake my hand, his parting gift, I smiled like 
the god damn Cheshire Cat and told him that this school had 
supported me so much that anything more would have felt like 
a drop in the ocean. I’m not joking when I say he looked 
disappointed. He smiled politely and wished me luck in 
college. I kept my contorted mouth and sad eyes glued to his 
back until he reached the end of the hallway.

Fatima and I don’t talk anymore and that’s not the way it 
should be. I kicked pot in college and focused hard on science 
and math, the subjects I couldn’t have cared less about in high 
school. It worked for a little bit until I found myself standing in 
the middle of a party staring at a girl who looked unmistakably 
Arab. I approached her and asked if she was from Syria. She 
laughed. “Dude, I’m from Connecticut.” Not even in my wildest 
dreams could this girl be Arab. Fair skin, small breasts, and 
pale eyes. I saw what I thought I wanted to that night, and I’m 
happy I did. Within the next week, I changed my major from 
pre-med to English with a minor in Russian poetry. I didn’t tell 
Mama. It’s better that way.

I ran fast towards Jane because she made it easy to run away 
from Deadwood. Yeah, she was a couple inches taller than me 

and always tasted like Carmex lip balm, but she didn’t reach 
like Fatima or fall like Mama. What I liked about Jane was that 
she seemed weightless; if she ever flew away, I reserved the 
belief that she would take me with her. When she sleeps, I 
marvel at how Jane’s hair almost matches the white of the 
pillow and how small she looks against the backdrop of the 
stars. Jane isn’t special, but when she walks towards me it’s 
like she’s stepping off of the Mayflower and onto land that has 
never been, and will never be, touched by anyone but her. 
Nothing keeps her complacent or awake. She goes on long 
runs and falls asleep instantly. I like when she comes to my 
apartment sweaty and flushed and forgets to take off her 
shoes; for a moment, she’s imperfect.

Sometimes we walk home late from dinner and she tells me 
stories about high school dances and parties and her favorite 
teachers. I don’t care about ex-lovers whose faces she 
imagines in the dark or the time she had midnight pancakes at 
Denny’s and left without paying. To me, these stories are 
perfect pearls on a necklace Jane doesn’t wear anymore, and I 
know that nothing short of a darker hue of skin will make her 
appreciate the gems she writes off as worthless. I ask her if 
she ever felt alone when she was younger. Not really. Any 
family problems? Nope! She never really addresses that I’m 
Arab or that I refuse to watch the news. When she’s drunk she 
says that my accent is sexy because it’s mysterious and a little 
scary. I accept these comments like shards of glass in my feet. 
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I know that when the sun comes up I should say something, 
but if I pointed to my wounds, she wouldn’t see anything.

We’ve dated for a while and yet she’s never introduced me to 
her parents, and I’ve never invited her home. The closest we 
came was one winter break when I dragged her to an Arab 
spot I found five miles from campus. I ordered kibbe naye and 
fattoush for us to share. Maybe I should have known better 
than to introduce her to the only thing I liked about being 
Syrian with raw lamb, but I figured that this was a girl I was 
sleeping with, who knew that I didn’t like avocado and that I 
loved the ballet. But part of me wanted it all to fall apart, 
wanted her to take one look at the cold dead animal and feel 
sick to her stomach and embarrassed for not knowing any 
better. I planned to look her dead in the eyes as I scooped 
heaps onto pita and offered her periodic bites. When she 
refused, I would wear a look of feigned surprise, and maybe 
she would think that I had already expected her to fail this test. 
But my girl is a blue blood. She had a cotillion, and her parents 
fly her back home when they miss her. I scooted the plate 
closer to her. “No thanks.”

The last time I talked to Fatima it was the third summer after I 
graduated from college. I moved to New York and got a job 
translating old Arab poems for some professor at NYU. After 
work, we would smoke in a park across from his office and he 
would tell me what a gift it was to be able to understand one of 

the oldest and most beautiful languages in its natural form. He 
interrogated me with questions about home and family and 
recommended a local dive with the “most fantastic manaeesh.” 
I told him how being Arab was the deepest root of evil in my 
life and how I wished nothing more than to have the cultural 
identity of a blank piece of paper. He told me to write about all 
of “this” especially with “what’s going on.” I hated the idea of 
exposing the ugly truths of my childhood for sake of a political 
landscape Americans can’t even being to understand, but I 
wanted to write and writing about being Arab seemed like my 
only story to tell. I tried every possible angle, but it all came 
back to her. Eventually, I wrote about Fatima. The product was 
a story about a girl who I didn’t begin to stand next to my 
sister. But I was restless to send it off. Someone must have 
owed that professor one hell of a favor because a few months 
later I had a byline.

Fatima called me a traitor in Arabic and then a dick in English. 
The tragedy of the situation was not lost on me. This was the 
first time in years that we had talked and she had thawed the 
ice with searing hot words. While she spoke, I imagined her 
sitting in Papa’s chair and massaging her feet from a long day 
of waitressing at the diner where Mama still slaved in the hot 
kitchen, frying the French fries she would never eat, taking 
home checks that would never amount to anything. The two 
walked to and from work together in silence but probably hand 
in hand. I didn’t know what I found more upsetting- that Fatima 
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still checked my Facebook or that I had written that “my sister’s 
weight was a reflection of her success in penetrating the white 
clan of suburban kids in a town known for nothing by no one 
who knows anything” in digital ink. Eventually, she ran out of 
steam. I started to apologize but she told me that I was a 
talentless writer. I agreed with her and wrestled with more 
silence. I could feel us both lean in closer. “So, how are you?” I 
gave her a rundown of my job at NYU and the city and then 
described my apartment in painful detail. I told her that it 
wasn’t much but that I had a nice view from a small window in 
my bathroom that I was pretty sure wasn’t supposed to be 
there. Jane didn’t come up once. “I always wanted to see the 
city.” I didn’t know how to respond. If I told her to visit, she’d 
ask with what money. If I told her that I loved it, she would call 
me an asshole for leaving her behind. But I didn’t have to.

“It’s almost autumn.”

“I know.”

“The leaves are falling.”

“They sure are.”

“It’s kind of beautiful. Don’t you think?”

“Yes, Fatima. It is.”
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Me v Me
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Me v Me

People who don’t talk usually have something that silences 
them, something that stifles their words from reaching the air. 
No matter how hard they try to let their voice be heard, that 
thing suppresses words that are necessary. In my case, there 
wasn’t anything or anyone silencing me. My parents gave me 
a childhood filled with exciting vacations and rewarding 
experiences. They shielded me from the twisted terrors 

infecting this world. I went to a wonderful private-Catholic 
school in a good community. Naturally, I did well in school and 
had a great group of friends. On the outside looking in, the 
model life had been placed on a silver platter, what could be 
the problem? Why did I feel that I shouldn’t divulge my 
thoughts?

I was too naïve to know what it meant to be the only black kid 
in my homeroom or the one of the few females in advanced 
classes. Despite being put in positions to speak up, what I had 
to say never seemed to fit what I was expected to say. My filter 
weeded out unnecessary conversations and stifled my 
unapologetic opinion. My classmates, parents, and friends 
didn’t have any idea about the intricate, alternative universe 
that had emerged in my mind. All they ever knew was the kind 
black girl who always smiles. Thankfully, I’m not this person 
today, but removing this shell of silence I didn’t know 
enveloped me and unburdening myself of everyone’s 
expectations took years of self-realization.

In elementary school Reading classes, my opinions on books 
weren’t the same as my classmates. When discussing novels 
such as The Outsiders, I tended to have sympathy for the 
antagonists because there was t some tragic event or 
underlying cause that forces them to be the way they are. 
While my classmates and teacher saw the Greasers as simply 
a group of delinquent children, I tried to understand their 
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situation. When my teacher asked a question about the 
motivation of an action by the Greasers, we competed for our 
hands to be the first one selected. We shot mean glares 
across the room to spur each other’s arm to slump back down 
or tickled someone to make their arm resemble the inflatable 
outside of stores moving up and down instead of as still as a 
column that the teacher desired. The winner of arm 
competition presented the idea as if it was a unique outlook on 
the story and confirmed my teacher’s interpretation of the 
greasers’ morals and personality as gang members with no 
motivation or respect for others. In my head, considering more 
than her myopic answer, I tried new variations such as the 
Greasers not knowing the repercussions of their actions or not 
having a role model to tell them right from wrong. Loud and 
proud, I expressed my idea in my quiet depths of my brain.

The more I went through school, the more others’ expectations 
consumed me in their reality. I overscheduled myself to have a 
plethora of activities and made sure I participated in just about 
everything possible. Looking back, I realize I seized each 
opportunity to appease someone else and left a select few for 
me to hang onto. I clung to activities like soccer and power of 
the pen, but I’m still waiting to see the impact of all those 
extracurricular activities I wasn’t dedicated to.

At the end of eighth grade, I was relieved to sit through my 
final awards assembly. Who knew I would be attached to the 

painfully long stage in order to collect so many awards it was 
more embarrassing than impressive. I put up the façade of 
being grateful and happy that my useless hard work paid off. I 
was having a nervous breakdown in my head, needing to know 
why I bent over backwards to do these activities. The five 
seconds between me being on the stage and in my seat I 
attempted to reconcile with this traumatizing success unfolding 
in front of me. Desperately, I hunted for my pride, my 
happiness and deeper meanings behind every certificate, 
ribbon and trophy. After the awards assembly, everyone 
congratulated me of being such a “superior student” and “great 
contribution to the Gesu Community”. Some students would’ve 
killed to hear these word yet, I felt nothing more than fake and 
unfulfilled. The words didn’t spark a fire of confidence or 
justification, but a tornado of regret and sadness. My heart 
wasn’t in the contribution. I wasn’t a superior student who 
found the impossible way of putting the same energy in 
everything I did. I just made it look that way.

This is an example of the one of numerous internal conflicts 
that I fought daily as I grew up. What I wanted didn’t seem to 
matter if it didn’t fit with what everyone else wanted me to be. 
Outside Grace had to be the perfect child for my parents, 
smart black girl for the Gesu Catholic School, and stellar 
athlete who has it all together. The other Grace could have 
been a range of people from an atheist to country music loving 
kid, but I wouldn’t have known, as she only made 
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appearances, when she feared her existence was threatened. 
I tried to morph into someone I’m not, someone I never 
understood no matter how in touch I got.

It wasn’t until high school when realized what was going on. 
Hathaway Brown always stresses that being different should 
be celebrated and emphasized that your thoughts mattered. I 
always had assumed it was normal to define yourself by 
others’ expectations. Teachers and administrators wanted your 
voice, not your parent’s view or society’s standards. School 
expectations were set by you unlike at Gesu where everyone 
was expected to become young men and women talented in 
all respects of life with good Christian morals. At HB, I was 
finally an individual as there wasn’t a standard to copy or 
person to live up to. I wasn’t in class with only white, catholic 
school kids who all lived very similar if not the same lives 
instead a diverse group of people who came from a variety of 
socioeconomic backgrounds, ethnicities and experiences.

Fortunately, my true opinion was forcibly removed from its 
cage and given a glimpse of the real world. There weren’t any 
chances to hide what I thought and believe as I came in 
contact with new ideas and perspectives I disagreed with on 
the daily. Each student didn’t have the same opinion in English 
class discussions and didn’t shy away from saying their true 
feelings. I stopped being afraid to have a counter argument 
and began embracing who I wanted to be. Unapologetically, I 

verbalized my opinion without winning an arm competition. 
Slowly, but surely the Grace everyone saw began to reflect the 
one in my head.

As the year went on, I did events for my own enjoyment. I 
continued to overschedule myself, but for a different reason. 
That naive nature about race evaporated causing me to say 
yes to each opportunity in order to make myself over qualified. 
I knew that as long as racism and prejudice existed, I would 
need to have a laundry list of accomplishments and 
experiences to get half as far as my white classmates. 
However, my schedule was filled with activities I enjoyed. I 
didn’t feel forced into anything, but was naturally drawn to 
certain extracurricular activities HB offered. From Service 
Learning Officer to member of SWAG, I found my group of 
activities that made all of the effort I put into them worth it.

At the end of my freshman year, I received an award for my 
contributions through dedication, commitment and leadership 
from the HBS Coaches’ Council. That action of walking across 
another painfully long stage was one of pure joy and 
adrenaline. Shocked to hear my name, I remember feeling 
proud, happy and humble to be acknowledged for something I 
care about. I wasn’t embarrassed by the award, but rather 
grateful to know that myself as a person was being admired, 
not for expectations I had exceeded. Soccer had always been 
the easiest avenue for sharing my opinion and being my 
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authentic self. I always felt that the gap between the outside 
and the inside never existed while on the field. I had finally 
picked on the fact that I will always contribute more to the 
community being my authentic self than submitting to others’ 
standards and perception of me. I would take this realization 
with me to the classroom and learn to be me.

While high school has been an amazing eye-opening 
experience, everything wasn’t a pleasant transition. I rubbed 
up against my values very often and had to take a deeper look 
inside myself. Freshman year, I will never forget when one of 
my friends came out to me as bisexual. Instinctively, I 
responded with “Who will you marry?” She said, “I don’t know. 
I will cross that bridge when I get there.” Immediately, I felt 
terrible for making her uncomfortable and not being supportive, 
but also shocked that people could be anything besides 
straight. I hadn’t been exposed to it at Gesu and frankly didn’t 
know other sexual orientations existed. Following that 
encounter, I became exposed to the another narrative other 
than the one I was learning at home. That feeling of not 
knowing exactly what to believe stayed with me and gave me a 
discomfort that couldn’t be easily fixed. While I cringe reflecting 
on the event, I know it was necessary for me to unpack more 
of myself beneath the surface.

I leaned into the discomfort and decided to work hard to 
address my messiness through diversity work and social 

justice. I became more aware in SWAG and stopped judging 
myself at mistakes. Throughout that first year in the club, I 
started to understand what I believed and found causes to 
champion. I knew that once I had a strong opinion, it wasn’t 
going to remain hidden. I took every new experience with an 
open mind and dealt with the internal conflicts head on. Today, 
I’m not perfect; I still hesitate to say certain things and don’t 
have the confident I need. Suppression of my opinion 
manifests itself in the way I interact with classmates and 
teachers as I often have trouble asserting myself and my 
thoughts. Yet, I’m bridging the gap between Grace everyone 
knows and Grace I am. That shell has been cracked and now I 
working to fully break out of it. 
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and the moon would throw her shoulders back, 
Moonchild
Poetry
Grade: 12
Brecksville Broadview Hts High School
Instructor: Michelle Miller
"

and the moon would throw her 
shoulders back, Moonchild

and the moon would throw her shoulders back  
 
and the moon would throw  
her shoulders back 

 
with eyes like unripe honey 
dew, offering  
 
a silver ring (wrapped  
around her 
 
finger like ivy) 
to the marketman, 
 
gesturing towards  
a clutch of cherries. 
 
and he would lay his hand  
across the counter 
 
and ask only to dance  
until the tides were low.
 
 
Moonchild  
 
with skin pale as moonlight 
and cheeks dimpled with craters, 
 
she’s running from the man  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who gave her black eyes and slim lips, 
 
meteors still dripping  
from her crescent eyelids, 
 
and ripped linen still climbing  
her bruised thighs. 
 
she runs lightly on  
stretched canvas feet 
 
still warm from sun  
set’s gaping smile, 
 
evaporating dew  
and bending grass beneath  
 
her long silver stride  
now waning  
 
she hides behind  
a midnight sky 
 
only to return as slivers 
of her former self.
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assez
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

assez
assez (French): /ase/ sufficiently 
 
what does it mean to be  
pretty 
pretty is a side salad  
nice, but not 
satisfying  
pretty…. what?  

I’m pretty 
pretty dumb  
pretty shy 
pretty unimportant 
I don’t want to be pretty 
pretty is an inbetween  
the step between the top of the ladder 
and the bottom branch you climb to  
reaching reaching reaching  
for the top  
but not getting there  
fingers just barely ghosting over 
gnarled wood  
but they don’t connect 
 
I don’t want to be pretty 
I want to be ethereal  
I want to be powerful  
I want to be brilliant 
 
I don’t want to be pretty ethereal  
pretty powerful  
pretty brilliant 
because then  
truly 
I’m not ethereal  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not powerful  
not brilliant 
I don’t want the stepping stone of pretty 
I want to make the leap all by myself



211

Space Invader
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Space Invader
I felt it coming  
A few days before  
Its long, scaly fingers crept in  
wrapping themselves 
Around my body 
My brain  
My vocal chords 
I can do nothing but watch  
In horror 
As it contorts and  
Manufactures my words 
Leaving tears and shocked gazes 
In its wake  
All i can do is stop  
Speaking  
Being  
I spend hours staring at the mirror 

Hoping it will become scared of its reflection  
Like i am of mine
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Matter
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Matter
Matter is more than taking up space  
Matter is absence  
A gap  
A skip  
An empty space between two front teeth  
Expecting something to be there  
Something should be there but is not 
 
I am matter but I do not matter 
I matter when I am there  
When I physically take up space  
More often meant for someone else  
When I vanish  
All traces of me leave  
And I become smoke  
A shadow  
A forgotten thought 

I want to matter so badly 
The desire is eating me from the inside  
I am shrinking shrinking  
Creating space for those who do  
Matter 
To be thought of even when you aren’t there  
To be remembered  
To mean something to someone  
Anyone  
Someone who thinks you hung the moon and  
Set the stars 
Or someone who knows you didn’t but 
Loves you anyway 
Or even just someone who remembers you  
For nothing more than a fleeting smile  
A dollar dropped into their change cup  
A courtesy 
You could be one small star 
Their blackest night sky 
And even the smallest stars 
Matter
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The Saddest Man
Humor
Grade: 12
Solon High School
Instructor: Laura Fitch
"

The Saddest Man
A man walked into a store on the corner of East Side and West 
Side, which was technically South of North Side and North of 
South Side, but up of Down Side and a little to the left of Up 
Side, just to avoid any confusion. The shop wasn’t particularly 
run down or rusted, but the sky seemed to darken just a bit 
above the rooftop as a single creaky sign swung sluggishly 
back and forth in the wind, and the chipped grey and blue paint 
made the whole building seem rather dreary.

The inside wasn’t much different from the outside, except bits 
of color and pattern poked through the gloom in the shape of 
couches and chairs and cushions alike. Haphazard displays of 
furniture sprawled throughout the store as though they were 
simply left wherever they were unloaded when the business 
first opened, and small sections of the old carpet even had 
various shapes cut out of it.

A small counter hid in the back, equipped with a single monitor 
and a cash register and a rusted stool that looked far too 
rickety to bear the weight of one more speck of dust. Slightly to 
the right of the counter was a rather ominous looking wooden 
door, the likes of which one would expect to see leading to a 
dungeon.

Despite this drab and somewhat eclectic appearance, the man 
marched in with high expectations.

A couch near the window caught his eye immediately, perhaps 
the most normal one of them all, color-wise, of course, but it 
was raised higher than the rest and displayed extravagantly 
against a thick curtain. It would catch the attention of almost 
anyone, even among the colors and the melancholy, and the 
man’s beady eyes gleamed as he eagerly pulled out his brown 
leather wallet.
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He searched for a price tag, but there wasn’t one visible, and 
there wasn’t one not-visible, so he approached the counter in 
hopes of acquiring someone who would help him attain his 
prize.

“Excuse me!” he called, leaning far over the granite slab as 
though maybe the cashier had ducked under it for a quick nap. 
In fact, this particular cashier had fallen asleep below the cover 
of the counter, and the sudden loud voice jolted him fully 
upright.

“Yes, how may I help you!” the cashier said cheerily, in a tone 
somewhat out-of-character with the rest of the store. He 
grinned and straightened his blue embroidered apron as the 
man blinked and pointed to the couch.

“I would like to buy that, please.”

The cashier followed his finger and barked out a laugh. “I’m 
afraid that one isn’t for sale.”

“Isn’t for sale?”

“No.”

“But you’re a furniture store!”

The cashier considered this for a moment, tilting his head 
sideways and comically pursing his lips. “I suppose you’re 

right. Very well, allow me to rephrase That couch is for sale, 
but you, as a buyer, could not possibly afford it.”

“Well…” the man stuttered, thrown slightly off-guard. He 
brandished his bulging wallet rather desperately. “I’m sure I 
have the money. Is this not enough?”

The cashier suddenly burst out in a roaring laughter, the kind 
that makes one grab for the nearest object and hang on for 
dear life as to not get swept away by the expulsion of 
happiness and humor. The man did, in fact, grip underneath 
the counter with one hand.

“Money!” the cashier guffawed, wiping tears from his eyes. 
“Oh, sir, you have truly made my day, yes truly… money, oh! 
Haha!”

It took the cashier a minute or two to realize the man was not 
laughing along but was instead staring at him with wild and 
confused eyes.

“...Money. Oh. I see,” he said, his face reddening. “You weren’t 
joking.”

“I--no. No, I wasn’t.”

“Well, you must please forgive me then,” the cashier 
apologized, clearing his throat and adopting a straight face. “I 
take it you’re not from around here.”
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“Just moved in yesterday.”

He removed his apron to reveal a sharp dress shirt and tie, 
and came out from behind the counter. The transformation 
from a simple cashier to an expert salesman was almost 
instantaneous.

“You see, we don’t accept money as payment here. No,” he 
added, seeing the man’s startled face. “You will have to pay in 
sorrow.”

“Pay in… sorrow?”

“Oh yes, sad stories, sad songs, sad pictures, the like. The 
Buggins’ over there across the street, they pay in happiness 
(bunch of drunks, the lot) and the Rankshaw’s, just past there, 
they pay in good karma, and the Toddsteins up the road pay in 
wisdom and… well, you get the drift. I’m afraid money isn’t 
very useful in this town.”

“So, I just need to tell you a sad story, and I can get that 
couch?”

“It can’t be any old story, it has to come from your lifetime. Your 
own memories. And, theoretically, yes you could. But this 
couch,” he waved towards it, “comes from the finest materials 
imported from Africa and the finest feathers of the finest goose 
from Iceland, and the cushions are made of the finest fabric 
from the finest factory from the finest company in all of Asia, so 

you see, you would have to be the saddest man in the world to 
be able to afford this couch.”

“Well,” the man said, thoughtfully examining the couch. “I do 
have quite a sad story. May I tell you, and you can determine if 
it is worth this exquisite piece of furniture?”

The salesman beamed. “You drive a hard bargain, but the 
customer is always right! After you.” He gestured to the 
ominous wooden door next to the counter and the man, 
somewhat hesitantly, started toward it.

The doorknob was a dull metal, dinged in quite a few places, 
and the wood creaked and groaned as it opened. Behind it, a 
cluttered and cramped office was revealed. The man nudged 
aside strewn books and stacks of papers and was invited to 
take a seat in front of a small spray-painted desk.

The salesman adjusted his name-plate, which was fogged 
over anyways and impossible to read, and reclined in his 
mobile desk chair.

“So,” he invited, a wide smile stretched across his face. “Tell 
me about you.”

The man took a deep breath. “It all started when my wife 
died…”
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He began to spin a tale so heartbreaking and truly terrible that 
the salesman had tears streaming down his face just barely 
thirty seconds in. The man’s words, strung together to make a 
story that simply spiraled, domino after domino toppling down, 
down, down into a deep and dark black pit. The events would 
have seemed ridiculous if they weren’t so horribly dreadful. 
“That was when the bear, which had eaten my children whole, 
set fire to my house. It wouldn’t have been such a big problem 
of course, the bank had already foreclosed all of our property 
away, except a single diamond earring, left from my own 
parents and all I had left to remember them, was buried in the 
ashes of my childhood home.”

The salesman choked back a sob and nodded. “Go on.”

It was disaster after disaster. “The whole town had tried to 
pitch in, their hearts simply full of pity for me, and we searched 
through the wreckage for days. But then, to our despair, a 
sinkhole opened underneath and swallowed up the diamond, 
the remnant of my house, and the singed carcass of the bear, 
still bloody from its fight with the lion, of course…”

The whole office seemed to drag and droop and melt into itself 
as the tale got darker and darker.

“...That was when I, for the first time in my life, was introduced 
to the concept of taxes…”

A rain cloud manifested over the store, directly above where 
the two were sitting. A couple walking down the streets, slowed 
to a stop, turned, and went right back to lock themselves in 
their houses forever. Even the Buggins’ of the Buggins’ 
happiness store drew the shades and cowered in the dark.

“I was arrested and imprisoned for eight years on the charge of 
jaywalking--an offense that was only recently made jailable, 
and one that was soon redacted due to the sheer overflow of 
the Chicago penitentiary. Somehow, my files got mixed up with 
a drug addict’s and I spent four of those years in solitary 
before they realized I didn’t actually have a life sentence for 
being caught with a gram of marijuana in my car.”

By the time the man had finished, the salesman was 
motionless in his chair, tears streaming out of him by the 
gallon, and the room had darkened so much that each could 
barely make out the outline of the other.

“Quite… quite a story, good sir,” the salesman sobbed, 
covering his face. “Truly dreadful, awful, deplorable how all this 
could happen in a single lifetime.” He stood up eagerly to take 
the man’s hand (which he had trouble finding in the dark) and 
shook it heartily, the skin damp from wiping away his flowing 
tears.

He took a moment to compose himself, then the two stood up.
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“Well,” the salesman said. “That was quite a story. I’m terribly 
sorry to hear about all of that, especially your wife. My 
condolences. I do believe you have paid enough for that 
couch. It’s--” his voice broke, “it’s all yours.”

“Oh, thank you, thank you,” the man blessed, gratefully 
clasping his hand over the salesman.

“Of course my dear fellow. If you like, we can have it delivered 
out to your house within a day--”

“Oh no need,” the man said quickly. “I wouldn’t want to impose 
on you any further. I see you may require a moment.”

“Oh, thank you!” the salesman said. “Truly, there was never a 
man richer in the world than you. Very well. At least let me help 
you carry it out to your vehicle--that’s not too much trouble at 
all.”

“I would appreciate that very much.”

The cashier watched the man drive away down the street, 
fabric of the ephemeral couch flapping in the wind.

“That poor man…” he muttered, opening the cash register and 
digging deep into his pocket, from which he produced a 
familiar brown leather wallet. Emptying the bills into the tray, 
he chuckled to himself. “I pity a person so gullible.”

He shoved the register closed with a forceful ding, and 
immediately, as if they had never existed at all, the couches 
and the chairs behind him slowly began to disintegrate into 
gray ashes. The tinted window cleared, fingerprints 
disappearing. Dust was wiped away from the counter; the 
carpet grew lush and clean; the wooden floors snapped 
straight and gradually began to shine as if freshly polished. 
And as completely as the furniture had disappeared, rows and 
rows of delicate clothing began to spring from the ground.

The cashier relaxed on his sturdy stool and loosened his tie. 
He tossed the empty wallet in the trash.

“To think anyone could ever sell something for sorrow,” he 
laughed quietly to himself, eyes flashing. “Deception is a much 
more profitable profession.”
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Kintsugi
Flash Fiction
Grade: 12
Solon High School
Instructor: Laura Fitch

Kintsugi
This piece is a work of Ekphrastic fiction. It is inspired by an 
ancient Japanese bowl on display at the Smithsonian 
Institution, which was made using an artform called Kintsugi--
the breaking of clay pots and bowls only to piece them back 
together with a golden or silver lacquer.

The bowl, knocked off the table in a fit of rage, takes its time in 
a lazy descent to the floor. The house is silent for those few 
pin-pricking moments, the tension not dissipated, but more like 
it’s holding its breath as that porcelain bowl tumbles end over 
end, twisting, turning, dancing, and finally smashing against 
the wood floor in what can only be described as an explosion.

And the air explodes, too.

Father bursts from his seat on the couch, his face red, his soul 
livid. Mother jumps up to stop him, and Brother recoils. He 
knows he fucked up, again, and he takes off toward his room 
to cower under the bed sheets. The house rocks under the 
force of the door slamming. Father’s stomping footsteps echo 
down the small hallway and Brother screams in anger and in 
fear and Mother is reprimanding Father for overreacting, even 
though her favorite bowl was just shattered to pieces, and Dog 
next to me starts to shake so I cover her ears and shake too.

It’s the Universes fault, I know that.

I grip Dog tightly and repeat those words.

It’s the Universe that gripped that bowl tightly in its hands and 
yanked downwards. It’s the Universe’s fault for creating Action 
and Consequence, and it’s the Universe’s fault for not cluing in 
Brother. It’s the Universe’s fault for making noises travel far too 
quickly and far too loudly, for making the sound of Brother’s 
tantrum, and the sound of the wooden spoon smacking his 
lower back, far too brutish, and it penetrates my ears through 
clenched fingers.

The fragments on the ground shake with me too.

It’s the Universe’s fault for making anger, and for making bowls 
that shatter too easily, and for making Spanking Spoons and 
for making cups and outlets and permanent markers and all 
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the things Brother is not supposed to play with but does 
anyways, and for making these nights that are so disruptive, 
and for making couches that are too big for me to sit on all by 
myself. It’s the Universe’s fault for making turmoil like this.

But I can fix it. The Universe thoroughly fucked up creation, but 
I can make it better.

I can take on the Universe for my family.

I take a deep breath, and I suck in all the tension. I suck in all 
the bad, all the negative like a big Universe-destroying 
vacuum, and with practiced motions, I fling open a window and 
I expel it all into the darkness of the night. Just like that.

The fragments on the ground are still, and the house is quiet.

I take a plastic bag, and quietly gather up all the shards. I take 
them past Brother’s room, where Mother and Father are both 
sitting on his bed and talking quietly to him, where tears 
stream down his face, but he nods as they try to fill in the gaps 
the Universe didn’t bother to fill. I take them past that room, 
and down the long stretch of a hallway and into the empty 
kitchen.

I dump the content of the bag onto the table, and sort them 
out.

I grab the glue. I pull up a chair.

I take the cracks, and I fill them with gold.
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The Conqueror
Short Story
Grade: 12
Solon High School
Instructor: Laura Fitch

The Conqueror
The first time I saw her was in the middle of a blizzard, on the 
side of a mountain thirty thousand feet in the air.

My lungs were burning, my limbs were numb and the world 
was so white my nose was lost somewhere in the oblivion. My 
stomach rumbled in agonizing pain, my knees quaked in 
defiance and the very tears in my eyes froze before they could 
be ripped out by the wind.

But I had to keep going.

I stumbled and struggled to stay upright, one foot after another. 
I had to keep going, otherwise I wouldn’t make it. My backpack 
threatened to drag me down into the frozen abyss if I paused 
for even a moment and I could feel the wrath of gravity pulling, 
pulling, pulling...

And then there she was. Wearing nothing but a simple black 
gown, she smiled at me as hair whipped across her face.

I tried to shout over the sixty mile-per-hour wind, but my words 
were held captive by my wheezing lungs: Where’s your tent?! 
You need to go, you’ll die!

I desperately motioned to her, praying that maybe she could 
see my panicked face through the dense cloud of 
monochrome snow. She saw me--I know she did, we made 
eye-contact--but she did not move.

You’ll die!

Left with no other option, I began to stumble towards her, still 
waving my arms as best I could. The snow piled up to my 
knees and my feet were long since numb, but I pushed 
through the unforgiving fields of frost. I was nearly there, she 
was so close! Blocking the wind from my eyes, I reached out to 
grasp her and--

She vanished, taking the snow with her.

Behind where she had stood was a cliff overlooking a sea of 
rock and snow, a range so vast, so majestic, so truly humbling 
that I immediately forgot my fight to get here.

Thirty thousand feet of struggle and turmoil and I made it! 
Elated, I let a shout escape me and it echoed throughout the 
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snow-tipped peaks. A wild, primal scream of triumph and 
victory: “I beat nature itself!”

The second time I saw her I was 18,000 feet in the air, hurtling 
towards the Earth at a neck breaking speed of 120 miles per 
hour. The whole planet was below me. Tiny green nebulae and 
small blue clumps speckled the ground as black dots of people 
inched their way across the map. I squinted my eyes, held out 
a thumb, and blotted out an entire lake.

Wind whipped through my clothes and my cord knocked 
against my chest as I let out a laugh and then there she was.

Below me, on the ground now 15,000 feet away. She was 
standing there just as she had been three years ago. 
Somehow I could see her in perfect detail, a slim black dress 
and barefoot, a small playful and naive smile, brown hair 
blowing back in the breeze.

Subconsciously I tilted towards her and grinned as she waved 
up to me.

“Are you an angel?” I shouted above the wind though I knew 
there was no way she could hear me, my mask allotting me 
enough air to vocalize words this time. The ground rushed 
towards me faster and faster as I waved back to her. “Who are 
you?!”

She didn’t answer, and even though the clumps of blue and 
green were blossoming in size, I felt as if I were simply floating 
in the air at a luxurious pace. I reached out towards her and 
could feel the barest brush of her fingertips--I was so close!

A cloud passed over the sun, casting the field where she stood 
in shadows. As darkness passed over the wheat-covered 
plains, I blinked once, then twice, and inhaled sharply.

I realized I was very close, the Earth surging up to meet me at 
a dizzying speed, and I became dimly aware of a voice 
screaming to me through my radio.

“McKellan, open your damn parachute!”

Instinct knocked my conscious out of the way and took over, 
yanking my hand up to my chest and ripping my cord. The 
parachute exploded open and I was jerked back. I heard an 
exhale of relief over the radio.

“James, hey. You okay, man?”

“Yeah,” I said slowly as my parachute lowered me down at a 
lazy pace. The cloud passed overhead and light poured back 
onto the Earth. I couldn’t help but scan for her, and I couldn’t 
help but feel disappointed when I found nothing.

“I’m okay.”
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The third time I saw her I was in the middle of a market in 
Eastern India.

The swirling air was thick and muddled with intoxicating scents 
of all sorts, from exotic spices to rich meats to warm bread and 
century-old wine. People of all colors and shapes and sizes 
milled about the streets, wearing everything from paper bags 
to the most lavish gowns comprised of silk and velvet. It was 
noise, it was heat, it was color, it was life as I had come to 
know it--a beautiful melting pot of human vivacity, gross and 
crowded and as equally awe-inspiring as any mountain range, 
as any valley, as any ocean.

The realization that every single one of these people led their 
own individual lives, had their own individual thoughts, dreams, 
achievements, regardless of poverty or riches hit me with a 
single breath-taking blow.

I made my way through the market, engaging with the 
vendors, buying everything I could carry, selling all that I had 
on me. I bought a candied apple for a small child and a loaf of 
bread for an elderly man. I laughed with people who didn’t 
even know my language, gambled with a blind woman, drank 
with a man who had no legs, and still there was no end to the 
people.

Even the roads were crowded; trucks and cars and 
motorcycles and mopeds, bikes and pedestrians, horseback 

riders, cow-back riders, wheelbarrow pushers, cart pullers--
they all converged on the gravel roads in a mass that was 
nonsensical and chaotic; yet, somehow, it all worked, like bees 
in a hive.

And that was where I saw her. In the middle of the road.

I recognized the instant she turned toward me with a broad, 
gleaming white smile. She stole my breath as we locked eyes 
across eight different lanes of traffic. She raised a single hand 
and turned it inwards toward herself, beckoning me with one 
finger.

This time I wasn’t so much chasing her as she was pulling me 
toward her, drawing me into the center of the road, to the 
center of the chaos.

I didn’t even throw a glance both ways before I stepped a 
single foot onto the gravel, a bike narrowly missing me. I 
hesitated for a brief moment, but the hypnotizing look in her 
eyes strengthened her hold on me and I inched closer.

I was Moses, parting the Red Sea. All vehicles bent around 
me, swerving and dodging the gap I had created in the center.

I was nearly there, I was so close--

And then I was there. We stood face to face in this swirling 
maelstrom of motors and engines--just us. Nothing outside our 
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circle existed, or mattered. I saw her for what she really was, 
and the bubbles of victory rose in my chest. I had conquered 
my final obstacle.

I placed my hand on her shoulder.

“Got you.”

She smiled, a slow, inviting grin that stretched farther and 
farther until the corners of her lips reached her ears. Her eyes 
narrowed into black slits, and the tips of her hair smoldered, 
but not once did I flinch.

“Hello, Death,” I said.

For the final time, she vanished, leaving me staring into the 
blinding lights of an oncoming truck.
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Antique Button
Poetry
Grade: 12
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne

Antique Button
How Much Change Can a Button Create? 
The simply round button, rusting around the metallic pin  
hung silently on her Carolina blue sweater 
radiating with Empowerment 
like a protest rattling the streets of Baltimore  
filled with enraged citizens and breathtaking signs 
reading  
Freddie didn't die in vain! Civil rights today! 

Diversity makes America great 
and Is my son next?  
representing the oppressed  
enforcing a change in society 
like a news segment 
swept under the ancient rug of truly important events not 
shared  
uniting with net neutrality and ocean acidification  
ignored 
clashing with conforming pedestrians 
eyes colorless and bland  
holes of normality eating them away 
biting their cheek to hide subjective opinions 
they are the untouched  
untouched by bitter, brutal syllables that spiral out of the 
mouths of ¨superiors¨ 
but dented and scratched and tossed and ruined is the 
majority 
damaged by those with limited lenses and viewpoints dating 
back to 1619  
these are the people who kick up the dust and begin the storm 
and we are the dissenters 
those unafraid of clutching on to our identities 
and long after the roars of protesters are muzzled and 
shushed  
this empowering button  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coated in shamrock and pearl  
reading “Power to the Little People” 
will poison conforming irises with the truth  
and shed light to the strong and struggling  
 
Let Them Hear  
Our footsteps are  
small  
         and subordinate  
but our cheers are  
Loud  
      Pounding  
               and Proud  
so let them hear 
let their eardrums burst from the justice we call  
because after hundreds of years of ignoring the fact 
that we are all from the same descent 
Immigrant  
has become a curse word  
hushed and knocked down by intolerant political stances 
we still arise from the spiraling dust 
becoming  
stronger 
             and wiser 
than before  
and only cheering  

Louder 
         and Louder 
every time  
And maybe our message is not the only one we want to ignite  
maybe  
hundreds 
                and thousands 
of years from now  
someone will join us 
with amber eyes as big as ours 
ready to burn the directions to  
How to be an American 
and preserve the ashes like a trophy 
proof that we soon will become victorious 
no matter how  
inferior
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Poems for the River
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Poems for the River
What the River Knows 
The river knows people’s secrets 
the sunrise  
and the sound of someone’s day starting and ending. 
The river knows what the bottom of the bridge looks like  
and people’s feet 
lost shoes and coins and glasses. 
The river knows loud voices and quiet voices 

and tears and laughter 
and complete silence. 

 
River, Teach Me  
River, teach how to be strong and continuous 
    and never hold myself back. 
River, remind me that the boats are just passing through  
    and I will continue to flow after they are gone. 
River, show me how to speak to the people standing on the 
shores 
    and carry their voices with me as I travel by. 
River, teach me how to dance in the storm.
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Tag
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 10
Cleveland Heights High School
Instructor: Bridget Lambright
"

Tag
Alex is lying on her stomach in the water, wetsuit-clad body 
submerged but pale feet, puckered by the wet, peeking up out 
of the green waves a few feet behind. “Come on, Oliver!” she 
calls up at the dock, where Oliver hesitates, staring down into 
the ocean where four of us tread water, waiting for him to 
make his move. “I just got here,” she cajoles, using a hand to 
adjust her red ponytail. “Do something interesting.”

Oliver stalks down the nearly-flat ramp on light, alert feet. He 
reaches the wooden floating tie-up; water drips from his suit to 
stain the wood. “I will,” he promises. Those of us in the water 
move away. It’s barely perceptible, but it puts three extra feet 
between us and Oliver.

“Come on, Oliver!” From his perch at the top of the ramp, 
Greyson screams down at him. “Jump!”

Oliver is standing on the edge of the float, eyes rapidly 
calculating. Eight small dinghies float in a horizontal line 
between the tie-up where he stands and the rocky shore. 
Twenty feet beyond the boats, four small heads bob; 
underwater, eight arms and eight legs gently keep them afloat. 
“I can make this jump,” he assures us, “but I don’t feel like it.”

Alex rolls her eyes and twists onto her back. “Come on!” she 
pleads, tilting her head back so her hair hits the water. Each 
dry clump expands into a thousand living strands, which twist 
and swim in the ocean like a thousand bloodred baby 
minnows. “Make this exciting!”

“Just jump!” Harry insists, again.

Oliver takes one more look at the water, and then does.

My head is underwater at once; my arms plough forward 
through the ocean. I can see the rocks rising up beneath me, 
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seaweed dancing in the water; above, white bubbles churn to 
and fro as the others kick, whipping the water into a frantic 
froth.

I raise my head to breathe and I can hear the others swimming 
just as furiously. Their arms slap the water, shallow gasps 
clawing desperately at the air.

We hurry over to the rocks flanking the top of the dock. Alex 
reaches them first; she fights her way through a clump of 
seaweed and clings onto the steepest crag, her feet fighting for 
a grip on a slippery submerged rock to boost herself out of the 
water. The rest of us are half a stroke behind her. Alex seizes 
onto an old rusty chain supporting the dock to pull herself out 
of the waves, and one by one, the rest of us follow her.

By then, the danger has passed: Oliver has chosen Will as his 
prey and has chased him away from the rocks, away from us, 
and into the stretch of ocean between the boat float and the 
beach. Able to breathe more steadily now, Alex begins the trek 
up the rock face.

In an exhausted single-file line, we drag our dripping, 
bedraggled bodies up towards the top of the dock. We climb 
up, springing sprightly from scraggly rock to scraggly rock like 
we’ve done this dozens of time. (We have.) And, as a weary, 
soaking posse, we reach the top of the crag, a flat surface 
even with the top of the ramp, where we hunch over and let 

the air fill our salt-washed mouths. I pull a strand of mottled 
seaweed from my hair. If it were winter, the messy braid would 
be darkened to a shadowy brown by the water; but it is 
summer, and my dirty-blonde hair is sun-kissed, and, even 
soaking wet, it is a pleasant dark gold. The caramel swims in 
my hand, then slides gently off, as caramel does.

Our bare feet slap rock until we consider ourselves safe. We 
pause, watching as Oliver gains on Will’s thrashing form. Soon 
enough, they stop, and Will’s young voice rises from the water, 
counting to fifteen. He’s been tagged; he’s it now, and he’s 
giving Oliver and the rest of us the customary fifteen seconds 
to get away.

For Oliver, there is plenty to do. He splashes away as fast as 
his exerted arms are able, plowing towards the dock. For us, 
there is much less. We perch at the top of the dock, at the 
intersection between the beginning of the ramp and the 
transition to the rock face, waiting for Will to come our way and 
make his move. What we do now is contingent upon him—our 
goal, after all, is to escape his clutches—and so now we wait 
in silence. Jack adjusts his wetsuit zipper; Alex flips her matted 
ponytail over her shoulder to hang down her back.

I notice a nick in my right shin; a thin stream of blood trickles 
down my leg. It is from the desperate scramble up the rock, 
but it was from the beginning: the leg has clearly been 
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washed, if only idly, as I scrambled through last few feet of 
shallow water.

A drop of my blood is in the Atlantic Ocean. I smile slightly at 
that. Along with its thousands of whales and dolphins, and its 
millions of fish, and its innumerable clumps of seaweed, the 
enormous ocean has a pinprick of my DNA, a trickle of the 
essence of my being. My grin widens.

This, right here, right now—me standing on a rock, with my 
feet aching from the craggly stone, with a stinging cut that 
makes me smile because it’s not summer without skinned 
knees, with red-tinted oceanwater streaming down my leg, with 
a tangled salty braid hanging down my back—this is a small 
moment. It will not be the first moment I think of when I reflect 
on my life; it will not be the first moment I think of when I reflect 
on my summer.

But moments like this, moments when I’m not thinking about 
the who or the what or the where or the when or the why or the 
how, moments when I’m not worried about before or after, 
moments when I’m content to just be here and just live—these 
are the moments that really, truly define me. I am a hard 
worker, an excellent student, and too many people see me as 
just that: see me as my test scores, see me as my perfect 
attendance, see me as my writing, see me as my violin 
performances, see me as my cross-country times. As much as 

those are things that I do and as much as those are things that 
I love, those are not me.

This is me, deep azure eyes narrowing as I watch Will begin to 
circle near the dock where Harrison saunters cockily around. 
This is me, muscles tensing without my bidding as Will decides 
that Harrison’s confidence is justified and turns toward us 
instead. This is me, feet scrambling for purchase on the 
dripping rock as I follow the others, tearing towards the top of 
the dock.

Will begins a clumsy clamber out of the water, climbing slowly 
up the rock, retracing the path we took minutes before. He 
stares at us, already off the rock, and deflates, whining, “Come 
on, guys!”

We stop and wait and watch him, but all of us know that we’re 
really just taunting. The minute Will gets close, we’ll dart away 
again. He slouches noncommittally towards us, and for all the 
world his eyes look entirely defeated.

But all of a sudden Will, who’s been dragging his feet quite 
convincingly, pounces. We scream and jump away, stumbling 
on cracked cement. We are on the top of the dock now. A ramp 
leads down to the float where the dinghies are tied and where 
Harrison still saunters; the ramp is nearly flat at the moment, 
since it’s high tide. Alex cries out and flies down the ramp, 
ponytail streaming out behind her like a horse’s soaked mane; 
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she doesn’t stop when she reaches the bottom, and sprints 
straight off the end of the float into the water. Harry darts past 
Will, somehow ducking under his outstretched hands, and 
running back along the rock. He stumbles dangerously, barely 
keeping his balance but not caring. Escaping Will is far more 
important than safety.

And then there’s me. I’m running even before Will’s gaze lands 
on me, but I see his eyes flash. There is a short board jutting 
about three feet over the water from where the top of the dock 
meets the ramp; a thin rope is strung back-and-forth around 
the gap, twisted and tangled like spaghetti. I fight over the rope 
and sprint out onto the board. I remember two years ago, 
when I was petrified to jump from here. If I were jumping 
casually, I’d still be filled with a bit of fear—but Will is still 
tearing towards me, and the adrenaline and the need to 
escape him drowns out anything else I might be feeling.

Will reaches the top of the ramp just as I reach the end of the 
board. A single moment flashes by. In the moment: I jump. His 
arm darts out. Wet fingers brush my bare shoulder. I let out a 
frustrated, exhilarated yell. I clap my mouth shut.

And then the flash of a moment is over and I hit the water. It 
looks blue from a distance, but in truth it is almost gray. It 
opens its mouth wide, swallowing me as willingly as the whale 
swallowed Jonah, and wraps me in its frigid embrace. My 
goggles are slammed against my face with the force of the 

impact. I let myself sink for a moment before I even try to 
engage my arms, straining towards the pale bubbles dancing 
far away on the surface.

I break the surface to the sound of Will hollering that I’m it. The 
others hurriedly splash away from me, and I close my eyes 
and scream out a count to fifteen. The water is beginning to 
bite at my skin; I need to move and get my blood flowing.

What better way than to chase Alex?

I fly towards her in a rough front crawl; the splashes echo 
around the cove. Alex yelps and ducks underwater, and I put 
everything I have into my weary arms and thrust myself 
forwards. I can barely see two feet of murky water in front of 
my straining eyes, but I don’t stop. I claw at the water, letting a 
steady stream of bubbles out through my nose and lips.

I am here—I am completely here and now and centered—and 
it hurts. The water is cold and my arms are aching and even 
though I’ve kept my mouth clamped shut there are molecules 
of saltwater making my tongue go dry. But I am centered and 
in the moment, and I am completely focused. Alex’s pale feet 
come into view, flashing in the dark ocean a few feet ahead. 
There is something that feels fundamentally right about this 
moment. Perhaps it is that I’m fifteen and I’m a child, and I am 
having fun, which is what children should do. Or perhaps it’s 
some deep primordial instinct in me that still relishes the thrill 
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of the hunt. Or, maybe, I’m just not thinking about all of the 
summer homework I’ll have to do tonight, because homework 
is an artificial part of a teenager’s life; and tag is not, tag is play 
and play is real. Perhaps it is a combination of all of these 
things.

Regardless of why this all feels right, it does, and I gain on 
Alex with every stroke. My arms protest, but I have gone 
running in the morning up and down this island’s biggest hill 
over and over again every day for weeks and I know how push 
even harder when my body starts to ache.

With one last surge of energy, I force myself forward and snag 
Alex’s ankle. I pull her back a bit towards me, and her head 
dips underwater. Then we both claw our faces above the 
surface, and we wait there, treading breathlessly for a 
moment, gasping desperately, before Alex starts counting and 
I drag myself away from her as fast as I can.

We play tag for another fifteen minutes, maybe, until 
everyone’s arms are aching too badly to swim another inch. 
We drag ourselves from the water then and clamber slowly up 
the dock. We would talk if we had air left to give. Instead, we 
merely wrap towels around our trembling shoulders and shiver.

We walk up, past the dock, through the rotting boathouse. 
There is a rock road used by the two trucks on this island; we 
would be safe on it, but none of us have any plans to put on 

shoes, and so we cross up to the boardwalk. We walk in silent 
comradery.

Out of the water, the salt has dried to my skin, and the cut on 
my knee stings. But I pay it no mind. It’s my first skinned knee 
of the summer, and that’s something to celebrate. Besides, 
skin is meant to be hurt and torn and cut. If humans never did 
anything that might leave bruises or damage, we wouldn’t 
have a protective layer stretching on top of our delicate 
insides. The fact that we’ve evolved skin is proof—the most 
fundamental kind of proof possible—that we’re meant to take 
risks. We’re meant to do difficult things; we’re meant to fall and 
hurt and be able to get back up. Skin is what allows this; really, 
it exists for the sole purpose of getting bruised and cut.

Too often during the schoolyear, my skin is not banged up the 
way it should be. But times like now, when I’m bleeding, my 
skin is functioning exactly the way it should. My skin is proof 
that I should be jumping off docks and clambering up rocks 
and tumbling across logs. I will get cuts, but I am supposed to. 
I am human. I am built to have fun and take risks and get hurt 
and survive to jump off docks another day.

I walk silently, pondering this, as the blood begins to harden to 
my skin. I’ve finally regained enough breath to speak, and I 
ask Alex about her piano lessons. She laughs softly and 
answers as quietly as I’ve asked, protecting the calm.
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At the beach, we split; their group turns right up the hill to their 
cottages, while I cross onto a crumbling sidewalk and trek 
home. My goggles swing around my neck; my towel is draped 
across my shoulders. The sky is beginning to darken slightly, 
warning us that the sunset is imminent.

I bound up the steps of my family’s cottage, an enormous 
rustic wooden structure that houses my grandparents, my 
mom and dad and sister, and four aunts and uncles and four 
little cousins for two weeks every summer. My grandparents 
are on the porch reading; my uncle Mark sits cross-legged on 
the floor next to them, playing tug-of-war a tiny papillon puppy 
whose black-and-white ears dance in the cool air like their 
namesake butterflies. I shudder—it’s colder on the porch, and 
being out of the water but still dripping wet doesn't help—and 
stumble towards the shower.

The water is soothing, but I can tell that it is a manmade 
comfort. Warm feels just a bit less natural than cold; freshwater 
feels just a bit less natural than saltwater; and hot, steamy, 
purified jets feel just a bit less natural than blood—sticky and 
red and mine and utterly, utterly human—streaming down my 
leg.

***

Two weeks later, I shower in a hotel room. My braid is matted 
and dirty. I haven’t washed it in nearly a week; I haven’t 

unbraided the tangled strands since the last time I went 
swimming. That time was cliff-jumping; me and Alex and Oliver 
and Will and Harrison and Greyson and Jack and Harry, 
standing on the forty-foot high rocks, looking down, screaming 
as we hurl towards the water. I cut my hand as I clim back up 
the cliff to jump again, but the skin does its job and took it 
without complaint.

In the bathroom, in a hotel, I sigh. Maine is hundreds of miles 
away now. I will go back next summer.

But I know that, until then, few things will ever seem entirely 
right. There will be fun times in school, but sitting in a 
classroom will not be as natural as playing with friends in a 
forest or an ocean that’s existed for thousands of years. Cross-
country meets will be exhilarating, but running towards a finish 
line will not be as natural as tearing down a dock or across a 
beach surrounded by a posse of teenagers. Writing will 
provide escape, but the words will not be as melodic as the 
ones that flash in my head when I laugh on the island.

I sigh and step into the warm shower. Then, with difficulty, I rip 
the rubber band off of the braid. I grab the shampoo and finally 
wash the last traces of Maine from my hair.
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Gefilte Fish and Grandmothers
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Gefilte Fish and Grandmothers
My saftah (grandmother) bought the carp from the market that 
morning while I was still asleep. By the time I climbed up the 
stairs to her apartment, its bones were already boiling on the 
stove. The radio was playing in the kitchen but Saftah shut it 
off when I walked in. She has invited me for a very important 
lesson. Before that morning, I thought gefilte fish was a two 
step process: buy a jar at the store and put it on a plate when 
your guests arrive. That day proved me wrong.

We started with carp, eggs, onion, and matzoh meal. I 
watched as my grandmother peeled the onions like apples in 
her hand with a massive kitchen knife, and cracked the eggs 
into a little bowl. Saftah put the pinkish raw carp in the food 
processor with the other ingredients and ground it to a slush. 
She gave me a spoonful of it to taste: very oniony, a little gritty, 
and very fishy. My job was to dip my hands into more matzoh 
meal and roll the gefilte fish mixture into round balls, except for 
what was packed into the two halves of the fish’s head. When I 
eat fish at home it usually comes from the store in neat pale 
strips, vacuum-packed and labeled. This fish, I looked in the 
eye while I stuffed its empty skull cavity. I think being able to 
stare it in the face made me a little less guilty about having it 
for dinner later. Eating the face is a different matter, however. 
Luckily, my grandparents always split the head, and more 
squeamish family members can eat something less 
identifiable.

That’s one of the funny things about gefilte fish. Cold, gray, 
and lumpen, it doesn’t even look like food. Texturally, it is 
somewhere between Jello and bread. Recipes and preparation 
vary from person to person, but it is never served un-chilled, or 
without a single slice of carrot as a topping, like a festive little 
party hat. Traditionally, it’s eaten as an appetizer, along with 
the jelly created while it boils and pungent ground horseradish.
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Gefilte fish is definitely not to everyone’s taste. Personally, I 
always expect it to taste different than what it actually is (a 
cold, boiled lump of fish). It’s not that I don’t like it, its just 
never as good as I thought it would be. Whenever I eat it, 
though, it takes me to the same blurred general memory of 
family and holidays.

While the fish boiled on the stove, we began working on a 
sponge cake for that night’s desert. Saftah asked if I knew how 
to crack eggs and I said yes, and then immediately spoiled five 
eggs in a row. At that point, she intervened. Gefilte fish is just 
one of the dishes my grandmother prepares, and usually only 
for holidays. All year-round, she hosts a Shabbat dinner almost 
every Friday for the whole family. Saftah is a master of 
classical Jewish cooking. She’s also fluent in what I always 
thought of as distinctly Old World hospitality; at every visit, no 
matter what time of day, you are seated on the sofa with a cup 
of tea and a fresh slice of cake. When she asks “Are you 
hungry?” and you say yes, a bowl of hot soup immediately 
appears in front of you. If we end up arriving from the airport 
late at night, as has happened from time to time when we visit, 
Saftah will have bread, cheese, olives, and sliced pomelo laid 
out for us. She care for her family every day, and cooking is 
just one of the ways she shows it.

When the fish finally finished boiling and had solidified into 
something gray and thoroughly unrecognizable, we carefully 

pulled all the balls out of the the pot and onto a large plate. 
Each individual portion was topped with the omnipresent 
carrot. Although gefilte fish is always served cold, I was so 
excited I ate a piece still hot from the pot. It was the best gefilte 
fish I had ever tasted. Saftah transferred it all into a large 
Tupperware and stuck it in the fridge. She would serve it the 
next night at our Yom Kippur dinner, the last meal we ate 
before beginning our fast.

At Shabbat dinner the week before my saabah (grandfather), 
who is usually quiet and a little shy, stood up to make a toast. 
He is the one who grinds the spicy horseradish for Saftah’s 
gefilte fish, with a pair of swim goggles over his eyes for 
protection from the sharp odor. My grandmother’s eightieth 
birthday was coming up soon, and part of the reason we had 
visited for Yom Kippur was to honor her.

“We all know Saftah’s story,” Saabah said, “and what she’s 
been through. More than anything else, she wanted to build a 
home and a family, the kind she didn’t have when she was a 
child. And here we are, surrounded by family. Everyone who 
knows her knows how caring she is.” We toasted my Saftah, 
an orphan who had to survive from a young age without her 
parents, a Holocaust survivor who had made a new life for 
herself in a new country, and a woman who loves all of her 
family and does what ever she can to look after them. L’chaim.
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Shulamit Carmi’s Gefilte Fish Instructions (translated from 
Hebrew):

Go to the market and buy 1800 grams of fish. Ask for it ground, 
and for the bones and skin to be placed in a bag. Split the 
head in two. Our family eats carp, but, since it is considered an 
undesirable fish, it might be hard to find. Go to a Jewish deli, 
and and tell them you are making gefilte fish. At home, boil a 
large amount of water in a wide, short pan. Put in two sliced 
carrots and one large onion cut in half. Add a teaspoon of salt, 
a teaspoon of sugar, and a little black pepper. Let it boil. In the 
mean time add three eggs and a lot of chopped onion, at least 
one big one, to the fish. Add one large tablespoon of matzoh 
meal, or bread crumbs if there isn’t any. If desired, add one 
hard boiled egg. Then sugar, salt, and more pepper, about a 
teaspoon of each, but not precisely. You can taste it before it’s 
cooked (like ceviche). Now that the water is boiled, add the 
bones and other leftovers you received at the store. This will 
form the jelly. When the water is boiling again, make balls from 
the mixture and place them carefully among the bones. The 
pieces of the head are stuffed and placed here, too. It’s okay 
for the balls to touch as long as the water is boiling. Cover the 
pot, transfer to a low flame, and cook for an hour and a half. 
Take out each ball carefully with the help of a flat spoon. A little 
plate can help, and work with both hands. Rest the balls on a 
big plate or tray so that they will cool well. Afterwards, you can 
store them in a container in the fridge. Decorate the portions 

with the carrot slices, strain the jelly, and cool it well so it will 
solidify. If you want, you can serve the jelly with the cooked 
onion. You must not let the jelly thaw because it will not re-
solidify.
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Sea and Summer
Poetry
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett
"

Sea and Summer
He stood silently on the cliff, looking out to the ocean. 
  
Laughter echoed throughout the clearing as he balanced atop 
the rocky ledge. He watched as the lake waters pushed and 
pulled calmly below him, disturbed only by the flailing limbs of 
his friends as they played about. 
  
Bending slightly forward, he peered over the edge, and his 

tired eyes gazed at the raging waves crashing against the 
jagged cliff face. 
  
The blistering summer sun beat down on his back, goading 
him to take relief in the cold water. 
  
It began to drizzle, and he brought his coat tighter around him. 
But still, he shivered as the biting chill cut into him. 
  
The flora around the water quivered and swayed as a 
symphony of rustling leaves filled the air, orchestrated by the 
willy fingers of the lofty summer breeze. 
  
A sigh fell from him with the passing wind. The breath left him 
in a whistle, escaping his lips like a gale echoing through a 
hollow husk. 
  
He could feel the sun-warmed rock beneath him, its once 
rough surface smooth from countless jumps and tricks by 
naive, innocent boys. 
  
Though he was wearing shoes, his feet could already feel the 
freezing rain soak into them as sharp gravel stabbed at his 
soles. 
  
His friends smiled at him from the water, beckoning him in. 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He took a step forward.
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Christmas CheersThe Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn: the Opposite of Racist
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Scott Boehnen
"

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: 
the Opposite of Racist
Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn has 
received its fair share of criticism. Professors and students 
alike argue that the novel’s use of Southern stereotypes and 
controversial language is reason enough to ban the book in 
classrooms - a step that several public school systems have 

already taken. Superficially, these criticisms may seem 
appealing. However, banning Huck Finn would be a big 
mistake. Much like Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, or Sinclair’s 
The Jungle, more subtle and significant messages of 
egalitarianism underlie Twain’s novel. Huck Finn starts by 
demonstrating the parasitic nature of Southern society, making 
the interdependent yet oppressive nature of racial interaction 
in the South abundantly clear. In doing so, Twain points out the 
underlying irrational fabric of Southern society. His subtle 
attacks continue when he uses Jim’s dialogues to refute the 
most basic assumption of Southern society - that African 
Americans are not human. Despite criticism of his use of the n-
word, Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn deserves 
merit, rather than criticism, because of its attacks on the logic 
of Southern racism.

Perhaps the most widely publicized criticism of Huck Finn is its 
use of the n-word. This attack, however, fails to recognize that 
the n-word carries useful, historical connotations that make it 
irreplaceable in Twain’s novel. The n-word represents more 
than just a string of letters. The coarseness of its pronunciation 
invokes memories of the unharmonious nature of Southern 
society and its racial hierarchy. Furthermore, the word has a 
special interpretation in historical context, carrying meaning 
from terms of race, slavery, and inferiority. These unique 
characteristics of the n-word make it irreplaceable in Twain’s 
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novel. Past attempts replace the n-word have failed. A copy of 
Huck Finn published by Dr. Alan Gribben of the University of 
Auburn replaced every instance of the n-word with “slave”. 
Others have argued that the n-word could simply be replaced 
by “blacks”. However, both of these replacements fail, because 
the n-word doesn’t just imply a slave or a black man. The term 
carries the complex historical and social baggage of race, 
slavery, and inferiority, that no other word in the English 
language can replicate.

Twain, through various interracial relationships, illustrates 
Antebellum South as a parasitic and irrational society, where 
oppression thrives despite economic and social 
interdependence between races. Pap’s tirade against a black 
professor is Twain’s first depiction of social interdependence 
between races. Pap tells Huck that, “Why, looky here. There 
was a free nigger there, from Ohio; a mulatter, most as white 
as a white man. He had the whitest shirt on you ever see, 
too….they said he was a professor in a college, and could talk 
all kinds of languages and knowed everything” (Twain 39). 
Pap’s anxiousness about this African American reflects the 
larger reliance of poor, Southern whites on African Americans. 
Without an inferior race, poor, white Southerners are at the 
bottom of the social ladder. When this African American seems 
to advance past Pap on the social ladder, Pap feels 
threatened. However, racial interdependence doesn’t stop at 
the emotional level. Rich white plantation owners, as Twain 

subtly points out, are economically dependent upon African 
Americans. Twain uses the plantation of the Wilks girls to 
emphasize how reliant Southern, white plantation owners are 
on the cheap labor of African Americans. Clearly, Southern 
whites needed African Americans for a sense of social 
standing as well as for economic stability. Yet, irrationally, 
these whites oppress African Americans. After Pap’s rant and 
the escape of Huck, Jim and other African Americans are 
immediately blamed for the supposed murder of Huck - by sole 
virtue of their race. In the so-called “Evasion Chapters”, Jim is 
captured and imprisoned in a shack like a dog. This 
oppression among interdependent races only ends once one 
exits society - demonstrated through Huck and Jim’s journey 
away from society on the river, where barriers between races 
degrade to the point where Huck, a white person, and Jim, a 
black person, can have arguments. Logically, then, the 
irrationality that Twain points out in Southern racial interaction 
is, in fact, uniquely societal. This attack by Twain alone is 
enough to merit credit for Huck Finn as a book just as critical 
of the South as Uncle Tom’s Cabin. However, Twain decides to 
pursue one more attack - one that cuts down the most 
fundamental pillar of Southern ideology.

Twain, through dialogues that portray Jim as an intelligent 
individual constrained only by society, tells the reader that 
African Americans are human - no matter what Southern 
society says. Throughout Huck Finn, Jim is portrayed as 
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surprisingly intelligent. The first instance of this comes from the 
hairball episode. In a surprising turn of events, Jim, by saying 
that “sometimes [the hair ball] wouldn’t talk without 
money” (Twain 29), tricks Huck out of a quarter. Jim’s practical 
intellect once again shows on Jackson Island, where Jim 
objects to Huck playing with a rattlesnake. In both these 
examples, Jim, a black man, has more common sense than 
Huck, a white boy. After establishing Jim’s intelligence, Twain 
portrays Jim as being limited by Southern social constructs. 
The reader then sympathizes with Jim, a character who is 
capable of autonomous action but is denied it by Southern 
society. Perhaps the best example of sympathy for Jim comes 
from the heavily criticized Evasion Chapters. When Tom, trying 
to replicate the far-fetched escape stories of fables, suggests 
placing a rattlesnake in Tom’s prison cabin, Tom objects: 
“Please, mars Tom - doan’ talk so! I can’t stan’ it! He’d let me 
shove his dead in my mouf - fer a favor, hain’t i I lay he’d wait a 
pow’ful long time ‘fo’ I ast him. En mo’ em dat, I doan’ want him 
to sleep wid me.” Jim, here, is expressing the common sense 
view. Yet, ultimately, Tom’s absurd escape plan, inspired by 
works of literature, prevail. These works of literature and their 
escape plans are a product of society. The reader can’t help 
but sympathize with Jim, an intelligent individual constrained 
from autonomy by Tom’s absurd escape plans and society. 
These sympathetic feelings play an important role in Twain’s 
criticism of Southern society. He uses these feelings of 

sympathy to refute the most fundamental paradigm of 
Southern racism - that African Americans aren’t human. This 
gross assumption is the basis for Southern racism. By refusing 
to acknowledge the humanity of African Americans, 
Southerners maintain moral innocence in the eyes of God for 
any cruel or unjust action against African Americans. That 
reasonable people can sympathize with Jim due to his 
intelligence and denied autonomy indicates that Jim - and 
African Americans in general - are, indeed, human. Twain, by 
discrediting the assumption of black inhumanity, proves that 
Southerners are, in fact, morally culpable in the eyes of God 
for their treatment of African Americans. Huck Finn, evidently, 
carries deep, significant messages of egalitarianism. The 
criticisms of Huck Finn as racist are typically the opposite - 
shallow and insignificant.

Twain’s attacks on the assumption of black inhumanity, as well 
as his criticism of contradictions in Southern society, merit 
credit, rather than criticism, for The Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn. Instead of making surface-level attacks on Southern 
society, Twain uses the South’s very own stigmas to rebut 
racism. In these subtle attacks, Twain provides an important 
lesson for the modern world. In a society where people are 
quick to reject literature as racist and insubstantial, people 
must be vigilant and examine that literature for themselves. If 
society immediately labels books as undesirable and unworthy 
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of the classroom - if we judges a book by its cover - then 
society risks losing out on deeper, more significant meanings.
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Civic Indolence in America
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Scott Boehnen

Civic Indolence in America
Civic Indolence: the root cause of American decline

The study of empires and great civilizations leads historians to 
look not only at what made such entities great, the particular 
excellences that fostered preeminence, but also at the causes 
of decline. The same examination will someday be applied to 
the American empire, and recent trends give analysts pause 
as to whether the decline has already begun. America’s trade 
deficit is soaring; the dollar has been sliding, with its status as 
world reserve currency now in question; skilled jobs are 
outsourced overseas to India and China; Congress and 
consumers race to see which can demonstrate greater fiscal 
irresponsibility, with both private and government debt 
skyrocketing; and fewer and fewer American students obtain 
Ph.D.’s in math and science-related fields. After two centuries 
of rapid growth and progress, it seems as though the United 

States has lost its steam, possessing a diminishing capacity to 
be at the cutting edge among nations. The scientific concept of 
entropy seems to be a fitting metaphor; in thermodynamics, as 
entropy increases and a system grows more uniform, the free 
energy available to do work decreases towards zero. Several 
homogenizing trends - most notably the migration of peoples 
out of cities and the widespread use of safe, rather than risky 
investments - that retard progress can be observed in America, 
and contribute to her decline.

Entropy is perhaps most obvious in the decline of American 
cities and the continual flow of population further outward, from 
the city to the suburb and then to the exurb. The phenomenon 
of urban sprawl physically resembles entropy very much; the 
metamorphosis of American society from concentrated pockets 
built up vertically to sprawling roads lined with strip malls is a 
clear instances of a transition from an ordered, differentiated 
state to a random, homogenized one. Chemists refer to a 
quantity called Gibbs free energy that measures the ability of a 
system to do work. In general, as the entropy of the universe 
increases, Gibbs free energy decreases, and less work can be 
done. An analogous quantity in the social sciences is social 
capital, a measure of the “connections among individuals - 
social networks and the norms of reciprocity and 
trustworthiness that arise from them” (Putnam, Bowling Alone). 
The new, disordered America of exurbs and strip malls has 
brought about a weakening of community bonds, lowering the 
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productive capacity of society in many respects. These social 
networks, inextricably tied to the health of communities in 
America, are important in that “just as a screwdriver (physical 
capital) or a college education (human capital) can increase 
productivity, so too social contacts affect the productivity of 
individuals and groups...Networks of community engagement 
foster sturdy norms of reciprocity: I’ll do this for you now, in the 
expectation that you….will return the favor...A society 
characterized by generalized reciprocity is more efficient than 
a distrustful society, for the same reason that money is more 
efficient than barter” (Putnam, Bowling Alone). The rapid 
growth of the exurbs has moved Americans farther apart, in 
sharp contrast to the concentration characterizing city life.

Without proximity and a sense of neighborhood, Americans do 
not attend town hall meetings, go to community rallies, hold 
block parties, or take an active interest in the wellbeing of their 
neighbors. All of these activities, though, are crucial in building 
up social capital. Community activities allow neighbors to build 
trust in one another, enabling them to help one another out in 
several ways. In a close-knit community, neighbors can count 
on one another to watch one another’s kids, allowing parents 
greater flexibility with schedules. Such flexibility seems minor, 
but, by lessening restrictions upon when parents can work, for 
example, it allows them to seek out jobs that better match their 
skills, improving economic efficiency. Putnam explains that 
statistical evidence has corroborated the benefits we would 

expect intuitively: “States that score high on the Social Capital 
index...are the same states where children flourish: where 
babies are born healthy and where teenagers tend not to 
become parents, drop out of school, get involved in violent 
crime, or die prematurely due to suicide or homicide. 
Statistically, the correlation between high social capital and 
positive child development is as close to perfect as social 
scientists ever find” (Putnam, Bowling Alone). Entropy in 
American development has very real consequences for the 
future of our nation. Sprawl not only makes for ugly stretches 
of land but also harms families.

The social decline of communities seems to be mirrored by the 
physical decay of what used to be the great, bustling cities of 
America. The decay of the city, eaten away by the parasitic 
growth of suburbs and exurbs, provides a frightening image of 
what might be the fate of America if entropy persists. In the 
book American Vertigo, a French observer, Bernard-Henry 
Levy, comments that such a diminishing of great cities is 
characteristic of America alone:

“That a city could die: for a European, that is unthinkable. And 
yet...Buffalo, a city that was once the glory of America, its 
showcase, where two presidents once lived, a city that on this 
late-July afternoon offers a landscape of desolation: long 
avenues without cars, stretching out to infinity; not one good 
restaurant to dine in; few hotels; fake gardens in place of 
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buildings; deserted lots in place of gardens; trees that are 
dead or diseased; boarded-up office buildings, disintegrating 
or about to be turn down. Yes, a city where you can still find 
some of the finest specimens of urban architecture in America 
and some of the earliest skyscrapers, is now reduced to 
destroying them, because in unoccupied building is a building 
that is breaking apart, and, one way or another, will fall on your 
head” (Levy 31).

The decay of the cities is not the direct root of American 
decline, though. Rather, it is a symptom of a common cause; 
entropy in nearly every area of American life establishes a 
uniformity that reduces creative potential. The increasing 
uniformity of American culture encourages Americans even 
more to seek out the familiar and to remain on the well-
traveled path, rather than assuming risk by attempting what 
has not yet been done. The love for the familiar and 
standardized is, of course, manifested in Americans’ love for 
franchises, from big box retailers like Walmart to fast-food 
joints like McDonald’s. The proliferation of these chains has 
occurred to such an extent that driving in the suburbs of nearly 
any part of America yields a similar experience. For the most 
part, location cannot be determined by identifying the 
businesses one passes or the style of architecture of the 
buildings, but can only be estimated roughly by weather and 
other natural phenomena. Entropy is present whenever an 
American decides to open another branch of a franchise, using 

homogenized logos and standardized architectural features, 
rather than bearing the risk associated with an original 
business venture. In some ways, this sort of thinking is 
prudent, insofar as it virtually guarantees a decent return on 
one’s investment, yet, in the long run, investors choose such 
“safe” bets to the detriment of society. When everyone 
chooses the safe, proven method, nobody is doing anything 
new. Risk and innovation are inseparable.

The same sort of entropic thinking provides a possible 
explanation for another trend associated with America’s 
decline, the dearth of American-born students seeking math 
and science-related Ph.D.’s. To be sure, there are many 
causes underlying this scarcity, but at least part of it can be 
attributed to risk aversion. Other alternatives - medical school, 
law school, business school, and the like - offer students a 
surer path to success. Scientific research may yield the next 
big idea, making its discoverer fabulously wealthy, but in 
pursuing a career in such research, a student must also 
hazard working for an entire lifetime without ever coming up 
with a seminal advance. These risks drive Americans out of 
advanced study in scientific fields.

Why is this sort of entropic risk-aversion to be found in 
Americans, but not in nationals of many other countries in the 
world? Part of the reason for entropy in the United States has 
to do with the nation’s position of success. It is natural for the 
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well-off, those with most to lose, to be risk averse and to favor 
the familiar and uniform. Those at the top of any social 
pyramid naturally favor the status quo, for they have prospered 
from it. Reform, by contrast, originates most often from those 
who have been dealt bad hands in the current situation. 
Entropy, viewed in this light, should occur naturally in any great 
empire. Rome declined when her citizens, indolent from their 
position of luxury at the head of a mighty empire, were no 
longer willing to take on the risks of military service and so 
were compelled to hire foreign mercenaries for their defense. 
America, it would seem, now experiences entropic trends 
largely because Americans are happy with what they already 
have and are therefore reluctant to venture towards something 
new. The most disheartening aspect of entropy in America is 
that it seems that it will inevitably accelerate. As more and 
more things become uniform, Americans will grow increasingly 
accustomed to uniformity and familiarity. They will seek to 
make even more things uniform, perpetuating a cycle, virtuous 
to those looking for safe paths to moderate success, vicious to 
the lovers of innovation and reform.
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Getting Beaten-Up in 7th Grade is not all Bad
Humor
Grade: 10
University High School
Instructor: Scott Boehnen
"

Getting Beaten-Up in 7th Grade is not 
all Bad
There was a definitive reason that I wasn’t invited to many 
parties during my nine years at Catholic Elementary School. 
Before seventh grade, it was simply because I had few friends. 
After seventh grade, there was a social stigma to having me to 
these types of events, but my seventh-grade year was the 
turning point in destiny. This was the year that the social 

barrier started to become fluid as some new people entered 
the school while others left. A boy who I lost respect for invited 
me to his house for a party in exchange for a bag of Cheetos. 
Eight years of loneliness enticed me to accept; this would be 
my opportunity to climb the rungs of hierarchy. I shouldn’t have 
expected that much, knowing who I was at that time.

At seven o’clock that Friday night, I was dropped off at the 
location. In front of me was the result of centuries of 
aristocracy. There was a white, antebellum-styled house that 
could easily contain four floors, and behind this behemoth of 
housing was a steep hill going down about 20 feet. At the 
bottom of this hill were three smaller pools all flowing into one 
pool with the area of a small house. Beyond this lake of 
chlorine was a long, empty field, perfect for growing wheat. It 
was about seven acres long and six acres wide, a real waste 
of opportunity. Beyond this was an expansive country road that 
led to the freeway, a sign of freedom for the poorer masses 
and the more ambitious Amish of Chardon. As I basked in the 
vastness of this property, I felt a blunt, round object hit the 
back of my head. Turning around, I immediately saw its origin. 
With a banana-shaped head, swollen nose, and less than 
middling social grace, Kyle Déos didn’t have to worry about 
keeping women off him. He came over to me, mumbled an 
apology, and floundered down the hill chasing the basketball 
he needed for his game. I paid no attention to him; this was 
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how most interactions went with Kyle. Turning around, I saw 
five other people standing there impatiently. These were the 
people who played basketball at every party, no matter the 
occasion, so them being alone outside was unsurprising. 
Without even needing to say a word, one of them pointed to 
the front door of the house. I nodded appreciatively, and 
started a slow jog to the entrance.

On the green front door there was a note, DOOR UNLOCKED, 
CLOSE IT BEHIND YOU. After going inside, I noticed a rare 
sound, complete silence. Looking around, the only thing I 
could find was an open kitchen to my left. Walking across the 
room, I take in the sights: white marble floors, dozens of 
closed doors, and, at the other side of the room, a wide 
staircase that at the top split off into two, going into the 
heavens. Walking into the kitchen, I saw in the corner of the 
room multiple plates of food resting on a quaint, mahogany 
table. On the front of this table was a sign that explicitly said 
FOOD. Grabbing a small chocolate chip cookie of the leftmost 
plate, I began to wonder where the party was. Searching for 
signs of life, I noticed beyond the kitchen that there was a 
small trapdoor that seemed to lead into a basement. A muffled 
sound of booming music could be heard, and a horrible musk 
permeated the area around the door. Going down the old, oak 
wood stairs, I began to rethink my choice of coming. The worst 
part of this experience was the smell. It felt like there was a 
corpse of someone died of smoking cigarettes for twenty 

years, and then farted. Strobe lights flashed rapidly causing a 
perpetual state of disorientation. Grunge music blared through 
the room, making the experience seem more and more like a 
fever dream. After stumbling around for what felt like minutes, I 
finally found a long, felt, urine-stained couch and sat down. 
Beside me was a girl who in hindsight wasn’t worth the trouble, 
but at the time for a wide-eyed pubescent boy, was worth any 
trouble just for the simple honor of hand-to-hand contact.

Annabelle Constantini was one of the reasons our previously 
unbendable social hierarchy became fluid. Although she wasn’t 
the girl all of the boys fawned until much later on, she had 
garnered a significant following within the first weeks of her 
arrival, much to the chagrin of the other girls. She wasn’t 
stupid, but she succumbed to the average habits of most 
middle school girls, laughing too much, gossiping, and playing 
the elaborate game of 6D-Chess that the other girls were 
masters at. With long, brown hair streaked by blonde 
highlights, and a rounded face reminiscent of the graces and 
elegance of Marie Antoinette, she charmed me in an 
incommunicable way. I found it hard to not make an idiot of 
myself when around her, but whenever I did, I always tried to 
play it off as a joke. She must have thought I was a struggling 
comedian. “Hey Annabelle,” I said squeakily, “It really smells 
down here doesn’t it, worse than Miss Scots.” She laughed at 
the expense of poor Miss Scots, but I spared our disreputable 
substitute teacher no sympathy. Over the course of our 
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conversation all topics of small talk were covered: school, the 
weather, and people we liked or heavily disliked. She was in 
the middle of dishing the dirt on Hailey Blaine when Rick, my 
chief strategist for flirtation and chivalry, pulled me aside. He 
hushed down to a whisper, “Dude, you shouldn’t be talking her, 
you know that Chris wants her, and he could easily kill you.” I 
casually brushed his warning aside, and politely asked him to 
screw off; Chris was powerless. His expression darkened from 
one of concern to one of unnerving foresight, “Do whatever the 
hell you want, but I’m trying to stop you from getting 
pummeled.” Ignoring his observation, I sat back down next to 
Annabelle and started up our conversation again. About ten 
minutes later, I’m complaining about our Science Fair when I 
felt a quick, sharp pain in the back of my neck. Before I could 
react, I was already being grabbed by the hood of my 
sweatshirt and forcefully dragged all the way outside to behind 
the house.

As I tried to find out who my captor was, I noticed a small 
crowd had been following us. When we arrive at the edge of 
the hill, the assailant threw me down on the ground. I caught a 
glimpse of the face before being kicked down the hill; it was 
Chris. As I gained momentum rolling down the steep hill, I 
wondered about Chris’s problem. I began to realize my 
mistake of indirectly challenging Chris for the hand of 
Annabelle when I hit the first bump. Having enough 
momentum, I went airborne. I didn’t have much time to enjoy 

the view before I hit the ground hard. Coughing up dirt, I felt 
Chris’s hand back on my hood as I was dragged into the field 
on my stomach. When we arrive, he pulled me up and threw 
me on my feet. The crowd encircled us, preventing escape. He 
beckoned me to throw the first punch, and I complied. A hard-
left hook landed on his shoulder, but it had no effect. For what I 
would estimate to be about ten minutes, I punched him as hard 
as I could, he laughed, and then punched me ten times harder. 
Eventually, he knocked me on the ground, leaned over me, 
and walloped me twice on each cheekbone for good measure. 
As he was familiarizing my face to the brick wall that is his fist, 
I notice that he was putting most of his weight on one leg to 
keep himself up. One hard kick in the shin sent him crashing 
over. As I scrambled over him trying to inflict as much damage 
as possible, he threw me into the air, and when I landed back 
on the ground, I stayed down. Chris got up and, with disdain, 
spat on my face. He then led everyone back to the party, and I 
was alone.

I lay there until it got dark, when I was finally able to pick 
myself up. Limping back to the house, lights suggested that 
the party survived without me. I used pool water to wash the 
blood off my face, and headed inside to look for Rick. After 
finding him, he slapped me on the back and informed me that, 
“Another hour and we would have gone to see if you were still 
alive!” Unfortunately for me, other reactions were not as 
pleasant; Chris played the victim card well. He guaranteed that 
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I wasn’t invited to another major party after this. I sulked and 
found refuge in the corner of the room. I sat there for another 
two hours. As I sat, I watched the party continue unhindered by 
what had happened today. Chris was talking to Annabelle, and 
was being very charismatic from what I could tell. As much as I 
hated the guy, I had to admit that he was a chivalrous man, 
and could seduce with ease. Eventually, a much more 
attractive girl arrived at the party, and Chris all but forgot about 
Annabelle. The situation sufficed to say that Annabelle was 
pissed. She swore at him, and then angrily stomped up to me. 
Before I could utter a word, she angrily commanded “Up!” 
Without hesitation I stood up; in fact, I got mild vertigo as a 
result. I didn’t know what I did to upset her, but I was bound to 
find out from context.

Without any explanation about what she was doing, she 
grabbed me by the wrist. Under other circumstances, I would 
be ecstatic, but she had a strong grip and was digging her 
nails into my skin. She then proceeded to drag me across the 
basement, attracting yet another large following. Our 
destination was a dusty old closet. She threw me into the 
closet, and with a loud slam, we were enshrouded in darkness. 
Finally, I sensed my opportunity to find out whatever in God’s 
name was going on. I opened my mouth, and was preparing to 
inquire. My head was then hit with so much force that I 
slammed into the wall. Within a second some of my questions 
were answered: she was mad at Chris, she was making him 

jealous by making out with me, and she was making out with 
me. For what I assumed to be seven minutes I was in heaven. 
Her lips were great, I couldn’t describe them in any other term. 
This was definitely a kiss of anger and vindictiveness, but it 
was a kiss nonetheless. For seven minutes, I was truly in 
heaven.

Eventually, we left the closet. Annabelle looked at me in 
shame, and then stormed off. She would be a problem that I 
would have to face later, but for the time being, I enjoyed 
myself. Eventually Rick, who was my only way home, decided 
to leave the party. I asked him to allow me to do one more 
thing, and he reluctantly agreed. I found Chris, and tapped him 
on the shoulder. As he angrily turned around, I backed up. I 
said triumphantly “Hey Chris! I hope you enjoyed the Cheetos, 
douchebag!” gave him a rather rude gesture, and left the party, 
leaving the rest of the attendees with nothing but hearsay to 
retell a story.
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Constellation
Poetry
Grade: 12
Mayfield High School
Instructor: Kari Beery
"

Constellation
The stars light dwindled  
night  
   after 
      night 
           after 
              night 
Diminishing to nothing  
For the sky’s cried out 

all of its tears 
having lost its light 
completely. 
Utterly and wearily 
 
dark                                  and # # # # distant 
 
My dear star 
you illuminated their light 
as you exuberated  
mine  
We craved escape  
from this darkness 
Restless, anxious, and scared  
we craved exposure  
to light, lightness-to hope  
 
I have yet to feel the full  
light of life  
Instead, feeling a cold and empty ache  
beginning to concave, falling into myself 
Since you’ve gone  
I sit hopeful  
with eyes upward to constellations 
But again, nothing  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Staring up at the vast nothingness tires the battered soul  
The constant plead to the moon, 
“Have you seen him?” 
Vexing to send my message clearly 
For the moon has grown farther 
leaving me to ponder 
if I’ve grown fonder of the dark 
 
The nights becoming darker 
mocking my somber state  
Hoping that my fake smile  
will be bait enough  
to spark a light 
Though with all my might 
hope may dwindle as well  
My darling  
I miss you  
Terribly 
Barely able to carry myself 
through the grim days 
 
Planes tease and pull at my heartstrings 
gliding through the  
deep sea of the night sky 
Hope still shuffling through the grime  
I think I’m just wasting my time  

 
Is it such a crime  
to close the shades 
and sulk in grief?  
 
I sit in fear 
as the night comes yet again  
transforming the room 
into an abyss 
Or so I thought, 
the quiet skim 
of white light  
glistens through the  
minuscule crack of the shades 
My God, the prolonged darkness 
has sprouted hallucinations 
 
Curiosity struck 
The light pulling me towards the attraction  
I shield my honey brown orbs 
to the glistening glow  
Soon the blindness comes to focus 
The cluster and abundance  
send shivers through my body 
 
I’ve been stripped of the darkness 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With brightness, he emerges 
My love  
I’ve never seen brighter stars 
And here you are again  
painting my sky
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The Whiteboard
Short Story
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Richard Kurtz
"

The Whiteboard
Everyone else had packed up and left before Jim. He was the 
last one in the classroom. Cars could be heard rushing 
outside. A chilly gust of wind whistled as it passed through 
bare trees. Yellow and brown leaves were scattered on the 
ground, blown by passing vehicles. Looking around, he saw 
the whiteboard littered with notes. After erasing the work, he 
picked up the black marker and drew a stickman with a hat 
and smiley face. Having done so, he placed the marker on the 

tray and left. He would have to hurry to the bus stop as he had 
wasted time in the classroom.

Back in the classroom, the board hung on the wall beside the 
door. A large window admitted sunlight now shining on its 
surface. Around it were blank walls, bathed in the light. The 
only thing out of place was the man on the board.

Then he stirred. First, a finger twitched. Then an arm extended 
and retracted. Next, his legs trembled. Slowly, the stickman 
tilted his head and stared in amazement at the room around 
him. This was the first time he had seen anything before. He 
noticed he was stuck on something attached to his back.

Thinking he was part of the white world around him, he tried to 
push himself away. Then he tried to slide. He extended his 
arms to his sides and pushed himself first to the right, then to 
the left. He looked upwards and saw a world full of light. After 
sliding around this peculiar place, he noticed that he was the 
only living creature around. Starting to grow lonely, he looked 
beside, above, and under him. Then he heard a noise and saw 
a man wearing a navy blue uniform and a cap stroll into the 
room with a mop. The old man had accepted the job of 
cleaning the classrooms three weeks ago. He didn’t 
particularly enjoy his job since all he did was spray liquid and 
wipe it, but he didn’t hate his job either. Most of the time, he 
just felt bored, but he still completed the tasks. The janitor 
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looked at the room, noticed the stickman on the board, but 
ignored it. He washed the floor and then looked back to the 
board. To his surprise, the stickman on the board had changed 
positions. It had been standing in the center of the board with 
his hands down at his sides. But now, the stickman’s arms 
were clasped together behind his back. The janitor shook his 
head, had he imagined the stickman move? He turned back to 
his work and finished mopping the floor. When he looked back 
at the board, he was surprised to see the stickman had moved 
once more, from the thoughtful pose to the edge of the board, 
where he was leaning with one arm on the border. The janitor 
grabbed the eraser, stood in front of the board, and moved 
towards the man. When the eraser touched the tip of the 
stickman’s hand, the stickman jerked upwards. The janitor 
swiped up, but the stickman moved aside, the janitor swiped 
again, and the stickman moved again. After a while, he 
decided to use a different plan. He would take two erasers and 
swipe from the left to the right and the right to the left. This 
way, the stickman would be trapped. So, armed with erasers, 
he set them onto the board, and let them collide.

As soon as the erasers hit the board, the stickmen knew he 
was trapped, as the corners of the board were a border that he 
couldn’t pass. He would have to think of something or else he 
would be erased. So he did the logical thing-he ran. He ran full 
speed to the side of the board, but bounced right off. 
Determined to survive, he rushed once more at the edge. This 

time, instead of being deflected, he passed right through the 
border and was now on the walls of the room. The janitor 
jumped back, stunned. How could this stickman be alive? How 
did he get onto the walls?

Now off the board, he had no more limits. He could run all 
around the room and be safe anywhere, or so he thought. He 
jumped off the wall and onto the ground, where he saw the 
endless space in the room. Without thinking, the stickman 
dashed away from the janitor, right into the spot on the floor 
where the janitor had just been mopping. When his foot 
touched the cleaning liquid, he slid across the room. Raising 
his hands to his sides to balance himself, he dashed through 
the liquid and surfed around the room. The janitor dashed after 
him, determined to carry out his task.

After a while, the janitor finally trapped the stickman in a 
corner. If he went onto the wall to his left, the janitor could cut 
him off. If the stickman went to the wall to his right, the same 
would happen. He was stuck. The janitor, realizing how close 
he was to victory, inched closer to the stickman. When he was 
within one foot of the stickman, he extended his arms to either 
sides of the man and then, with his left arm, moved the eraser 
to erase the him. When the stickman saw the eraser coming 
on the left side, he instinctively ran to the right. This however, 
was the wrong choice. The janitor slammed the other eraser 
down. The stickman, unable to slow down, ran right through it. 
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In his efforts to survive, he had caused his own end. He had 
erased himself.
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The Enfield Part III
Flash Fiction
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett, John Somers
"

The Enfield Part III
The same familiar thud reverberated the sides of my crate. 
Once again, I was caught off guard and my insides rattled, but 
it didn’t scare me as much as last time. I instantly noticed the 
voice of someone in the position of authority. He commanded 
some number of others I couldn’t yet see. He used same tone 
as the boss at the factory the day I was born.

“Morning, gentlemen,” he barked.

“Morning, Major Whittlesey!” sang a chorus of voices.

“This is your rifle. Today, we are going to practice stripping and 
cleaning your weapon. Treat it well, and it won’t let you down.” 
Whittlesey picked me up and proceeded to demonstrate how I 
worked. First, he operated my bolt and dry-fired me. He 
demonstrated how to remove my action, work my safety, use 
my cleaning rod, adjust my sights, and clean my trigger 
assembly. He even snapped on a bayonet, which fit snugly at 
the end of my barrel. He used no tools, just a spent .30-06 
casing. Then he closed me up and instructed the men with 
information out of my manual. Never fire me with snow, dirt, or 
dust in the action, but of these snow was the worst. Lightly 
coat all metal parts with lubricating grease, but don’t get any in 
the chamber. Don’t plug the barrel. Never mess with the 
screws when not with a gunsmith.

Before long, all the others were doing the same thing, first 
clumsily, then gradually faster until they could do it with relative 
ease. Whittlesey then dismissed the men, who took the rifles 
with them.

I stayed with Whittlesey, who took me to his tent and cleaned 
me more. That experience was unlike when he was in front of 
the others. His hands shook and my parts rattled. He fumbled 
with the action and kept forgetting steps. Eventually, he just 
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sighed, put me down, gingerly removed his glasses, and put 
his face in his hands.

Those days I spent with the Major were slow and repetitive. 
Half my time was spent in Whittlesey’s tent, and the other half 
was spent in a sort of hole in the ground. It was long and deep, 
reinforced with wood, and crawling with soldiers. There was 
seldom anything to do, and I was never fired outside of the 
range.

When I was in the hole - the men called it the ‘trench’ - I had a 
chance to look at my comrades. They each had a similar 
looking soldier with them. Most looked exactly like me, but 
there were many who looked quite different. There were some 
marked BAR: large, burly fellows with long magazines and 
carrying handles and pistol grips, but with the same rear 
aperture as mine. There were those marked M1911: small and 
thin, but firing a cartridge that seemed enormous for someone 
their size. There was the awe-inspiring M1917 MG: similar to 
me only in name, they were huge chunks of metal with a tank 
of water across the barrel. There was the M1897: burly, blocky 
shotguns, grizzled veterans of the Spanish-American war. But 
there was the occasional M1903: a beautiful, sleek rifle with 
minimalist features.

One night, Whittlesey sat in a dugout with my stock resting on 
his lap. Suddenly, he drew his trench knife. One can hardly call 
it a knife – it was more of a three-edged spike jutting out of a 

knuckle-duster. Putting on his glasses and squinting in the 
feeble light provided from the campfire below me, he gripped 
the spike like a pen and started to scratch the wood along my 
metal butt plate. My panic turned to curiosity as I noticed he 
was not simply defacing me, but neatly and meticulously 
writing ‘C.W.W.’ I presume it stood for his name. The lettering 
was about an inch and a half long and not a third that height. 
The varnish had been scraped off to reveal the lighter wood 
beneath. Whittlesey stuck his spike in the fire and when it 
became white-hot he traced the new letters, and with a hiss 
the C.W.W. smoked and became permanently branded on my 
stock. Then he took out his gun cleaning kit and re-varnished 
and re-sealed my wood. I was admittedly apprehensive at first 
about being branded, but I did already have my maker 
stamped on most of my parts. I do suppose it’s fair to let my 
user leave his mark as well.
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Venetian Law: An Unjust Institution that Protects 
its Citizens
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Ben Malbasa
"

Venetian Law: An Unjust Institution 
that Protects its Citizens
In The Merchant of Venice, Venetian law crucially affects the 
play and interferes with its romantic plot. Law exists in the play 
in the forms of a will, a contract securing a loan, and marriage. 
For example, Portia wishes to choose her spouse, but she is 
“curbed by / the will of a dead father” (I.2.24-25). Bassanio, 

Portia’s desired husband, resolves the conflict when he passes 
the test which grants him the right to marry her. However, 
Bassanio lacks the money needed to court Portia. He 
approaches his good friend Antonio who allows Bassanio to 
borrow money under his name from Shylock; they reach a deal 
where Antonio owes Shylock 3000 ducats in three months with 
the forfeiture being a pound of flesh from Antonio. This 
contract results in difficulties as Antonio is not able to pay the 
money back in three months because his ships that contain all 
of his wealth sink. The duke conducts a trial where the judge 
accuses Shylock of attempting to murder a Venetian, and 
therefore does not receive his money and is not allowed to cut 
a pound of flesh from Antonio. Although on a lesser scale, the 
ambiguity and lack of justice shown in Venetian law are 
comparable to the ambiguity of speeding tickets in today’s 
world. Antonio’s trial demonstrates that Venetian law does not 
promote justice and, in fact, protects privilege; in today’s 
society, speeding tickets reflect this problematic tendency of 
the law favoring those who have power.

The outcome of Shylock’s trial displays that Venetian law 
protects privilege because it contradicts both definitions of 
justice. Justice can be defined as reciprocal action or getting 
what one deserves. The contract agreed upon, if broken, 
results in “an equal pound / of your[Antonio’s] fair flesh, to be 
cut off and taken / in what part of your[Antonio’s] body pleaseth 

Silver Key

NATE ELLIOTT



259

me[Shylock]” (I.3.161-163). Antonio fails to fulfill his part of the 
deal and thus deserves the reciprocal action, a pound of flesh 
taken from his body. Similarly, because Antonio breaches the 
agreement, he deserves his punishment, but his Venetian 
privilege bails him out of the forfeiture because an “alien,” 
Shylock, “seek[s] the life of any citizen” whether it by “direct or 
indirect attempt” (IV.1.364-366). Shylock’s religion proves to 
hurt him because it alienates him from the rest of Venice; he 
does not receive the benefits of being a Venetian citizen as he 
does not get the forfeiture, his money back, and is even 
punished for attempting to kill a Venetian. Venetian law is 
unjust because neither side receives what they deserve and 
no reciprocal action is executed.

Venetian law is also corrupt and unjust because Portia, the 
judge, accuses Shylock of attempting to murder Antonio and 
must face further penalty. Shylock may rightfully seem indicted 
for trying to kill Antonio. The judge offers for a surgeon to be 
nearby as Shylock wounds Antonio so that there is a chance of 
survival, but Shylock dismisses this option because “tis not in 
the bond” (IV.1.274). The parties also try to reach a settlement 
where Bassanio and Antonio offer Shylock ten times the sum 
of money, but Shylock declines, showing Shylock agreed a 
deal of revenge rather than a business deal. However, Shylock 
should not have been indicted on these charges. Antonio 
agrees to the contract with the knowledge that if he could not 
repay Shylock, he would be killed. When the outcome of the 

trial originally favors Shylock, the future does not look bright for 
Antonio. Bassanio cries out to his dear friend Antonio, “life 
itself, my wife, and all the world / are not with me esteemed 
above thy life” (IV.1.296-297). Bassanio knows that Antonio’s 
failure to fulfill the deal results in his death, so he weeps and 
says his last goodbye. His cries demonstrate that Antonio 
agreed to the terms of the deal knowing that losing a pound of 
flesh would, ultimately, result in death. Because Antonio 
accepts the deal despite the punishment being death, Shylock 
should not be accused of attempted murder, but the unjust 
nature of Venetian law protects the native Venetian rather than 
the minority.

Venetian law further promotes injustice because the court uses 
a fraudulent judge who is permitted to hear the case solely 
because of relation and disguise. Portia, Bassanio’s new wife 
who dressed as a man, judges the trial. Portia seeks to judge 
the trial to save Antonio, a fellow Venetian and her husband’s 
best friend, from death. Judging this case seems unlikely due 
to Portia’s inexperience in law and her gender, but Portia 
judging becomes a viable option after she uses a 
recommendation from her cousin, Bellario, and also disguises 
as a man. Bellario, a highly respected judge, writes a letter to 
the duke convincing him that his cousin Portia, as Balthazar, is 
qualified to act as the judge in the case. Bellario writes that he 
has “acquainted him[Balthazar] with the cause in controversy 
between / the Jew and Antonio” and that he has never seen 
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“so young a body with so old a head” (IV.1.157-165). The only 
reason that Portia is permitted to judge the case with no prior 
experience with the law is that she is related to a judge and is 
able to pass as a man. Without Portia’s privileges and relations 
with others, she would not have been able to judge Antonio’s 
case, and a disinterested judge may not have sided with 
Antonio as strongly. Moreover, privilege allows a fraudulent 
judge to help a fellow Venetian in court, showing that Venetian 
law protects the privileged, rather than promotes justice.

Although not as severe as the life or death decision in The 
Merchant of Venice, speeding tickets are a form of injustice in 
today’s world. First, speeding tickets are unjust because of 
their ambiguity. Some policemen give speeding tickets to those 
traveling ten miles per hour over the speed limit while others 
are stricter and will ticket those going two miles per hour over 
the speed limit. The strictness of the random officer who is 
watching the act determines if one is pulled over rather than 
how fast one is traveling. Analogous to the trial in The 
Merchant of Venice, the trial is decided by the judge hearing 
the case, and the result could be different depending on the 
judge. Similar to the injustice at the trial, speeding tickets do 
not promote reciprocal action or getting what one deserves. 
For example, one white man who is a donor to the town’s 
public schools is driving 55 mph in a 45 mph, while in the 
same day an African-American man is driving 48 mph in a 45 
mph zone. The same officer may decide to ticket the black 

man who is doing less wrong than the white man because of 
factors like race and popularity. Reciprocal action is not 
promoted because the white man does not need to for 
breaking the law. The white man deserves the fine more than 
the African-American, but like Shylock, the minority is unjustly 
convicted. Ultimately, the officer decides to protect the 
privileged instead of promoting justice, similar to Venetian law 
in The Merchant of Venice.

Venetian law in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice 
protects privilege the powerful while being unjust towards the 
minority, in the same manner as speeding tickets. A 
comparison between Venetian law and law in modern-day 
America raises a few questions. Although unjust, how does 
Venetian law create order and maintain an organized 
hierarchy? Does it accomplish these tasks? Does law today 
uphold a previously established hierarchy in the same way?
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A Regression Into Conformism: On 
Huckleberry Finn's Supposed 
Maturation as a Dynamic Character
In the beginning of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, the titular 
character emancipates himself from his abusive father and 

begins a journey of supposed emotional maturation. As he 
travels down the Mississippi River, Huck is accompanied by 
the escaped slave Jim, who challenges Huck’s perceptions of 
African-Americans and authority figures. On a larger scale, 
Jim’s presence is inherently contradictory to Huck’s 
expectations. As dictated by the moral and ethical values of 
Southern society, a “n_____” should be docile, submissive, 
and unargumentative. Jim, however, is active and 
cantankerous. This intrinsic inconsistency acts as a catalyst for 
change in Huck’s ingrained assumptions. Initially, Huck has 
partial success in increasing his awareness of the bigoted 
trappings of the society around him, as seen by his struggle 
against the King and Duke, with his ultimate choice to free Jim 
from their machinations. However, by the end of the novel, 
Huck regresses back to a more traditional, passive character 
in the presence of his idol, Tom Sawyer, who is representative 
of the society Huck tries to escape from. Huck’s changes 
throughout the course of the novel are contextualized by his 
fight to become an active, self-aware character, versus a 
passive, conformist character. Ultimately, due to his 
acceptance of the pervasive societal norms foisted upon him, 
Huck does not change as a character, as he remains with the 
same attitudes and generalizations that he is raised with.

Firstly, Huck becomes aware of Jim’s contradictory nature 
when they first meet on Jackson’s island. Huck paddles to the 
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island in a stolen canoe to escape his father’s shore-side cabin 
and lands on one end of the island, while Jim lands on the 
opposite end with a raft. They come together in Chapter 9, 
when they set up camp in a cave to avoid detection from 
search parties. There, Jim reveals to Huck how much of a role 
he has already had, saying, “Well, you wouldn’t a ben, here, ‘f 
it hadn’t a ben for Jim. You’d a ben down dah in de woods 
widout any dinner, en gittn’ mos’ drownded, too, dat you would 
honey. Chickens knows when it’s gwyne to rain, en so do de 
birds, chile” (Twain, 60). Jim is correct – he is providing, caring 
for, and imparting wisdom onto Huck, much as a father or older 
brother would. Jim’s role-changing signifies that he is and will 
continue to be an active participant in Huck’s adventure, 
contrary to the Southern expectation of a more passive 
sidekick or servant. In addition, Jim’s argumentative nature 
shows in Chapter 14, when Jim and Huck argue about King 
Solomon and his million wives. Jim refutes Huck, saying, 
“Who? Me? Go ‘long. Doan talk to me about yo’ pints. I reck’n I 
knows sense when I sees it; en dey ain’ no sense in sich doin’ 
as dat…Doan talk to me ‘bout Sollermun, Huck, I knows him 
by de back” (Twain, 88). The disparity between Jim’s attitude in 
this situation and Huck’s inherited, preconceived attitude 
cause Huck to reconsider his initial perceptions. Jim’s 
impassioned rhetoric stands in such stark contrast to Huck’s 
initial perception of a docile slave that Huck makes comment 
on it to himself, saying, “I never see such a n_____. If he got a 

notion in his head once, there warn’t no getting it out 
again” (Twain, 89). From this point, Huck is forced to 
acknowledge that Jim is an autonomous person, capable of 
both talking and arguing back. Jim acts as the initial catalyst 
for Huck’s emotional maturation, as seen by Huck’s response.

Secondly, Jim’s assumed role as a father figure allows him to 
relay knowledge to and foster an emotional connection with 
Huck, who replaces Pap with Jim as his primary authority 
figure. After Huck’s initial acceptance of Jim as an independent 
person, they continue down the river, until they meet the King 
and the Duke, two fraudsters who both claim to be descended 
from royalty. The initial emotional connection between Jim and 
Huck is clearly established in this sequence of events, as the 
Royalty impose demands and threats on Jim and Huck that 
force them closer together, initially for mutual protection. The 
influence of this bond is shown in Chapter 24, during Jim’s 
watch on the raft. Huck says to himself, that, “When I waked 
up, just at daybreak, he was setting there with his head down 
betwixt his knees, moaning and mourning to himself. I didn’t 
take notice, nor let on. I knowed what it was about…I do 
believe he cared just as much for his people as white folks 
does for theirn” (Twain, 170). Huck notices that Jim is crying 
over his separation from his family, and instead of rejecting or 
dismissing Jim’s feelings as immaterial and those of an 
n_____, Huck experiences both sympathy and empathy for 
Jim. Huck is sympathetic to Jim’s situation, but can also relate 
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empathetically, as he is forced to deal with a dysfunctional 
family as well. In addition, Huck’s reaction indicates that he is 
further acknowledging Jim’s emotional independence. Later, 
the emotional bond between Jim and Huck is shown to 
continue to develop. By Chapter 29, when Huck is finally 
reunited with Jim after the Royalty’s attempt at estate fraud, 
both are genuinely happy to be reconnected. Huck narrates, 
“Jim lit out, and was a coming for me with both arms spread, 
he was so full of joy…and was going to hug me, and bless me, 
and so on, he was so glad I was back and we was shut of the 
King and the Duke” (Twain, 215). By this point, Jim has moved 
from the role of an active sidekick to having an emotional 
dependency with Huck, indicating that Huck has fully accepted 
Jim into being part of his family. As an example of their mutual 
devotion to each other, this emotional dependency is not 
elastic and causes considerable distress to either of them 
when they are separated. This is demonstrated not only in 
Chapter 29, but also in Chapter 31, during Huck’s “crisis of 
conscience”. Torn between absolving himself of sin by turning 
Jim in, or going to rescue Jim under the threat of eternal 
damnation, Huck says, “It was a close place. I took it up, and 
held it in my hand. 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, 223). This is 
the apogee of Huck’s emotional connection with Jim. He 

willingly sacrifices religious and cultural ideals that he holds 
dear to make a conscious, spirited choice to rescue Jim. This 
is the pinnacle of Huck as a dynamic character – 
demonstrating emotional maturity and the capacity to make 
decisions by acknowledging the emotions of others.

However, despite Huck overcoming his crisis of conscience, 
Huck does not remain a dynamic character; he regresses once 
reminded of his other emotional dependency on Tom Sawyer. 
After making the decision to rescue Jim, Huck travels to the 
plantation of Silas Phelps, Tom’s uncle, who mistakes Huck for 
Tom. Huck is also greeted by Tom shortly thereafter, who 
disguises himself as Tom’s “cousin Sid”. Together, they plan 
Jim’s escape, though Tom insists in doing it in the most 
roundabout, torturous way possible. Tom explains this to Huck, 
saying, “Why, drat it, Huck, it’s the stupidest arrangement I 
ever see: You got to invent all the difficulties…Anyhow, there’s 
one thing – there’s more honor in getting him out through a lot 
of difficulties and dangers” (Twain, 246). Tom’s argument is 
representative of the predominantly Southern Romantic 
emphasis on honor and chivalry: abstract concepts which the 
self-appointed “aristocrats” deign to their “subjects”. In this 
case, Tom has appointed himself the aristocrat, and assumed 
Huck and Jim to be his subjects. With his use of words such as 
“stupidest”, and the self-evident connotation of Jim being a 
black man, Tom legitimizes his claim by saying that he is the 
most educated of the three and thus has the right to rule. Such 
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an inflammatory and elitist remark puts Huck in his place and 
reminds him of his emotional subservience to Tom. Later, this 
emotional subservience transitions from a subconscious 
feeling to a conscious reaction. When Huck and Jim move the 
grindstone, Huck says to himself that, “Jim and me laid into 
that grindstone and walked her along like nothing; and Tom 
superintended. He could out-superintend any boy I ever see. 
He knowed how to do everything” (Twain, 266). Huck’s timid 
acceptance of Tom’s dominance highlights his regression into 
a passive, conformist character. The dynamic Huck that 
appeared earlier would realize the ironic convolution of having 
Jim leave his cell to prepare for his escape, but the passive 
Huck in this moment does not. Later on, Huck’s regression is 
complete by the end of the novel, as in the final paragraph, he 
narrates, “Tom’s most well, now, and got his bullet around his 
neck on a watch-guard for a watch…But I reckon I got to light 
out for the Territory ahead of the rest, because Aunt Sally she’s 
going to adopt me and sivilize me and I can’t stand it. I been 
there before” (Twain, 295-296). Huck ending the book by 
referring to Tom is an exceptional demonstration of how 
completely beholden he is to Tom. From Huck’s point of view, 
stating Tom’s status supersedes Huck’s own plans. In addition, 
his final, crucial remark of “I been there before” precisely 
indicates that Huck has not changed. He recognizes that he is 
in more or less the same situation as the beginning of the 
novel; he is still subscribing to racist and elitist beliefs, and is 

still lacking the cognizance and dynamism to break free of Tom 
and the society he represents.

By contrast, those who hold that Huck has changed in some 
measurable way argue that the regression Huck displays in the 
“escape chapters” 33 through 43 is actually part of his grand 
disguise. When he first meets the Phelps family, Huck must 
spin a convincing tale to not be questioned by Aunt Sally. 
David Smith, in his article about the novel and its role in 
American racial discourse, claims that, “Huck’s offhand remark 
is intended to exploit Aunt Sally’s attitudes, not express his 
own…Yet this exchange is hilarious precisely because we 
know that Huck is playing on her glib and conventional bigotry” 
(Smith, 366). However, despite Smith’s claims, Huck never 
expresses the conscious intent to fool Aunt Sally in such way, 
nor does he make this sort of remark frequently enough for it 
to be considered a subconscious reaction. In fact, Huck 
expresses no qualms about his remark and focuses entirely on 
whether his following, unrelated lies will be seen as credible. 
Instead of Huck satirizing this portion of racial discourse, he is 
actively participating in it, revealing that he has not become a 
fully dynamic character and is still quite vulnerable to 
emotional manipulation from Tom Sawyer, who appears shortly 
thereafter. Secondly, Smith claims that Huck’s reaction to Tom 
agreeing to free Jim is another example of Twain, through 
Huck, satirizing Southern society. Smith writes that, “Such 
liberating activity is proper for Huck, who is not respectable, 
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but not for Tom, who is” (Smith, 372). However, Smith is 
incorrect, in that in order for Tom to be seen as respectable, he 
must have a positive characterization so that the reader 
perceives him as respectable. Because of his distasteful and 
convoluted interference with the escape plans, the reader 
considers Tom to be annoying and negatively characterized. 
Thus, the supposed “satirical metaphor” falls through, as the 
reader would consider Tom’s actions in Chapter 34 to be in line 
with his earlier actions in Chapter 3, in which he also pursues 
distasteful, unrespectable adventure at the expense of others.

The counterargument presented by Smith is fundamentally 
flawed in that it assumes Huck has the dynamism and the 
independence to be an active agent of satire. Every example 
that Smith raises is built upon the premise that Huck is actively 
making fun of Southern society, which he does not do in any 
instance throughout the novel. Though Twain may have 
inserted satirical elements for entertainment purposes, Huck’s 
journey does not represent a satire, nor does he have an 
overarching motive to call for change in the antebellum South. 
Huck instead, at both the beginning and end of the novel, is a 
passive character, who reacts to the situation around him 
rather than change it for the better. The active, dynamic variant 
of Huck which emerges near the climax of the novel is able to 
realize the emotional inequality of his relationship with the King 
and the Duke, but the Huck that appears in Smith’s examples 
is the passive variant, who does not realize the emotional 

imbalance of his relationship with Tom. Instead, he merrily 
plays along with Tom’s plan and accepts Tom’s weak 
justifications for his “superintending”. This passive Huck is not 
capable of satirizing Tom because he is not even capable of 
realizing the need for change in his relationship with Tom. In 
short, Smith’s counterargument is built upon a variant of Huck 
that does not exist, and therefore cannot be an agent of satire.

In conclusion, due to Huck Finn’s acceptance of the social 
norms and generalizations foisted upon him, Huck is not a 
dynamic character. He temporarily becomes a more active, 
somewhat-dynamic character because the inherent 
contradictions present in Jim force Huck to reevaluate his 
perceptions about African-Americans and authority figures. Jim 
causes a temporary emotional maturation in Huck, who begins 
to see Jim not as a commodity or a plaything, but as a human 
being who he can empathize with, as seen by his crisis of 
conscience. However, Huck regresses in the presence of his 
idol, Tom Sawyer, who is representative of conformism and 
Southern tradition. By the end of the novel, Huck reaccepts 
Tom’s ideals and returns to viewing Jim as property, indicating 
that he has reverted back into a passive character. Although 
Huck experiences some temporary changes in his conscience, 
ultimately he does not change as a character and remains 
without the capacity to recognize or make decisions based 
upon the emotions of others.
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An Examination of Homoeroticism in 
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn has seen its fair share of 
controversy throughout its many years of publication. Subjects 
of race, gender, and even social class play prominent roles in 
the novel and remain subjects of discussion to this day. 
Nevertheless, there is one controversial topic presented 

throughout the novel that does not make its way into the 
typical classroom discussion. This is the topic of sexual 
orientation, and, curiously enough, a topic as relevant as 
sexual orientation is often disregarded in the analysis of a 
novel that deals with so many controversial issues. Granted, 
there have been publications made on topics of sexual 
orientation in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn such as in 
Leslie Fiedler’s classic essay “Come Back to the Raft Ag’in, 
Huck Honey!” where Fiedler argues that at the heart of several 
great American classics beats a desire for love between two 
men, a white protagonist and a man of color (Fiedler), but the 
extent at which sexual orientation is discussed concerning The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is astonishingly low 
considering how interesting and relevant of a topic it is. In 
reality, it is not unreasonable to assume Twain intended for his 
readers to explore topics of sexual orientation, and by 
examining the idea of social construct as it applies to sexual 
orientation in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, it can be 
inferred that Mark Twain intended to add homoerotic 
undertones to the relationship of Huck and Jim, justifying 
Huck’s constant questioning of his own morality throughout the 
novel.

The novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn combats the 
idea of social construct, debunking accepted beliefs on what 
the ideal Southern society ought to look like. A social construct 
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is a belief or idea that appears to be natural or obvious to 
people who accept it, but might not truly represent reality, 
making it largely an invention of a given society. During the 
Antebellum period in the American South, there were many 
social constructs prominent in society, and many people made 
assumptions about certain groups of people that were believed 
universally. Throughout the novel, however, Twain examines 
these ideas of social construct with an aim to disprove them, 
showing his audience cases in which societal beliefs about 
certain groups of people were actually false. This attempt to 
disprove social constructs by Twain is on display when Twain 
attempts to break social constructs about African Americans 
throughout the novel. During the Antebellum period in the 
south, the view of the typical African American was that of a 
poorer, unintelligent person who dresses in raggedy clothes 
and does manual labor. Indeed, this was the belief to many, 
but Twain combats this ideology in chapter six when he depicts 
a wealthy African American professor from Ohio. “There ain’t a 
man in that town that’s got as fine of clothes as what he had” 
explains Huck’s father, Pap (Twain 39), and audiences 
discover that this African American man is educated, learning 
that he can “talk all kinds of languages” and even has the right 
to vote (Twain 39). All of this information serves to shatter the 
common belief of what an African American is in society. 
Furthermore, Twain tackles social constructs of gender 
throughout the novel, explaining how the views of men and 

women in society doesn’t always add up to the truth. This is 
evident when Huck and Jim dress up in women’s clothing. It is 
uncommon for a man to dress in women’s clothing, and it is 
generally accepted in society that men should dress like men. 
Although that may be the case, Huck and Jim disregard this 
social construct, and each of them are depicted wearing 
women’s clothes at a point in the novel, as seen on page sixty-
six of the novel where Huck is seen being fitted in women’s 
clothing by Jim. This action, as simple as it may be, breaks the 
common view of how a male should be presented as in 
society. Twain includes these scenes as a reminder to his 
audience that social constructs are often broken and not 
everything that is commonly accepted is truth. People are 
unique and have different interests, and Twain makes an effort 
to express this throughout his novel.

It is unreasonable to assume that Twain’s examination of 
social construct is confined only to topics of race and gender, 
and knowing that Twain makes an effort to combat social 
constructs, it can be inferred that Twain intended for his 
audience to explore the social construct of sexual orientation in 
addition to the ones that he explores more blatantly, explaining 
various homoerotic aspects of the relationship between Huck 
and Jim. There are indeed many aspects of Huck and Jim’s 
relationship that point to homoeroticism. One can look at 
scenes where Jim and Huck travel down the river and find 
many homoerotic undertones in Twain’s depiction of Huck and 
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Jim. In chapter nineteen, Huck speaks of how “soon as it was 
night” he and Jim would let the raft float “wherever the current 
wanted her to” while they dangled their legs in the water and 
“talked about all kind of things” (Twain 136). This description of 
them floating down the river on the raft in darkness leaves 
much to the imagination of the reader. Audiences do not know 
exactly what happens in this darkness nor does Twain make 
an effort to explain what exactly is happening under this 
blanket of darkness. Traditionally in literature, darkness 
symbolizes mystery and gives readers a sense that something 
is being hidden. With this in mind, the possibility that Twain 
included this scene in his novel to give a glimpse into the 
hidden truth of Huck and Jim’s true relationship cannot go 
dismissed. Huck continues to hint at the truth behind his 
relationship with Jim later in the chapter when he explains that 
he and Jim “always traveled naked” (Twain 136). Indeed, Huck 
claims that the two do this because “the new clothes Buck’s 
folks made for me [Huck] was too good to be comfortable”, but 
he follows up this point by admitting that he doesn’t even enjoy 
wearing clothing. “I didn’t go much on clothes, nohow” admits 
Huck, justifying his exposure to Jim. Although this action is not 
meant to be sexual, this exposure of Huck and Jim on the raft 
tells readers much about the relationship the two have. Huck 
feels comfortable enough around Jim that he decides to 
expose his bare body to him, showing his true self, letting Jim 
know that he has nothing to hide. However, the question 

remains as to what Huck felt like he needed to hide from Jim in 
the first place. It is very possible that Twain includes these 
details to show how Huck is beginning to open up his true 
feelings for Jim, feelings of homoeroticism that he was trying to 
suppress. It is through small details such as these that Twain 
attempts to reveal the truth behind the relationship of Huck and 
Jim, allowing him to explore social constructs such as those of 
sexual orientation.

Accepting that Huck and Jim’s relationship is meant to be 
portrayed as homoerotic, Huck’s constant questioning of his 
own morality is more easily explained. Although Huck 
acknowledges that people will think ill of him for helping an 
escaped slave, admitting that “it would go all around that Huck 
Finn helped a N to get his freedom” (Twain 222), there is 
nothing that states it is the sole reason for the 
“wickedness” (Twain 222) that Huck feels throughout the 
entirety of novel, and knowing that the relationship between 
Huck and Jim is shrouded in homoerotic undertones, the 
questioning of his own morality can be linked to his interest in 
Jim as well as to his willingness to help Jim escape slavery. 
Readers learn at the very beginning of the novel that Huck is 
educated in Christianity as it is explained that Miss Watson 
would often “get out her book” after supper and educate Huck 
about “Moses and the Bulrushers” (Twain 14). This is 
significant considering that the bible clearly states that 
homosexuality is a sin. “If a man has sexual relations with a 
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man as one does with a woman,” writes Leviticus, author of 
the third book of The Old Testament of the bible, “both of them 
have done what is detestable. They are to be put to death; 
their blood will be on their own heads” (Leviticus 20:13 [Bible 
Study Tools]). Knowing that Huck has been educated about 
Christianity, it can be inferred that he has been educated about 
the Christian views of homosexuality. It then makes sense that 
Huck exclaims “All right, then, I’ll go to hell” while examining 
his morality in chapter thirty-one while alone on the raft (Twain 
223); he knows he is sinning by having feelings for Jim, but he 
doesn’t care. Indeed, the outlying message in this scene is that 
Huck decides to refrain from turning Jim in and sticks with him 
even though it is considered the morally wrong choice in the 
eyes of society, but the similarities between this action and the 
action of deciding to be with another person of one's own sex 
when it is considered immortal cannot go unnoted. This scene 
can very well be interpreted as the point of the novel in which 
Huck decides he is going to remain being partners with Jim 
even though societal pressure is telling him it is wrong, and it 
is very plausible that Huck’s questioning of his morality is yet 
another hint at the truth behind the relationship of Huck and 
Jim.

The relationship of Huck and Jim shows the equality of the 
two, disproving the widely believed idea that their relationship 
is similar to that of a father and son. Toni Morrison, a Pulitzer 
Prize winning novelist and essayist, writes in favor of a father-

son type relationship between Jim and Huck in her essay “This 
Amazing, Troubling Book”. “Huck’s desire for a father who is 
adviser and trustworthy companion is universal” argues 
Morrison, explaining how Jim provides Huck with someone 
who actually shows “concern for Huck’s emotional well-being” 
and serves as a guide and companion to young Huck 
(Morrison 390). Although is true that Huck is looking for an 
advisor and trustworthy companion, Morrison says that this 
only achievable through a father figure, which is simply not 
true, and this assumption that Jim is on a higher level than 
Huck and that he is the superior in the relationship does not 
hold true to the text. In reality, the novel depicts the 
relationship of Huck and Jim as that of equality; Jim 
commands Huck at times, but Huck commands Jim as well. 
For example, in chapter four, Jim takes control of the situation 
when finding the abandoned house in the flood, making Huck 
wait and “hold still” as he inspects the damage (Twain 61), but 
all throughout the novel, Huck gives Jim orders as he forges 
their path down the Mississippi. The similarity between these 
situations illustrate how Huck and Jim each take command 
over one another at different points in the novel, showing the 
equality of the two characters in their relationship. This equality 
between the two characters that is on display throughput the 
novel encourages readers to characterize the relationship of 
Huck and Jim as a relationship of equality as opposed to one 
of inequality, ultimately dismissing the idea of a father and son 
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type relationship. A homoerotic relationship, however, 
promotes the equality of both partners while providing both 
parties with an adviser and companion, further supporting the 
notion that Twain intended for the relationship between Huck 
and Jim to be homoerotic.

The idea that Twain intended for Huck and Jim to be involved 
in a homoerotic relationship is not as far fetched as many 
might think, and there is actually much evidence in favor of it. 
Twain’s willingness to break social constructs explains the 
various homoerotic undertones that can be found in the 
relationship of Huck and Jim, and it appears as though he is 
encouraging his audience to consider topics of sexual 
orientation as they read. That being said, The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn is not the only work of American Literature 
that has been suspected of portraying a homoerotic 
relationship between the protagonists, and as mentioned, 
Fiedler examines many works of literature in his attempts to 
show that there is a desire for love between the the 
protagonists in many classic works of American Literature. It is 
astonishing that topics of sexual orientation are often 
disregarded in the analysis of classic pieces of American 
Literature, and topics such as sexual orientation and sexual 
identity ought to be examined more thoroughly in the analysis 
of American classics.
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Droit Du Seigneur
“Mama Rose! Mama Rose!” Jessamine darted into the wooden 
shed. Her breaths outpaced the speed of her steps. The heavy 
rise and fall of her chest caused the chafing underneath the 
coarse fabric of her dress. Jessamine was always getting hurt 
in some way. The tall grass she played in left her with 
countless scratches and bug bites. Hiding the Switch, No 
Bogeyman Tonight, and the other games she played with the 
children left her with endless scrapes and bruises. Her body 

was easily hurt and scrawny for a girl of eleven. Her 
menstruation had just begun, yet she had not grown in the 
ways she was expected to. Instead, her lanky frame remained 
lanky.

Isaac never even gave her a second look. Jessamine had 
been for months trying to impress him with her excellent 
athletic skills and humor, but never did he notice her as more 
than just one of the young girls. And now, she did not even get 
to see him except for the nights that he entered the quarters 
where she and Mama Rose among others lived, with a 
quaking lip, shiny eyes and a raw back. Fieldwork took a 
discipline that Isaac had never shown. Jessamine now spent 
at least one night a week applying Mama Rose’s herbal mix to 
his back. She ached with the pain he felt. He would hiss like 
one of the farm cats every time her hand touched the lashes. 
She knew it was terrible, but in a way, she cherished these 
nights. She enjoyed having a moment to be with Isaac who 
she so rarely saw anymore. She thought, that maybe now, she 
could finally catch his eye.

“Yes, child?” Mama Rose sang back, hand waving Jessamine 
to move towards the rocking chair where she sat. Mama Rose 
was no one’s mother. At least, no one that Jessamine had ever 
met. But to everyone within miles of Sperobleak, she was 
Mama Rose. Mama Rose was the only one left who had been 
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reared in the Motherland. Her voice still lilted with a foreign 
melody.

“Mama Rose, will you do my hair?” Jessamine opened her 
palm, revealing a carding comb to Mama Rose.

Mama Rose smiled, some of her teeth were rotten away, but 
yet, Jessamine felt the smile was completely whole. She 
gestured to the ground in front of her for Jessamine to sit. “Of 
course, child.”

As she sat, Jessamine revealed, “I wan’ it nice and straight.”

“Like the white folk?”

Jessamine nodded, closing her eyes and bracing herself for 
the harsh tug of the comb.

“Now, why would ye ever want that, Jessamine?”

Jessamine sucked in her lips, opening her eyes to look the 
wooden boards beneath her. “I wanna be pretty, Mama Rose.”

Silence filled the room. A familiar hymn from the far-off fields 
gently moved through.

Who’s that young girl dressed in white?

Wade in the water

Must be children of the Israelite

Oh, G-d’s gonna trouble the water

“Jessamine, you do not want to be pretty in the eyes of the 
white folk.” Mama Rose’s voice was more stern than 
Jessamine had ever heard it. The melody had gone from it, 
and instead, the tone nearly sent a chill up Jessamine’s spine.

She turned her neck to look at Mama Rose. Jessamine was 
confused. Why would Mama Rose care if she wanted to fix up 
her hair? After all, ever since Mama Rose was moved from 
fieldwork to housework she too had begun straightening her 
own hair. Mama Rose herself had told Jessamine that she had 
to do it because people thought that frizzy, dark hair was 
demonic and dirty.

Jessamine wanted to explain that all she wanted was to 
impress Isaac. That she really did not care if anyone else 
found her pretty during that process, but she also felt as 
though there was some dark secret lurking beneath Mama 
Rose’s worry, and if there was anything a young girl like 
Jessamine wanted more than Isaac, it was to be treated like 
an adult.

“Why?”

“You never want Master looking at you long. Never wanna let 
him think of you.”



273

“Why would the Master think of me?” Jessamine was even 
more confused. The Master did not even know her name, and 
she was near certain with her slight stature, she would be 
working as a servant in the house with the Mistress to report to 
anyways. There was not much reason for Jessamine to be 
anything more than a dot on his peripheral, as she had never 
been more than that before.

“The Master thinks of all o’ us in some way or ‘nother. He 
gotto. Gotto pay attention to his profits. If we become more 
burden than reward, he won’t wan’ us anymore.”

Jessamine could feel a thumping in her chest. “What’s this got 
to do with me becoming pretty?”

Mama Rose opened and closed her mouth several times, 
uncertain how to go on. “The Master favors the pretty ones, 
but his favor is the devil’s curse.” Mama Rose was now hardly 
looking at Jessamine. Behind the soft cloudiness of her eyes 
was a storm. Mama Rose reached out to grip Jessamine’s 
hands.

“I will do everything in my power not to let him touch you.” 
Mama Rose’s hands shook with the tightness of her grip on 
Jessamine’s hands. “You cannot let him look at you. Keep 
playing in the sun, keep your hair unkempt, your knees 
scraped. Protect yourself with the looks your mama gave you. 
Be proud your skin remains dark.”

“Mama Rose—I—I—” Jessamine’s throat ached. She could 
feel her own hands quaking beneath Mama Rose’s.

Mama Rose rubbed a calloused thumb beneath Jessamine’s 
lashes, catching a tear. She hummed a gentle tune, the same 
melody that had flooded the walls of the room just moments 
ago.
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Self-Reliance
Courage affects societies through the individualism it promotes 
and actions it warrants. Prime examples of this effect are seen 
in the lives of Reverend Hooper and Aylmer, as Nathaniel 
Hawthorne illustrates their actions in response to their desire 
and hardship. Ralph Waldo Emerson summarizes this trait 
down to the quality of Self-Reliance, which allows the reader to 
effectively evaluate their journey in achieving it. Reverend 
Hooper and Aylmer successfully obtain self-reliance through 

the originality of their actions and their individualism; this 
allows them to successfully execute their roles in society, 
which influences their involvement with family and community.

In Self Reliance, Emerson argues that the responsibility of a 
man in a community is to create his own identity and stand by 
that identity regardless of the circumstances. Emerson heavily 
emphasizes the value of originality. Evaluating men, he 
believes, “It is only as a man puts off all foreign support, and 
stands alone, that I see him to be strong to prevail” (Emerson 
43). More specifically he refers to the process of inheritance 
and how it demeans belongings and money by saying they, 
“don’t belong to him” and have “no root in him, and merely [lie] 
there” (Emerson 43). This somber depiction of the process of 
inheritance allows the reader to establish a clear view of his 
idea of Self-Reliance and the foundation upon which it is built. 
Another basis of Emerson’s argument lies within the quality of 
individuality. This quality stands out when he affirms that, 
“Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own 
mind” (Emerson 32). Additionally, the importance of this quality 
is strengthened when it’s applied to a real word setting. While 
reminiscing upon influential figures of the nineteenth century, 
he focuses on the legacy that certain men left rather than the 
ideas they created. In the process of evaluating these men, he 
highlights that Individuality is achieved when, “He who is really 
of their class will not be called by their name, but will be his 
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own man, and in turn, the founder of a sect.” (Emerson 42). 
For Emerson, someone becomes their own man when they 
create a unique identity. Additionally, this emphasizes 
Emerson’s belief that individuality is an important part of 
achieving self-reliance and that the outcome of this quality is 
originality.

Emerson’s depiction of self-reliance is prevalent in the actions 
Reverend Hooper and the role he plays in the Minister’s Black 
Veil. Reverend Hooper achieves self-reliance through his 
originality in the symbolism of the black veil and his courage in 
supporting his representation of it. While many question the 
veil, the only person brave enough to speak to the reverend is 
his wife. When asked by his wife to remove the veil, the 
Reverend clarifies, “this veil is a type of symbol, and I am 
bound to wear it ever…and as with strangers, so with my 
familiar friends” (Hawthorne 4). The Reverend strengthens his 
case in making the veil an eternal commitment that does not 
adjust to any form of relationship. Additionally, the Reverend 
makes it clear that there is a meaning behind the origin of the 
veil. When asked why he chooses to wear a veil, the 
Reverend, “Like most other mortals” has, “sorrows dark 
enough to be typified by a black veil” (Hawthorne 4). This 
explanation of the reasoning behind the veil confirms that the 
Reverend successfully completes his role in the community 
through sticking to what he truly believes in and openly sharing 
that belief. Despite his courage in wearing the black veil, the 

Reverend undoubtedly isolates himself from the very 
community he so deeply loves and supports. While speaking 
with his wife, the Reverend refuses to remove his veil and 
because of this she gives up and proceeds to walk out the 
door. Before doing so the Reverend makes a last-ditch effort to 
make her stay, pleading, “Do not desert me…you know not 
how lonely I am, and how frightened, to be alone behind my 
black veil. Do not leave me in this miserable obscurity 
forever” (Hawthorne 4). Despite the love that he has for his 
fiancé and the comfort she provides, the Reverend chooses to 
stick by the veil, which results in his wife leaving. The 
speculations of the Reverends wife support this claim when 
she goes as far to say that his reasoning is, “Perhaps a 
symptom of mental disease” (Hawthorne 4). This supports his 
identity of self-reliance in that it proves his belief is original and 
foreign to others. This lastly proves that the Reverend is 
courageous in his representation of the black veil through the 
grit he shows amidst the scrutiny he receives.

Similarly, Aylmer achieves self-reliance in his originality, albeit 
through means less public than the Reverend. Aylmer 
achieves self-reliance through the originality of his actions and 
the effect it has on his life. Aylmer is deeply in love with his 
young wife Georgiana, so much so that he deems her perfect 
aside from the birthmark on her cheek. When asked about his 
dream, Aylmer affirms that it was about an operation to remove 
the birthmark, “But the deeper went the knife, the deeper sank 
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the hand, until at length its tiny grasp appeared to have caught 
hold of Georgina’s heart” (Hawthorne 3). Aylmer’s dream of the 
operation came from his own mind, which proves his originality 
in creating his own image of his wife. The dream additionally 
provides means in which the birthmark can be removed, but 
the process presents a risk of death for Georgiana. Despite the 
possible result of the operation, Aylmer is, “convinced of the 
perfect practicability of its removal” (Hawthorne 3). Aylmer 
sticks by his belief even if it means he’ll lose something he 
truly loves. This supports his individualism because it shows 
his dedication to his original idea despite the unknown risk it 
presents. In addition to this complication, Aylmer receives 
opposition from his wife. When asked about his sincerity and 
ability to remove the mark, “looking at him with amazement 
and fear” Georgiana states, “It is terrible to possess such 
power, or even to dream of possessing it” (Hawthorne 6). 
Georgiana’s involvement with Aylmer grants him a power too 
great for man to possess, which is the power god. Georgina is 
clearly scared of this power, but Aylmer’s confidence in it 
proves that he is individual because he is the only one who 
possesses it. This quotation additionally supports this claim in 
that Aylmer is an individual in his achievement of his own 
image of Georgiana.

Reverend Hooper and Aylmer successfully attain self-reliance, 
which allows them to fulfill their obligation to society and 
establish their relationship with their family and community. 

The Reverend fulfills his obligation by openly presenting his 
representation of the veil and sticking by it despite the 
opposition he receives. Aylmer similarly fulfills his role by doing 
what he believes is right and sticking by his controversial 
power to do so. Both the Reverend and Aylmer create their 
own image of representation, which promotes originality and 
individualism. The lives of the Reverend and Aylmer apply to 
numerous aspects of modern day society. One form of this 
application is the increased willingness of people to fight for 
what they believe in, even if means doing so despite 
resistance.
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The Srebrenica Massacre: Europe's 
Modern Fight with Genocide
"Yugoslavia will cease to function as a federal state within a 
year, and will probably dissolve within two. Economic reform 
will not stave off the breakup. A full-scale interrepublic war is 
unlikely, but serious intercommunal conflict will accompany the 
breakup and will continue afterward. The violence will be 

intractable and bitter. There is little the United States and its 
European allies can do to preserve Yugoslav unit. (Milestones 
in the History of U.S. Foreign Relations. The Breakup of 
Yugoslavia, 1990-1992: The United States Department of 
State).

The dissolution of Yugoslavia was inevitable. Following the 
death of President Josip Broz Tito in May 1980, the individual 
factions within Yugoslavia turned more and more nationalist. In 
1990, a Yugoslavian-Serbian politician named Slobodan 
Milošević was elected president and immediately gained 
control of Serbia. However, while he originally contended for a 
multi-ethnic state, Milošević later heightened tensions between 
Serbians and Bosnians in an attempt to regain former Serbian 
territory. While the breakup of Yugoslavia was originally an 
effort for the Balkan nations to regain their independence, the 
dominant Serbian state headed by Milošević fueled tensions 
between Serbians and Bosnians. This surge of nationalism 
among Serbians led to the ultimate annexation of Bosnia and 
full-fledged genocide of Bosnian Muslims. However, the 
response to the Bosnian Genocide is yet another example of 
the United States ending a war through the use of international 
diplomacy.

Bosnia declared its independence on March 1, 1992 (History: 
Bosnian Genocide). By that time, Milošević had been in power 
for nearly two years, and Bosnian independence was a major 
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blow to his nationalist agenda. Milošević's Serbian Socialist 
Party then took up the cause of Serbian nationalism. In 1989, 
on the 600th anniversary of the Serbian defeat at the Battle of 
Kosovo, Milošević went to the battlefield and delivered an 
inflammatory speech before roughly a million Serbs, known as 
the "Gazimestan Speech" (Holbrooke 652). According to 
James Gow, a professor of International Peace and Security at 
the University of London, the objective of the speech was to 
further Milošević's political campaign, which focused on 
redressing the mood of victimization among Serbians and 
restoring a sense of Serbian pride (Gow 10).

Following Bosnia’s declaration of independence, the Serbian 
government, led by Milošević and aided by Bosnian Serbs 
mobilized their forces inside Bosnia to regain ethnic Serbian 
territory. Bosnian Serbs too wanted to be a part of a greater, 
dominant Serbian state in the Balkans. After Bosnia declared 
independence, backed by Belgrade, the Bosnian Serbs 
demanded that Bosnia withdraw its declaration of 
independence (Holbrooke 826-834). Thus, they shared a 
common cause with Milošević and later fully supported his full-
fledged bombardment of Bosnia. In May 1992, only two 
months after Bosnia had declared its independence, Bosnian-
Serb forces along with the backing of Milošević and the Serb-
dominated Yugoslavian army launched its offensive with a 
bombardment of Bosnia's capital, Sarajevo. The offensive 
strategically targeted Bosniak Muslim-dominated towns along 

the border, such as Zvornik, Foca, and Visegrad (History: 
Bosnian Genocide). Throughout this offensive, Milošević, 
alongside his Bosnian-Serb allies, continued to spew hatred in 
the media against Muslims, pitting once neighbors against 
each other. Noel Malcolm, a political journalist at Cambridge 
University, wrote in his book entitled, Bosnia: A Short History: 
"Having watched Radio Television Belgrade in the period 
1991-2, I can understand why simple Bosnian Serbs came to 
believe that they were under threat, from Ustasa hordes, 
fundamental Jihadists, or whatever…" (Malcolm).

This publicized hatred towards Muslims soon led to Bosnia-led 
attacks against them. At the same time, Croatian attacks on 
Muslims also increased. Soon a war between Bosnian Croats 
and Bosnian Muslims broke out at the town of Mostar and 
other multi-ethnic towns (Holbrooke 1280). The Croats now 
also played a direct role in the war, and they too would later be 
one of the major perpetrators responsible for the war crimes 
that occurred in Bosnia. At this point, in the West, the term 
"ethnic cleansing" had begun to be used for the Bosnian war. 
The suddenness of the Serbian invasion of Bosnia began to 
resemble that of the Nazi invasion of Poland in 1939. Foreign 
governments knew that there were an undeniable rift and 
friction between ethnic groups in Yugoslavia, but this had also 
been the case in several other parts of the world, where racial 
and ethnic tensions had not spurred into ethnic cleansing, 
genocide, and civil war. The enmity between the Serbs and 
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Bosniak Muslims only grew, and no event would be more 
tragic, deadly, and mortal than the Srebrenica Massacre.

Srebrenica is a small town in eastern Bosnia-Herzegovina, and 
in July 1995, witnessed the killing 7,000 Bosniak Muslim men 
and boys. Srebrenica was the largest genocide in Europe 
since the Holocaust, and it occurred in a matter of only five 
days. Beginning in 1992, after having already sieged Sarajevo, 
Bosnian Serb forces targeted Srebrenica in an attempt to seize 
control of a major portion of eastern Bosnia-Herzegovina 
(Britannica: Srebrenica Massacre). The Serbian military, along 
with the Bosnian Serbs, believed that in order to capture 
Srebrenica, they would have to expel the territory's Bosniak 
Muslim inhabitants. Bosnian Serbs, in particular, were the ones 
most involved in the massacre. In March 1995, three months 
prior to the massacre, Radovan Karadžić, self-declared 
president of the Bosnian-Serb Republic, directed to his military 
forces to create "create an unbearable situation of total 
insecurity with no hope of further survival or life for the 
inhabitants of Srebrenica" (Britannica: Srebrenica Massacre). 
He began by ordering an embargo on food and other supplies 
to Srebrenica, forcing most of the town's Bosniak soldiers to 
flee. However, despite this, a majority of the Bosniak civilians 
remained in Srebrenica.

While Karadžić cut off resources to Srebrenica, he was not in 
charge of the military offensive. Milošević remained in 

Sarajevo, yet he sent his right-hand man, Ratko Mladić to 
handle the military offensive in Srebrenica. Mladić was by far 
the most brutal military leader in the Bosnian war, and his 
direct actions led to a vast majority of the fatalities in the war. 
On July 6, 1996, Mladić's forces advanced into Srebrenica and 
set every Bosniak Muslim home on fire. While some 
inhabitants fled to neighboring Potočari, where Dutch 
peacekeepers were stationed, a majority of the Bosniaks were 
later captured and killed (Britannica: Srebrenica Massacre).

The U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for Humanitarian Affairs, 
John Stattuck, interviewed several survivors of Srebrenica. He 
heard the stories that were to horrify the world: how the Serbs, 
directed by General Mladic, had rounded up all the Muslims in 
the town and piled them onto buses; how most of the men 
were never seen again; how people were herded into a soccer 
field and killed in large numbers; how there were still men in 
the thousands trying to escape through the woods toward 
Tuzla (Holbrooke 1580). The massacre of Srebrenica came as 
a shock to those who once lived in Bosnia. On July 10, Mladić 
said to a journalist: "We are presenting this city to the Serbian 
people as a gift…the time has come to take revenge on the 
Turks" (Britannica: Srebrenica Massacre). Richard Holbrooke, 
former U.S. Ambassador to Germany, wrote in his book, To 
End a War: Negotiating with Milošević:"Mladic's identification 
of modern-day Bosnian Muslims with the Turks of 191 years 
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earlier was revealing of his dangerously warped mind-
set" (Holbrooke 1566-1572).

The mass graves of the aftermath illuminated not only the 
genocide but the mortal, human aspect of the war. For years, 
leaders such as Milošević had campaigned for a multi-ethnic 
state, yet after being elected, they turned against the Muslim 
population. Ultimately, it was the Srebrenica Massacre that 
constituted the vast international response to the war, with the 
United States leading the way to peace in Bosnia. Richard 
Holbrooke later writes: "Mladic's forces killed thousands of 
Muslims, most of them in cold-blooded executions after the 
town had surrendered. Precise details of what was happening 
were not known at the time, but there was no question that 
something truly horrible was going on" (Holbrooke 1573).

Following the conclusion of World War II, the United States 
was far more cautious in terms of involvement in Europe. 
Before Srebrenica, in September 1992, almost two months 
after journalists began filming the atrocities being committed 
by Serbs against Muslims in prison camps in Western Bosnia, 
Lawrence Eagleburger, former American Ambassador to 
Yugoslavia, said: "I have said this 38,000 times, and I have to 
say this to the people of this country as well. This tragedy is 
not something that can be settled from outside and it's about 
damn well time that everybody understood that. Until the 
Bosnians, Serbs, and Croats decide to stop killing each other, 

there is nothing the outside world can do about it. " (Holbrooke 
594). Eagleburger argues that the response to the Bosnian 
genocide must evolve from a regional to an international issue. 
Until then, the future of the Muslim population in Bosnia 
remains bleak.

After Srebrenica, the most influential United States diplomat 
was the Ambassador to Germany under President Bill Clinton, 
Richard Holbrooke. Holbrooke took it upon himself to be 
America's top diplomat on the ground in Bosnia. Holbrooke 
was careful, as he knew that negotiating with Milošević would 
be difficult. Before beginning negotiations, Holbrooke found it 
most important to gauge the implications of direct involvement. 
In his book, he writes: "Our most important point concerned 
whom we would negotiate with. The United States, we said, 
would never again deal directly with the Bosnian Serbs who 
rained artillery and racist rhetoric down upon the Muslims and 
the Croats from their mountain capital of Pale" (Holbrooke 
268). Firstly, he recognized that the Bosniak Muslims were 
being armed by both Iranian and Pakistani militaries. Despite 
the American government's rebuke of Iran, Holbrooke stressed 
the issue of allowing the Muslim population to remain armed. 
He wrote: "Other actions, including bombing the bridges linking 
Serbia with Bosnia, and attacking Serb military facilities, must 
be considered. Such actions may well increase the level of 
violence in the short term. But since the West does not intend 
or wish to send its own troops into the war, it is unfair to deny 
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the Muslims the means with which to defend themselves…. 
Every day that the killing goes on the chances of preventing 
the long-term tragedy decrease. What would the West be 
doing now if the religious convictions of the combatants were 
reversed, and a Muslim force was now trying to destroy two 
million beleaguered Christians and/or Jews?" (Holbrooke 952).

Ambassador Holbrooke was the one who began talks with 
Milošević. While Holbrooke was in Bosnia, President Bill 
Clinton demanded that NATO strike prominent Serbian military 
bases to deter the Serbians from committing any more 
atrocities before negotiations began. Holbrooke, in Bosnia, 
witnessed the deaths of four of his own colleagues. However, 
he never gave up on his efforts to negotiate with Milošević. He 
established a United States embassy in Sarajevo and worked 
towards bringing President Milošević of Serbia, President 
Izetbegović of Bosnia-Herzegovina, and President Franjo 
Tuđman of Croatia to the negotiating table in Dayton, Ohio, 
USA. Later, it would be Dayton Agreement that officially 
concluded the Bosnian war. However, had it not been for 
Holbrooke's efforts on the grounds of Bosnia, the three Balkan 
presidents would have probably never even made it to Dayton 
in the first place.

Holbrooke was flexible when it came to preliminary 
negotiations, yet he candidly recalls being adamant when it 
came to unreasonable demands. He writes: "Milošević paused 

for a moment, perhaps to gauge if this was a bluff. Perhaps he 
sensed that it wasn't. NATO planes were bombing Bosnian 
Serb territory as we spoke. It was our moment of maximum 
leverage, and I was not bluffing about leaving, although we 
were acutely conscious of the fact that we might lose our best 
negotiating chip, the bombing, within two or three 
days" (Holbrooke 3204). Initially, Milošević demanded that 
economic sanctions be lifted, the agreement be no more than 
two to three pages long, and a temporary dividing line that 
divided Sarajevo. The latter two were originally unreasonable 
demands towards the American delegation, but it was at least 
something to work off of.

The Dayton Accords focused on five major points. First, it dealt 
with the economic sanctions imposed on Serbia. Second, it 
rescinded the deployment of U.S. troops to Bosnia. Third, it 
covered the issue of refugees voting in future elections in 
Bosnia. Fourth, it negotiated the division of Sarajevo. Lastly, 
and most importantly, it reinforced the importance of 
recognizing each nation’s sovereignty moving forward. The 
negotiations were spread out over a long period of days, 
especially due to Milošević not willing to give up Sarajevo, 
which was, in fact, Bosnian territory in the eyes of everyone 
else apart from Tuđman. To both leaders, Sarajevo was ethnic 
Serbian-Croat land, and it would ultimately be the deciding 
factor on whether not they would ever reach an accord. 
However, after over three weeks of negotiation, the draft of the 
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Dayton Agreement was finalized in November 1995. The final 
draft would later be signed in Paris, France, on December 14, 
1995.

The international response to the Bosnian war finally came 
about following the massacre in Srebrenica. The world knew 
that the breakup of Yugoslavia was bound to happen. Even 
before it occurred, people were predicting years of violent war 
in the Balkan region. But why did such a violent war occur? 
And why did it ultimately turn into a genocide? Both Bosnia-
Herzegovina and Serbia declared their independence prior to 
the war. Both nations were independent, and both nations had 
their own functioning governments. But yet again, why did a 
war occur? Racial tensions are termites. If you forget about 
them for too long, they are bound to get back at you. The racial 
tensions among Bosniak Muslims and Serbians had been long 
forgotten. In Srebrenica, one survivor recalled to a journalist: 
"Many people told me that until the collapse of their country 
they did not know which of their friends were Serb and which 
were Muslim". Ambassador Holbrooke writes in his book after 
the Dayton Agreement was signed: "Though some Serbs 
nursed ancient enmities that could be traced back to their 
defeat by the Turks on Kosovo Field in 1389, the three groups 
had lived together for centuries. Serbs, Croats, and Muslims 
worked together in every walk of life. There was no noticeable 
physical or ethnic difference between them, and, in fact, 
considerable intermarriage" (Holbrooke 604).

However, over 600 years later, the peace among these three 
peoples would be disturbed with the rise of Slobodan Milošević 
in 1990. The end goal for Milošević, Mladić, and Tuđman was 
never to simply create an independent Serbian or Croatian 
state. There was an inherent sense of supremacy and pride 
that led to not just a war, but an ethnic cleansing as well. Prior 
to Milošević, there was no natural animosity between the 
Serbian and Bosniak Muslim populations in Bosnia, but 
through years of propaganda, scapegoating, and control of the 
media, every Serbian now had a reason to believe that their 
Muslim neighbor was inferior. The brutality of war can never be 
changed. The brutality of the Bosnian war took on the form of 
mass-destruction, pillaging, and extermination of entire 
populations. The political exploitation of the Muslim population 
was unparalleled in the Bosnian war. The three leaders 
exploited centuries-old rifts between Turks and Serbians and 
brought them to the present-day, thus redressing the idea of 
victimization. Their end goal was always to get revenge, 
ultimately leading to the deaths of nearly 8,000 Muslim men, 
women, and children by the end of the war.

However, if the massacre of Srebrenica taught us one thing, it 
is that it takes international response to solve such issues. It 
takes diplomatic efforts both on the ground and overseas to 
not only end wars but, more importantly, to save lives. In the 
moment, had it not been for the United States, the war would 
have likely gone on for years, without an end in sight. The 
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death toll would have likely have risen, from 8,000 to 10,000, 
to possibly even more. But in order to end a war and genocide 
in the first place, it truly does take international diplomacy, and 
when it came to Bosnia, the United States did so to the fullest 
extent possible. 
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LeBron James: An Economic Star
How does LeBron James effect Cleveland’s economy?

To no one’s surprise, the Cleveland Cavaliers (Cavs) selected 
LeBron James first overall in the 2003 NBA Draft. Ever since 
James entered the league, he has been the most sought out 
athlete playing professional basketball. James gave basketball 
fans a new player to support following the rape allegations 
against top basketball player Kobe Bryant that undermined 

Kobe’s reputation. Seven years later, on July 8th, 2010, the 
Akron-born basketball phenomenon would tear his reputation 
as well. James announced his decision to leave the Cleveland 
Cavaliers after seven up-and-down seasons. James publicly 
announced he would join the Miami Heat on a special entitled 
“The Decision” that aired on ESPN. James was labeled as 
“LeGone, LeQuitter, and LeFraud,” by local newspapers and 
was scrutinized online for his decision and antics. James was 
supposed to be the “savior” of the endless drought of 
disastrous sport fortune in Cleveland. However, James 
crushed his hometown fans with this decision. He went from 
being the most beloved person in Ohio's history too its most 
despised with just a few words and a signature. LeBron left, 
and Cleveland struggled, but he also returned to deliver on his 
promise. James has had a meaningful positive economic 
impact upon many industries within Northeast Ohio ranging 
from sports revenue, restaurants, and tourism.

James’ decision in 2010 turned into a national debacle. 
Overwhelmingly fans opposing James stamped him as an 
immature attention-seeking player who was money hungry. 
However, James’ prime time television decision special made 
him zero dollars. James held the special to raise money for the 
Boys and Girls Club (BGC) of Cleveland and Connecticut. The 
special raised 6 million dollars total, and James donated 3 
million dollars to each BGC. Yet, this donation would not cover 
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the total loss Cleveland would take economically over the 
stretch James was gone. Dan Gilbert, furious about the 
decision, posted an open letter labeling James as a “narcissist” 
and a “coward.” Gilbert blasted James as “self-promotional” 
and even guaranteed the Cavs would win a title before James 
did. Gilbert said all this without realizing the impact James 
would have on not only his franchise but the city of Cleveland. 
Gilbert and the Cavs organization experienced a significant 
loss before the “James-less” Cavs took the court. For instance, 
in 2010, the Cavs sold out their 20,592 seats every game 
(NBA Attendance Report). The year following the Cavs only 
averaged 17,329 fans per game. In the years (2009-2013) 
James was in Miami the average ticket price in Cleveland 
dropped from $55.95 to $43.31, and the Cavs went an 
abysmal 97-215 over the stretch. The Cavs obviously did not 
make the playoffs in any of these seasons, therefore they did 
not make any extra money like in the prior year with James on 
the roster. The Cavs made around $ 30,778,278 per year 
when James was in Miami. Although this seems like a lot, it is 
nothing compared to the money the Cavs made with James. In 
the two stint James had with the Cavs the average ticket price 
was $67 (“NBA Cleveland Cavaliers Average Ticket Price”). 
Darren Rovell of ESPN reports, “close to every game was sold 
out.” With all this being said, that means James’ presence 
brought in $93,986,187 per year (Shoag). Nonetheless, the 
Cavs were successful and reached the playoffs every year 

after James’ return. Every playoff game sold out with the 
average ticket price close to $80 (“NBA Cleveland Cavaliers 
Average Ticket Price”). The playoffs brought in an additional 
$40,000,000 for the Cavs. When James ventured to South 
Beach, the franchise value of the Cavs fell to 376 million 
dollars (Scott). However, in 2018, Forbes reported the Cavs 
franchise value topped $1.1 billion (Rooney). This leap in value 
can be attributed to James’ return and relentless success. It is 
clear James’ superstar prowess is highly profitable for the 
Cavs due to his popularity. Nonetheless, the impact of James’ 
popularity was also experienced outside of the arena.

The presence of LeBron James gives local restaurants the 
opportunity to flourish. When James originally left Cleveland, 
restaurants took a significant financial loss. In a five-mile 
radius outside the Cavs arena, there were 190 restaurants 
before James left in 2010. In 2013, before James’ returned 
there was a measly 165. That number rose to roughly 210 in 
2014. Yet, the impact of James leaving Miami was more 
devastating for its restaurants, the study reports. In James' 
final season in 2014, the Heat had over 250 restaurants; and 
the following season, that numbers declined to slightly below 
200. James' return to Cleveland in 2014 increased the number 
of bars and restaurants within one mile of the arena by more 
than 13 percent, and increased employment at the bars and 
restaurants by more than 23.5 percent (Scott). Currently, the 
restaurant industry is the third-largest private employer in Ohio 
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(Kleps). In the Cleveland-Elyria area in 2017, there were 4,331 
food and drink establishments with a total of 79,508 
employees (Kleps). Similar financial gains were experienced 
by individuals and local government as well. James’ consistent 
success also benefits service industry employees. The farther 
the Cavs go, the more they play, and the longer individuals are 
employed. Every Cavs playoff game had a $3.6 million 
economic impact for employees near the stadium and every 
NBA Finals game had a 5.2 million-dollar impact. In fact, 
Games 3 and 4 of the NBA Finals in Cleveland (2015) 
generated $927,000 in admission taxes. On top of that, the 
Quicken Loans Arena created an additional 3,500 jobs and 
generated $288 million in total output plus $34 million in taxes 
for the local government (Rooney). James’ consistent success 
and large fan following was beneficial for companies nearby 
Quicken Loans arena.

James’ presence also increased visitors to the Cleveland area. 
Because of this uptick in travelers, the hotel industry 
experienced a revitalization demonstrated by the sharp 
increase in hotel rooms. Hotel data specialist STR’s count of 
hotel rooms has increased nearly 15 percent, to 24,100 since 
the end of 2013 through May 2018. The current count of hotels 
is 206 hotels, up from 188 before James returned to the 
Cavaliers from Miami in 2014, and after the city hosted the 
Republican National Convention two years ago (Rooney). This 
growth in travelers also rubbed off on the airline industry as 

well. Since the return of LeBron and the exit of United Airlines 
from Cleveland; air traffic has rebounded to more than 9.1 
million passengers per year. The highest total ever, after the 
U.S. and international airlines added service. Parking, 
concession revenue and aircraft landing fees generate 
revenue for airports as well (Rooney). Overall, James is an 
employer himself. The success he brings and the fan support 
he pulls in allows local businesses and local people to thrive.

It is clear James has had the largest economic impact by any 
modern-day athlete on a sports town. His relationship and 
connection to the city of Cleveland has not only made 
Cleveland relevant again, but has enriched the city’s economy. 
He will truly be missed when he ventures out to Los Angeles 
this season, but his impact will last forever. 
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An Essay on Holding On, 
Alphabetically Arranged
ATOLL- NAI PALM

An atoll is a phenomenon that results from an underwater 
volcano erupting and rising above the water, eventually 
forming a “ring-shaped reef” that encloses a shallow lagoon. 
This formation takes thousands of years of collaboration 
between the sea and the volcano. However, when the atoll is 

formed after these many years, it has the ability to capture 
anything within its boundaries and protect it from the wild 
waters outside. It holds on.

BESAME MUCHO- CONSUELO VELÁZQUEZ

Besame mucho: kiss me more. The night is beautiful, so kiss 
me again. I don’t want to lose you; if this is the last beautiful 
night we will see together, kiss me again. I fear that I’ll lose 
you, and I think that tomorrow, we will be far from each other. 
Please, kiss me more. One last time.

CRYING IN THE CHAPEL- ELVIS PRESLEY

I have watched my grandmother fall to her knees before a 
crucifix. Her knees, usually barely able to hold up her own 
weight, smack upon the hard marble floor of the church as her 
hands come to her neck to grasp her rosary. I have heard my 
mother weep as we listened to the story of the Passion during 
mass, others around her also moved to tears. When nothing 
else seems to make sense, many hold on to prayer.

I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I’ve never shed a tear 
for God.

Silver Key
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DROWSY- BANES WORLD

Falling into sleep. Holding on to the memories of the day that 
make you smile; sweet dreams. Your eyes beg to take a rest. 
Embraced by your blankets, your mattress of clouds pulling 
you closer. Falling, falling, falling. Asleep.

EXPECTATION- TAME IMPALA

Often, when one is burdened by expectations, there is no way 
to achieve any type of satisfaction in life. In this song, Kevin 
Parker expresses the dangers of holding on to a relationship 
simply in order to fulfill the expectations of those around him. 
Fear of disappointment or simply loneliness propels him to 
remain in a state that no longer brings him joy- expectation is 
taking its toll. He doesn’t know why he holds on, but he 
continues to do so.

(THE) FOUR SEASONS; VIOLIN CONCERTO NO. 2 IN G 
MINOR- VIVALDI

Fermata- a symbol depicted in music meaning that a rest or 
note is to be held for a certain period of time. The symbol 
resembles an upside-down “U” with a dot placed in the middle. 

The rest or note is often held for as long as the conductor sees 
fit; the holding can range from seconds to minutes.

GRANDMA’S HANDS- BILL WITHERS

Before my grandmother grew too frail to travel, she used to 
visit my home in Cleveland. I was little, and I would start a 
countdown on my mother’s calendar until my grandma finally 
arrived from Poland. The day that she would arrive, I would 
beg her to take me to the library, our favorite place to spend 
time together. We would wander through the stacks of books, 
my small hand holding her wrinkled one, pulling her towards 
my favorite novels.

Now, she doesn’t visit. Even though we don’t talk often, I hold 
on to the moments we spend talking on the phone.

HAUNT ME- SADE

Rely on me when you can’t rely on yourself. I’ll hold you up 
when your knees can’t do it. Hold on.

I DON’T KNOW- BADBADNOTGOOD
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I have never felt the pain accompanied with loss. When my 
great-grandfather died, my mother wept, but I felt nothing. No 
remorse, no pain, no sorrow. I remembered my mother telling 
me about his drunken abuse towards my great-grandmother. 
When my great- grandfather died, I felt nothing.

This song dreams about the destruction loss leaves in its 
wake. It exudes pain and worry- what will we do when 
everyone we once knew is gone? Will we hold on? Or learn to 
live without them?

JUNGAL- LONELY PIRATE COMMITTEE

I hold on to one of his hands as the other jumps across the 
keyboard, fingers bouncing from one note to the next. His face 
is focused, and he groans in frustration as his fingers hit one 
wrong key by accident. Despite this, in a matter of seconds, he 
tries the melody again. Again and again and again, until it is 
perfect.

I love watching him do what he loves most. It starts with an 
idea, a melody he hums and then relays onto the keyboard. 
Then come the drums, the bass, the percussion.

I watch his fingers on the keyboard try again and again and 
again until he creates something amazing.

This is his song.

KING KUNTA- KENDRICK LAMAR

The King Kunta music video functions to give a “tour” of 
Compton, California, Lamar’s hometown. The video 
showcases Compton’s landmarks, showing Kendrick dancing 
at each of them with others from his neighborhood. Compton, 
which in 2011 was ranked as having the eighth highest crime 
rate in the U.S., is known for the gangs and drugs that run 
rampant in its streets. Despite this status, Lamar, a world-
famous rapper with a net worth of $45 million, credits Compton 
for making him the rapper he is today. He still frequently visits 
the city and connects with others who live or have lived in the 
area.

When I leave this place, I am not sure if I will return.

LA LLORONA- ALANNA UBACH, FROM “COCO” 
SOUNDTRACK

In the Disney movie, “Coco”, viewers follow the adventure of a 
young Mexican boy, Miguel. Although Miguel was born into a 
family of shoemakers with a hatred for music, he dreams of 
becoming a famous musician just like the famous Ernesto de 
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la Cruz. Despite being shunned from his family and having his 
guitar smashed by his grandmother, he holds on to his 
dreams, going on a musical adventure and making new friends 
along the way.

MAN AMADEH-AM- GOOGOOSH

My father grew up listening to Googoosh. The most influential 
Iranian female singer in the Farsi- speaking world, she started 
performing when my father was young. As the Iranian 
Revolution occurred in 2000, a ban on female singers ensued, 
silencing Googoosh for 20 years. She was imprisoned for her 
songs.

After 20 years of silence, she held a concert in Toronto. 15,000 
people attended, Iranians, Canadians, and Americans alike. 
My father traveled to this concert with my mother, who was 
pregnant with me at the time. When Googoosh sang her first 
words in 20 years, tears flowed down her cheeks, the crowd 
cheering for her, for Iran.

My father holds on to Iran. Most nights, I can make out 
Googoosh playing from his room, the singer’s rich voice 
ringing out into our empty house.

NOCTURNE, OP. POSTH. IN C- SHARP MINOR: LENTO- 
FRÉDÉRIC CHOPIN

There is a fermata in measures 46 and 65 of this piece (see 
“F” for the definition of fermata). When I play this nocturne on 
my piano, I hold the notes out for long, as if the piece has 
finished. I let this moment of silence speak for itself.

(THE) ONLY ONE–THE BLACK KEYS

In The Only One, Dan Auerbach speaks of his obsession with 
another person, someone he considers his lover. While his 
grasp on this person is tight, the lyrics suggest the feeling is 
not reciprocated. Auerbach is too “wrapped up in a daze” to 
recognize the unhealthy nature of his love.

PURGATORY DRIVE- THE GROWLERS

We learned about purgatory in third grade. My Religion 
teacher described it as a “waiting room for God”, and I 
imagined the waiting room in my pediatrician’s office, filled with 
children’s books and toys. As I got older, the definition of 
purgatory seemed to change. It was no longer a waiting room- 
it was a time of suffering when one repented for their sins. 
Whatever purgatory is, waiting around for God in the afterlife 
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doesn’t seem too appealing to me since I’ve been waiting 
around for Him my whole life. I’ll think I’ll pass on this one.

QUAND VAS TU RENTRER- MELODY’S ECHO CHAMBER

Written by Vala Shriefer.

Si jamais j’utilise tu

je parle pas de toi,

plutôt de l’espace que je vois pas

entre mes yeux,

tout ce qui n’est pas encore,

tout ce qui s’habille entre les mots proches

et mange les silences tout pendant,

comme nous avions l’habitude de faire,

comme nous aurions dû faire

plus lentement.

RECONSIDER- THE XX

Are you holding on, too?

STARGAZING- TRAVIS SCOTT

The stadium is black. For a second the music stalls, the crowd 
gasping, their phones up and ready to record. Then, the lights 
flash on, blinding everyone for a moment. Travis Scott rises up 
out of the stage, singing the first words to “Stargazing”. My 
best friend, Nadia, is in college and I am here. She introduced 
me to Scott, and every time we saw each other we would blast 
Stargazing, our throats hoarse from singing. In this moment, I 
hold on to this memory of us, missing her more than ever.

THE LESS I KNOW THE BETTER- TAME IMPALA

Kevin Parker is once again holding on to a love that he feels is 
ruining him. He wants this person, but he feels awkward trying 
to muster up the confidence to talk to them.

UNSTEADY- X EMBASSADORS

Hold on to me. I am unsteady. Hold on.
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VIVID DREAMS-KAYTRANADA

You wake up from a colorful dream. Still foggy with sleep, your 
mind runs the dream through your head over and over again; 
each time the dream is seemingly vaguer. By the time you get 
out of your bed, the dream is gone, nothing left to ponder.

Sometimes the mind doesn’t choose what it holds on to.

WARM- LONNIE LISTON SMITH

The sweat sticks onto my skin as my bare feet press down on 
the grass below me. The shorts I am wearing are tight- too 
tight for this fiery mid-July heat. I grab on tight to my dog’s 
leash as he pulls me across the yard, sniffing the flowers my 
mom just planted and rolling in the grass. I finally give up on 
restraining him, letting the leash go and watching him run into 
the neighbor’s manicured front lawn to sniff more plants. I lie 
down in the grass and look up at the sky; it is light blue with no 
clouds in sight. I close my eyes and lay there for who knows 
how long, simply enjoying the warmth. Eventually, I call my 
dog and together, we go inside. Every winter, I hold on to this 
memory as if it will keep me warm.

XXX- KENDRICK LAMAR FT. U2

In 2016, United States police killed 258 black people. Thirty-
nine of them were unarmed. Michael Brown. Eric Garner. 
Tamir Rice. Tanisha Anderson. These aren’t just names. They 
were black individuals wrongly shot and killed by white police 
officers in a country that boasts of equality and acceptance. In 
XXX, Kendrick Lamar speaks about holding on to his hope for 
America, but also about feeling pessimistic because of the 
racial disparities he experiences every day. He argues that 
black youth are dissuaded from receiving an education and 
often grow up in toxic and crime-ridden environments. He tries 
to hold on to hope, but he feels it slipping away.

YOU KNOW I’M NO GOOD- AMY WINEHOUSE

Amy Winehouse died in July of 2011 of alcohol intoxication. 
Her parents pushed her into fame, pressuring her to constantly 
work and take care of her image. Her bluesy voice helped 
make her an international star, and by 2008, her album Back to 
Black was the world’s seventh-biggest selling album. As her 
fame progressed and she experienced more stress, 
Winehouse developed an addiction to alcohol, heroin, and 
crack cocaine. While she was known worldwide, her mental 
health deteriorated until she eventually died. As her health 
worsened, her parents, friends, and fans tried to hold on to the 
person she was before the fame, the optimistic and 
determined girl who loved music more than anything. Despite 
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this, she died a seemingly different person, her last words 
being “I don’t want to die”.

ZIPPER- BROCKHAMTPON

Once you find success, hold on to it; it may be fleeting.
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Coffee
The best part of my day
is touching my lips to yours;
my tongue no longer feels the heat.
You hold my hand
throughout the day,
walking me from class to class;
I couldn't make it without you.
When you get too controlling,
I begin to regret
getting so attached,
my heart racing,
my leg bouncing,
my hands shaking.
I begin to imagine my life
without you on my lips,

without the constant throught of you
clouding my mind.
Then,
I take another sip. 
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A Loving Tragedy
Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice constructs many 
thought-provoking ideas and problems for audience members 
to decide the answer to. His descriptive, yet abstract language 
creates complex debates about the play’s identity and its 
morality. Questions such as, “Is the play itself anti-Semitic or 
philosemitic?” are often left to be decided by how one 
interprets the text. However, the question whether the play is 
anti-Semitic or not largely relies on the play’s genre. If the play 

is a comedy, then one could consider The Merchant of Venice 
to be an anti-Semitic play. However, if the play is found to be a 
tragedy, then philosemitism is inferred. This robust dispute is 
also decided by who is considered the protagonist in the play, 
which could be either Shylock or Antonio. On balance, 
Shakespeare’s sympathetic characterization of Shylock, along 
with his tragic end, implies that The Merchant of Venice is 
indeed a tragic, philosemitic play.

At the surface, and without much thinking, Shylock’s 
interactions with Antonio imply a hateful, anti-Semitic, trait. 
However, Shakespeare sympathizes Shylock by giving his 
character benevolent qualities, like mercy and kind-
heartedness. These qualities can often represent those of a 
typical Christian. However, Shakespeare is stripping Shylock 
of the negative Jewish stereotypes, to show that Jews are 
people too. Specifically, in the beginning act, Shylock shows 
no prejudice against Antonio, even after Antonio spat upon his 
face in the public eye, when he comes to him pleading for a 
loan. Instead, Shylock wishes to build a healthy relationship 
with the Christian merchant. Shylock explains to Antonio, “This 
kindness I will show. / Go with me to a notary, seal me there / 
Your single bond; and in a merry sport” (1.3.155-158). 
Shakespeare’s decision to make Shylock a forgiving and 
sympathetic character clearly displays to audience members 
that not all Jews are demons and terrible human beings to 
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Christians. Moreover, this emphasis on Shylock’s humanity 
displays how Shakespeare intends to have Shylock to be 
known as the protagonist. As a result, audience members feel 
sympathetic towards the Jew and hopefully denounce the 
stereotypes. Shakespeare further shows the audience that 
Shylock is indeed the protagonist by writing a dialogue for him 
that exposes and challenges Christians wrongful beliefs 
against Judaism. Shylock exclaims his frustration: “If you prick 
us, do we not / bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you / 
poison us, do we not die?” (3.1.63-65). This monologue 
Shakespeare writes gives Shylock, and all Jews at the time, a 
voice. It allows Christians and other play-goers to see the 
abuse and hardship that has been inflicted upon all Jews, 
making Shylock a sympathetic character due to his social 
injustice. Therefore, Shakespeare’s constant push for 
audience members to truly feel Shylock’s injustice and 
denounce the stereotypes against Jews, shows that Shylock is 
indeed the intended protagonist.

In The Merchant of Venice, Shakespeare shows that Jews are 
not the only people that contain flaws and stereotypes about 
their beliefs. Instead, Shakespeare exposes the imperfections 
in the Christian faith. He specifically does this by showing that 
the Christians are hypocritical when it comes to their morality. 
In act four, these acts of hypocrisy are clearly shown in Portia’s 
speech towards in Shylock’s trial. Portia [as Balthazar] 
declares to the Judge, “We do pray for mercy, / And that same 

prayer doth teach us all to render / The deeds of 
mercy” (4.1.206-208). Portia claims that the Christians will 
show justice towards Shylock’s verdict. However, this promise 
of mercy suddenly vanishes as soon as Shylock does not side 
with the Christians. Portia immediately turns on Shylock and 
gives him a punishment that is equivalent to death. This 
sudden change shows how the Christians are indeed 
hypocrites and that they are not the pristine and loving religion 
that they appear to be within the Bible and certain stereotypes. 
The hypocrisy of the Christian faith is further exposed in 
Shylock’s speech to the judge. Shakespeare writes Shylock 
this dialogue that shows that Christians are not naturally 
superior to Jews based on their merciful morality. Shylock 
displays the flaws in the Christian faith within the scene:

# Shylock:
# Because you bought them. Shall I say to you
# “Let them be free! Marry them to your heirs!
# Why sweat they under burdens? Let their beds
# Be made as soft as yours, and let their palates
# Be seasoned with such viands”? You will answer
# “The slaves are ours!” So do I answer you:
# The pound of flesh which I demand of him
# Is dearly bought; [‘tis] mine and I will have it. (4.1.94-101)
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This emotional speech from Shylock points how prejudiced, 
non-caring, and hypocritical the Christians truly are. With this, 
Shakespeare allows the majority Christian audience to 
experience how their so-called “Christian-like” qualities are 
easily manipulated when it comes to the abuse of a Jew. 
Therefore, the entire trial scene, although the end result may 
seem dark, is actually philosemitic. It shows how hypocritical 
the Christians truly are and makes them more aware of their 
actions. Moreover, it gives the abuse of Jews a spotlight in 
society, further encouraging the belief that The Merchant of 
Venice is indeed a philosemitic play.

Shakespeare finishes The Merchant of Venice with a truly 
tragic ending. Shylock loses his daughter, his estate, and his 
community as a result of the merciless trial brought on by the 
Christians. He is left forced to comply with the brutal hardship 
that the Christians have inflicted upon him; otherwise, he 
would be condemned to death. During the hearing, Portia, as 
Balthazar, asks Shylock about his thoughts on his sentencing, 
goes against the Christian quality of mercy:

# Portia [as Balthazar]:
# Art though contented, Jew? What dost thou say?

# Shylock:
# I am content.

# Portia [as Balthazar]:
# Clerk, draw a deed of gift.

# Shylock:
# I pray you give me leave to go from hence.
# I am not well. Send the deed after me
# And I will sign it. (4.1.409-414).

Shylock exhibits his surrender and realizes the rest of his life 
will consist of isolation and ridicule from other Christians. His 
ending is by literary definition, tragic. Moreover, Shylock 
claiming that he is content, but later saying that he is not well, 
further emphasizes the grave hardship that he has been 
stamped upon him. Shylock has no say in what his fate holds, 
as he can only go along with it. Therefore, Shylock is forced to 
be content with being converted to Christianity. Since his 
daughter is also converted to Christianity, Shylock is also 
forced to accept the fact that his Jewish line of heritage will 
come to an end immediately following his death. The rest of 
his life will be a calamity.

However, Shylock is not the only character that ends up in 
despair. Antonio, the Christian merchant of Venice, also is left 
in seclusion after the trial ends. Bassanio, Antonio’s closest 
friend through the play, abandons him for a life of fertility and 
happiness. This is evident in Portia’s conversation with the 
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other couples: “It is almost morning, / And yet I am sure you 
are not satisfied” (5.1.317-318). With Portia’s comment, 
Antonio has been excluded from all the joys of marriage and 
fertility. Specifically, her word-play with “satisfied,” solicits two 
meanings and implies the joys of life. “Satisfied “ can either 
refer to one being content with the current situation, or it can 
refer to sexual intercourse. Either way, Antonio’s situation is 
the complete opposite of a comedy. Although Antonio is now 
rich from the trial, he is left alone in sadness. The 
abandonment of Antonio, by Bassanio and Portia, is shown in 
Belmont in act five when the couples leave to spend the night 
alone in their rooms. Antonio is left alone at that moment, with 
nobody to comfort him. His homosocial love for Bassanio has 
been dissolved by Portia.

As a result, Shylock and Antonio’s ending turn out to be very 
similar. Both are left alone and lose everything that matters to 
them. Shylock is left without a community and Antonio is left 
without any companions. Moreover, their mutual hate for one 
another causes them to resemble each other, both as angry, 
lonely men. Shakespeare’s decision to include a tragic ending 
for both men is rather purposeful, considering his audience. If 
Shakespeare were to just make Shylock’s ending a tragedy, 
the anti-Semitic viewers would find that to be a happy ending, 
causing the play to be known as a comedy. However, 
Shakespeare decision to make the Christian merchant’s end a 
tragedy implies misfortune to the Christian audience, thereby 

making the entire play a tragedy. As a result of making the play 
a tragedy, Shylock is shown to be an honest man who fell to 
the jaws of prejudice, rather than an ignorant Jew who thought 
he could win against the believed-to-be superior Christians. 
Therefore, Shakespeare’s articulate decision to include 
Antonio’s tragic ending is to show that the entire play is a 
tragedy, thereby sympathizing Shylock, and the brutal 
treatment he faces.

Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, on the surface, looks 
as if it is a comedic play that is anti-Semitic towards Jewish 
people, implying that Christians rule forever supreme. 
However, when put into context at the time Shakespeare wrote 
it, a deeper meaning is found. At the time of writing, Europe 
was dominated by people of the Christian faith. These people 
saw anybody who opposed their viewpoints as unholy and 
untouched by the light of God. This spelled trouble for any of 
the Jewish faith, causing them to endure brutal hardships and 
stereotypes. What The Merchant of Venice does is bring light 
to these issues. Much like Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew of 
Malta, Shakespeare brought large audiences in for viewings by 
implying anti-Semitism and exposing all of the Jewish 
stereotypes. However, The Merchant of Venice, through its 
constant sympathetic tone towards Shylock, and the display of 
hypocrisy of Christian’s qualities, gave the Jewish people at 
the time a voice. Shakespeare uses The Merchant of Venice to 
advance human rights, unlike how Marlowe uses The Jew of 
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Maltastrictly for money. Shakespeare shows that Christians 
are not nearly as perfect as they believe to be. He attempts to 
have Christians realize how they treat the Jews. Shakespeare 
manages to create philosemitism even through the strictly anti-
Semitic Europe. Taken this historical context, it is clear to see 
that through Shakespeare’ articulate writing and tone set by 
specific scenes, The Merchant of Venice is indeed, a tragic, 
philosemitic play.
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Remix
Poetry
Grade: 11
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Instructor: Erin Beirne
"

Remix
Remix

Sometimes I think
How my life, the habits I gloss over in daily summaries-
“We ate outside today, my Chromebook overheated-”
Would be completely unrecognizable
To anyone from any other point in history

I am sitting alone in a library,
Listening to a song which professes to be in 8D
But is more likely a combination of shifting down the volume in 
one earbud
As the other is raised
And vice versa

The lyrics are twisted electronically
Pitch-shifted and auto-tuned into childlike, tinny Millennial 
Whoops
My jokes are reliant on movies my grandparents would never 
understand
Ethos, Pathos, Logos, Thanos
How could they be expected to utilize the four great appeals?

My grandfather would be confused at the book I’m sitting 
across from
A black southern belle in what seems to be 1800s period attire
Is an anachronism in much the same way as
Christopher Jackson playing George Washington

Our generation delights in doublespeak
We shoot it into our veins like mechanical pencil lead
We are our fathers’ mistakes and their hopes personified
Letting the world pass us by in the flash of an electronic screen

Silver Key

ELIZABETH 
HOLUP
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Alienation Throughout Literature: A Case Study
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne

Alienation Throughout Literature: A 
Case Study
In every era of history, the cruel and despotic in every society 
have oppressed and persecuted certain individuals. 
Regardless of the reason for maltreatment, their plans often 
include two crucial steps to create a more favorable 
environment for their repression: alienating these individuals 
from greater society to remove potential allies, and 
dehumanizing them to lower them to an acceptable level for 
abuse. Throughout the books The Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn by Mark Twain, Maggie: A Girl of the Streets by Stephen 
Crane, and The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne, the 
authors discuss the topic of alienation and how it affects 
characters across time and space, despite variances in one’s 
specific circumstances. The plots, diction, and settings of 
these stories are obviously different-Mark Twain chooses a 

lighthearted, adventurous tone to tell the tale of a young boy 
and an escaped slave traveling down the Mississippi River in 
search of money and freedom, while Crane selects a dismal 
New York tenement slum to paint the picture of a girl “ruined” 
and forced into prostitution by a pregnancy outside of wedlock 
and Hawthorne focuses on a colonial Puritan settlement to 
highlight one illicit couple’s inner turmoil when the woman’s 
adultery is revealed to the town. Still, there are important 
similarities in the authors’ messages to the audience, as well 
as the techniques they use to persuade the audience of these 
themes. In these novels, the authors assert that alienation is 
ultimately dehumanizing through characters who serve as 
targets of alienation, settings that further remove these 
characters from greater society, and plans that serve as a 
contrast to the reality of alienation through a proposed 
“escape” to return to humanity.

In these novels, the authors create compelling characters who 
undergo isolation to chart the progress of their 
dehumanization. In The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Jim is 
perhaps the most isolated person that Huck meets during his 
travels. As a runaway slave, Jim is unable to form deep 
connections with the other characters (with the exception of 
Huck, who still considers him property and a servant), not only 
because of his fugitive status but because of his race. When 
Huck and two companions leave their raft to go onshore, Jim is 
often not only forced to stay back but also to “lay all day in the 
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wigwam tied with the rope” (Twain 156). One of Huck’s 
companions suggests avoiding this by “dress[ing] Jim up in 
King Lear’s outfit...and painting] Jim’s face...all over a dead, 
dull solid blue” (Twain 156) to scare any passers-by, but Jim is 
still alienated by the degradation of both constantly having to 
pretend to be a monster and his inability to join the white 
travelers in their quests for money and supplies. Furthermore, 
Jim struggles with the knowledge that he will probably never 
see his wife and children again (“He was often moaning and 
mourning that way nights...and saying…’It’s mighty hard; I 
spec’ I ain’t ever gwyne to see you no mo’!’” (Twain 155) ), and 
their absences in his life cause him to lack the parallel familial 
structures that Twain creates in the Grangerfords, Wilkses, 
and even the Phelpses, who become Huck’s new family at the 
conclusion of the novel in his father’s stead. Only Jim is left 
completely alone, and this, combined with the societal norms 
of the era, cause him to be seen as subhuman. Also seen as 
less than human is the titular character in Maggie: A Girl of the 
Streets. Her alienation stems from her profession and social 
situation, especially after she is seduced by Pete, a faux-
glamorous drunkard and Casanova. Their relationship causes 
Maggie to be completely thrown out of her family’s tenement, 
leaving her homeless after Pete leaves her for Nellie, “a 
woman of brilliance and audacity” (Crane 54) from a slightly 
higher social class. Maggie’s final plea to him, “But where kin I 
go?” (Crane 65) is only met with a scornful suggestion to try 

the devil instead, cementing her place as a truly forsaken 
woman. She becomes a member of the tenement prostitutes, 
the lowest class of streetwalkers, out of options and 
completely desperate. By the end of the novel, she is denied a 
funeral or even a burial by her family as the story closes with 
her “soiled, unshaven” (Crane 73) brother Jimmie blandly 
telling their mother “Well...Mag’s dead,” (Crane 73). Crane 
uses this pointed lack of an universal custom to show that 
Maggie has been lowered to such a level that she no longer 
can participate in normal human ceremonies. Her animalistic 
death in the New York gutters is a direct result of her alienation 
at the hands of her society and victimizers like Pete. Finally, 
Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter undergoes isolation as a 
punishment for her adultery, leading to her dehumanization. 
Beyond the simple symbol of the badge on her chest, Hester 
walks through life without a single friend, feeling that “every 
gesture, every word, and even the silence of those with whom 
she came in contact, implied, and often expressed, that she 
was banished” (Hawthorne 58). She serves as a stern warning 
to the community, not able to connect with any of her 
neighbors, and as a result “all the light and graceful foliage of 
her character...had long ago fallen away, leaving a bare and 
harsh outline, which might have been repulsive, had she 
possessed friends...to be repelled by it” (Hawthorne 112). The 
author suggests that Hester’s seven years of living completely 
alone, save for her illegitimate daughter Pearl, have caused 
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“some attribute to [depart] from her, the permanence of which 
had been essential to keep her a woman” (Hawthorne 112). 
The absence of this “attribute”, Hester’s ability to connect with 
others and prevent life from being simply drudgery, has 
reduced her to being a symbol of sin and nothing more, both to 
the other Puritan colonists and to herself. In short, the authors 
show dehumanization firstly (and most obviously) through 
characterization, but they use other techniques like 
symbolization through setting to expand upon their message.

The authors further comment on division in society through the 
settings they choose to place these characters in. The river 
that Huck and Jim travel down in The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn frees them from a typical homebound 
lifestyle, but it also isolates them when they are unable to form 
lasting connections with the people they meet, most of whom 
are living in this typical way. Even early on in his journey, Huck 
literally watches a group of companions passing by-he notes 
that he “could hear the mumble, and now and then a laugh, 
too” as the raft leaves them behind, “but it seemed a long ways 
off” (Twain 35). Later, Huck is again literally separated from all 
companionship, even Jim, when a fog sets in and sunders 
their boats. Unable to see or hear anyone who might be able 
to help him, Huck is “so sick and scared [he can’t] budge for 
most a minute” (Twain 80). Huck’s fear from his sudden 
isolation reduces him to animalistic impulses, trapping him in 
place like prey instead of using reasoning to escape the fog. 

Although Twain’s use of the river might at first seem to be a 
lighthearted device to allow Huck and Jim easy escapes, the 
author actually uses it as a less obvious symbol of their 
separation from the greater society and the way that that 
separation impacts them. Similarly, Crane uses the Bowery 
neighborhood in Maggie: A Girl of the Streets to achieve the 
same effect. When Maggie is thrown out of her house, she is 
thrust into the grim streets of one of New York City’s most 
treacherous districts, “a dark region where...gruesome 
doorways gave up loads of babies to the street and the 
gutter” (Crane 5). Maggie joins these abandoned children as 
she, too, is left to the mercy of the Bowery, completely alone 
and friendless. As the novel progresses, Maggie speaks less 
as she is absorbed into the Bowery, culminating in a chapter in 
which she is denied even a name by Crane, instead referred to 
only as “the girl” as she wanders the streets of the Bowery 
looking for employment for the night. In this sense, Crane uses 
the setting of the Bowery almost as a character in and of itself, 
vividly illustrating its progress as it slowly extracts Maggie’s 
humanity from her. As she is literally shut out from the people 
she depends on (her expulsion from the tenement, Pete 
“slam[ming the barroom] door furiously” (Crane 65) as he 
deserts her for the last time), the Bowery takes more and more 
of Maggie’s personality and life until, finally, she dies, 
nameless and alone, lost in the gutters she was doomed to 
wander. Hawthorne also uses setting in The Scarlet Letter to 
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show Hester Prynne’s isolation. The cottage in which she 
chooses to reside after her imprisonment is described as “on 
the outskirts of the town...not in close vicinity to any other 
habitation” and “out of the sphere of that social activity which 
already marked the habits of the emigrants” (Hawthorne 55). 
The author deliberately places Hester out of the reach of the 
other Puritan settlers to emphasize how alone she is in her 
suffering: not only is she the only woman marked by the titular 
letter, she is the only resident to make a home outside of the 
village, closer to the lonely sea than her peers. None of the 
other townspeople speak to Hester or consider her a friend, 
much less visit her home; she remains imprisoned long after 
she is released from the jailhouse in Chapter Five. Her lack of 
companionship created by her setting contributes to her 
dehumanization mentioned above, the “lack of an attribute” 
which kept her “a woman”. Because Hester feels unable to 
move closer to her neighbors or create relationships, the 
desperate nature of her desolation only grows. Furthermore, 
the plans that the authors include in their novels to escape 
these settings highlight humankind’s desperate desire to avoid 
alienation and brutalization.

Plans that serve as a contrast to the characters’ reality of 
isolation through a wishful “escape” to return to greater society 
figure into all three stories. Firstly, Jim and Huck’s plan to leave 
their life as runaways behind contrasts with their total 
seclusion in actuality. To transport Jim safely out of slave 

territory so he can’t be resold, the pair plans to “take deck 
passage on a steamboat... and the money would last as far as 
[they] wanted go in the free states” (Twain 91). The idea of this 
new life promises to give Jim and Huck a chance to adopt new 
identities as completely free men-Huck away from his abusive 
father and the well-meaning Widow Douglas, Jim away from 
the law of the South and Miss Watson, his owner. However, 
this plan never comes to fruition because a nighttime fog 
obscures the pair’s line of sight, ruining their chances to dock 
at the town of Cairo and move onto the Ohio River. Twain 
makes Jim and Huck’s dream impossible to intensify the 
reader’s understanding of their desperate plight on the 
Mississippi River. Without a chance to leave their isolation 
behind, these characters experience more of the 
consequences (such as dehumanization) of it and are forced 
to feel them more deeply. Like Twain, Crane uses the same 
technique in Maggie: A Girl of the Streets to make the reader 
more keenly aware of Maggie’s specific quandary. Maggie 
dreams of “wealth and prosperity” through her boyfriend Pete 
and plans for “a future rose-tinted because of its distance from 
all that she had experienced before” (Crane 49). To keep Pete 
(and her dreams of a high-class life) from walking away from 
her, she tries to raise herself to what she perceives as his 
level, hanging a flowered cloth over the stove mantel and 
studying “it with painful anxiety from different points in the 
room” (Crane 24). Nevertheless, in spite of all her efforts, even 
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this detail of Maggie’s plan to escape is ruined on the very next 
page by her reality: her alcoholic, violent mother and her 
poverty. As Pete comes to see Maggie, the cloth lies “in a 
bedraggled heap in the corner” because Maggie’s mother has 
“vented some phase of drunken fury” (Crane 25) upon it. 
Maggie is left to face Pete in nothing but an old black dress, 
painfully aware of her actual status. In much the same way, the 
rest of Maggie’s plan to change her social standing fails once 
Pete leaves her alone and helpless. In her final chapter alive, 
Maggie passes “more glittering avenues and [goes] into darker 
blocks” (Crane 67) than the middle-class crowd she passes, 
symbolizing the loss of her dream to join them. Lost in her 
sordid life, without an escape route, Maggie remains unable to 
fulfill her dreams of leaving her alienation from greater society 
behind. Finally, in The Scarlet Letter, Hester and Arthur 
Dimmesdale’s plan to escape the Massachusetts Bay Colony 
is foiled by Hawthorne to force them to remain in their original 
setting and serve the remainder of their punishment. Hester 
tries to “secure the passage of two individuals and a child 
[Hester, Arthur, and their illegitimate child Pearl], with all the 
secrecy which circumstances rendered more than 
desirable” (Hawthorne 147) on a ship to England. However, 
the plan’s secrecy is ruined when Chillingworth also secures 
his own passage on the boat, subtly telling the couple that they 
won’t be allowed to leave the town. Since Arthur dies shortly 
after this exchange, Hester’s plan never comes to fruition, 

leaving her trapped in the isolating setting of the Puritan colony 
and unable to escape from its dehumanizing effects. Although 
these plans are ultimately unsuccessful, they highlight the 
unpalatable nature of alienation and dehumanization through a 
contrasting fantasy the characters hold onto for a portion of 
each novel.

Hence, the authors of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, 
The Scarlet Letter, and Maggie: A Girl of the Streets argue 
through their characters, settings, and similar plot elements 
involving an escape from isolation to convince their audience 
that alienation is ultimately dehumanizing. All three novels 
include characters that experience forceful estrangement from 
their communities and peers, causing them to lose much of 
that which separates humankind from bestial creatures. In the 
same way, the authors use symbolism through physical 
location and description to cut off these characters from aid or 
fellowship, further cementing their position as being truly 
alone. Finally, the plans, however flawed, that these characters 
create to escape from their alienation and regain their full 
humanity, serve as a contrast to their reality. Both in these 
stories and outside of them, regardless of location or specific 
circumstance, the techniques that the authors use to advance 
their message prove that human beings suffer and finally lose 
part of their humanity through continuous alienation. Although 
there will always be those who seek to lower their fellow 
humans through this alienation and dehumanization, we as a 
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greater society can recognize the pattern and end it, instead of 
remaining complicit and silent. If we fail to heed the repeated 
warnings of history, we can only fall victim to it. After all, as 
Martin Niemöller, a German Lutheran pastor imprisoned for 
speaking against Hitler’s policies, once wrote, “First they came 
for the Socialists, and I did not speak out—Because I was not 
a Socialist. Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I did 
not speak out— Because I was not a Trade Unionist. Then 
they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out— Because I 
was not a Jew. Then they came for me—and there was no one 
left to speak for me.”
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Fish in a Dream
Poetry
Grade: 12
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"

Fish in a Dream
A Fish in a Dream  
 
I hear 
the quiet sound of voices 
see walls of oak, trees blossoming into blue, 
smell coffee with a  
touch of cream 
swirling with cool brushed air 

 
We dance  
through waves in swimsuits, 
jump on air filled floats and glide in boats 
smiles cure our lips with calmness 
 
We don’t dress in fancy clothes 
or leave the beachy sands 
or stop the skipping rock mid leap  
or worry about watery waves 
or it 
 
One night, in the shadow of my sleep, 
a nebulous shape  
beneath the clear waves, clouds stir, 
gray growls and lashes with lightning teeth, 
water scratches and crashes the sides of the boat 
 
An explosion of cold fire launches me deep into the lake  
my comforter smothers my eyes in darkness 
sweaters and scarves pull me down soaked by 
watery particles in a deathmatch  
to be the first in my throat. 
It lurks and fires at me with a mouth  
spiraled with yellow teeth  
waiting to rip  

Silver Key

MEGAN 
HUNTINGTON
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flesh from 
bone
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Panic Attack
Poetry
Grade: 12
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne

Panic Attack
GROUNDING

panicattackpanicattackpanic
My heart beats rhythms of twenty drum rolls beginning every 
other second
Bees buzz through my veins filling my ears with pumping blood

She calms me,
tells me it will be alright 
ground yourself she says
slow your breathing
I don’t know how
I’ll guide you, she says,
listen to my words 
to my breath listen 
to me speak 
focus 

on me 
focus on me 

Five things you can see

The colors blind my eyes see the noises fuzzing the corners of 
my vision
the guitar strings plucked vibrating the sky and the smoke the 
smoke

See lights blinding my eyes with--

Vision with white haze migraines pounding, pushing and 
punching

Wide open spaces throbbing against my temples sending 
shakes down my spine to my feet which shatter underneath 
the weight of my fear
see the guitar strings plucked  
sound waves weaving through smoke
clouds from the corners of my eyes blinding me with heat 
waves rushing

Foolish foolish is what I can see in my mouth

Four things you can feel
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Foolish, foolish words slither over lips with bloodied split
gnawing teeth clawing fleshy cheeks and the smooth surface 
of the inside of my lip spattered with raw splits jagged--
feel hands clenched and nails scratching skin and red rubbed 
ring fingers

Summer breeze blows against my skin as cold shivers at my 
fingertips
legs huddle in upon themselves with the hold of a beast
ripping teeth gnaw at words sputtered from my raw lips red 
with blood tainted with the poisoned chemicals in my brain

Stomach pulses in and out with violent stabs send an uppercut 
into my lungs and shoving hands between rib cage. Fingers 
slash through flesh between the bone and punch outwards 
hurling my body

Breath slips away through dreamcatchers filled with memories 
of bodies toppling me
my intestines twist into tight braids along my scalp yanking 
strands from pores
my head throbs like a watermelon wrapped in rubber bands 
tied tight like a corset around my waist corset around my waist 
corset made of skin cells strings and loose fabric strangles my 
stomach like a boa constrictor around my throat throat boa 

constrictor around my throat cutting off my circulation like a 
blood pressure pump sickening my thigh thighs jiggle jello melt 
to the ground sore after a run that i didn't go on

Three things you can hear

The words sputtering from my tongue scratched by the sounds 
attempting to come out

A saw revs in my ears to rhythms of the song that he strikes on 
his guitar sending streams of knives into the sky
the thoughts turn from air to water beginning to dip instead of 
swarm

Words sputter like dynamite
shattering the sky and damaging my hands with scratches and 
wrists with rubbed skin

Two things you can smell

Scents of ghostly substances send vinegar into the back of my 
throat and vile smells bloody my nose dripping sour snot in 
nostrils

My nose forms scents from sights of a sandwich gripped by a 
man over a hundred feet away. He bounds towards me with 
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harrowed jumpcuts and shoves the sandwich into my nostrils 
and pores pepper flakes into my lungs

One thing that will always be constant

One thing that will  a l w a y s be constant in your life
panic panic attack panicattackpanicattackpanic- anxiety starts 
up again like an engine revving to the beat of the beez
Earthquakes grumble beneath my lungs sparking the plates of 
flesh to rip apart leaving blood oozing from crevices into an 
underwater canyon
my words
won't come out clear--
Nothing will ever be constant, no, nothing
is ever
constant
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fallen mother
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"

fallen mother
i peer out and notice the face  

friendly and harmless as it appears, 
but in his grasp a weapon  

he hurls it near me, directly alongside my tender son  
my son consumes it; my son is gone  

 
i can’t breathe  

something is suffocating me  

the weepings of my children make my eardrums ache  
“help me!” they wail, clutching me close  

“why are you hurting me!” 
 

a prominent force defeated  
i sense the power churning in my belly 

letting out a massive roar 
nobody can hear my plaints of hopelessness 

too occupied concerning their own  
 

i’m growing weaker, i feel it within  
my appeal is depreciating  

the harmless man arrives again, 
he brings more  

i present them with kindness 
they present me with ailments 

 
it’s unendurable  

i expand, bellowing in agony 
“sweet mother, save us!” 

i strike, i force out the friendly face, 
but he continuously returns, 

branding his sword  
 

he releases it, 

Silver Key

NADIA IBRAHIM
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embossed in the luminous metal  
please dispose of correctly
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purple
Poetry
Grade: 10
Laurel School
Instructor: Patricia Harpring

purple
red and blue.

they are different.
they do not interact.

they are sometimes far from the other.
but together they make

purple

i am purple
i am both red and blue.

but when i go with red, i am not welcome.
because i am also blue

but when i go with blue, i am not welcome.
because i am also red

our rainbow is our world.
red is sometimes close to blue.
blue is sometimes far from red.

between them is purple
purple is not wanted

i am purple
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Stuck
Flash Fiction
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"

Stuck
Stuck

I walk the crowded halls. My books are pushed out of my 
hands and I’m shoved against a locker.

Hey, watch it! I want to yell, but the words stick in my mind.

***

I walk the streets, trying to find a good, bustling corner. I set up 
my keyboard and start playing. Various whispers come from 
the crowd. Why isn’t she singing? one askes.

I want to sing the lyrics, but the words stick in my mind.

***

I walk home, scared to meet my sister’s eyes.

“Lexi!” she yells. “There you are! You had me worried sick.”

I’m sorry. I want to say, but the words stick in my mind.

***

I walk the crowded halls once again. I walk alone. People try to 
talk to me, they try. Nothing works.

I want to respond, but the words stick in my mind.

***

I walk downstairs. I meet my sister’s eyes.

“Lexi,” she says.

I say nothing.

“Lexi, please,” she places her hands on my shoulders. “Talk to 
me.”

Silver Key

MACEY ISRAEL
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I say nothing.

“Look. I’m sending you to school like Mom wanted. I’m taking 
care of you per Dad’s wish. But, please, Lexi. You have to talk 
to me. I need to know that you’re okay. Please?”

I’m mute. I want to say, but the words stick in my mind.
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Burning River Lessons
Poetry
Grade: 12
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"

Burning River Lessons
Surface Tension 

Dear _______, 
If you had reached out to hold my hand  
as we huffed and puffed up the riverbank 
back to the lawn, 
I would have held you so tight 
until you told me to let go. 

And I don't miss you the way I used to, 
how I used to wish that I could kiss you  
like the sun did. 
I think I miss who I was then, 
a little less confused, 
a little less trying to flow uphill, 
a little less difficult to break my surface  
and turn my insides out. 
And when I think of you, 
I think of sunsets from adirondack chairs, 
watching whitetails on the creek rushing down to the lake, 
and I think how lovely it might have been  
if you ran your freckled hand along my cheek 
ever so delicately, 
like you are scared that if you press too hard, 
you might fall through.
River Teach Me
 
River teach me how to flood. 
Show me what to do  
when my hands, my lungs, my heart 
are so full that everything I have  
is already being carried away 
by the roots I have tended. 
River show me anger. 
Show me a reflection grey and unwelcoming  

Silver Key

STEPHANIE 
KAISER



318

and a current that spits back everything  
thrown in its path. 
River teach me destruction. 
Show me how to flow over and be too present 
when need be.  
Show me how to drown the ones I love  
before receding back into where I belong, 
where I fit. 
River teach me blame. 
Show me soda cans and candy wrappers 
and teach me how to swallow them down, 
how to accept pollution  
how to ruin myself for everyone else. 
River teach me how to spill over. 
Show me vindictive and messy 
teach me your tricks, 
teach me how to be so beautiful  
that when I flood and rage and crash  
it doesn't feel wrong anymore, 
it doesn't feel like a reason to be ashamed. 
River teach me how to scream 
so that people see me  
and listen.



319

Oyola
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Oyola
Cupey, Puerto Rico, 2001.

There’s a picture of my mom, somewhere in the many photo 
albums filled by three children’s memories. She is a baby with 
big brown eyes and a tuft of blonde hair. She sits with her pápi 
on a new couch. It’s the kind with rough, tickly upholstery, 
embroidered with peonies and roses. He has an arm around 
her to keep her from tumbling off, and in the other hand he 
spreads a newspaper across both their laps. The photo is 
sepia and wrinkled, but when my mom finds it, some thirty 
years later, she decides to recreate it with her own newborn.

I am seven months old. My head has the shape and color of a 
summer peach. I cry whenever my mom detaches me from her 
hip. Still, she straightens the bow clipped into my strands of 
hair, and closes the snaps on my striped pants. My abuelo sits 

me down on the couch next to him, just as he did thirty years 
earlier. He opens up the newspaper to the classified ads, so a 
waxy yellow page, dotted with pictures of houses for sale, 
faces the camera. My eyes are wide when my mom takes the 
picture, because I really only know how to react one way to the 
flash. She develops the film at the Walgreens just outside the 
neighborhood, and prints two copies of the photo – one for her 
to keep, and one to paste next to her own. She points herself 
out to me as she stacks our photos on top of each other and 
slides them back into the protective sheet in the photo album. I 
don’t understand, partly because I am an infant, and partly 
because I can only recognize the woman holding me in my 
arms as my mother, not the version of her that existed 
decades before.

Boston, Massachusetts, 2006.

My mom lifts me up to the turnstile, and I hold my hand out. A 
woman stamps a green raincloud onto my knuckle, and my 
mom and I walk into the Science Museum together. At five 
years old, I go for the biggest, brightest, and most interactive 
exhibits. My brother goes with my aunt and uncle to the IMAX 
theater to watch a short film on dinosaurs, leaving just us two 
with a little time to see all the things that he rushed us by 
before. I gravitate to a model of a butterfly, painted in oranges 
and browns and yellows. My mom suggests we check out the 
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rest of the exhibit, which promises to connect even the 
smallest insects with the bigger picture, but I am already out of 
her reach, casting rainbow shadows against a white tarp. She 
stands behind me and places a hand on her hip, so she 
creates angles of blue, yellow, and magenta. She lets me 
guide her on an improvised tour of the museum, even though I 
am the one who turns to her for an explanation on what 
causes earthquakes or how anything can be so small we can’t 
see it. I can’t fully grasp why she seems to have all the 
answers, but I recognize that my science-loving mother is in 
her element. She seems at ease around the neon model of the 
digestive system and the giant plasma ball, and I want to be 
just like her – assured and endlessly knowledgeable.

Wolfeboro, New Hampshire, 2011.

I sit across from my mom in a booth at Shibley’s on the Pier. I 
pick at my quesadilla as we both try not to cry. Neither of us 
are good at goodbyes, especially one that we know will be for 
longer than we are accustomed to. She has driven me from my 
cousins’ house to the edge of Lake Winnipesaukee, where I 
will stay at an overnight camp for two weeks. It is the first 
summer since my parents’ divorce, and we are worried for 
each other. She is scared that I will be homesick and 
miserable, and I fear that she won’t have anyone to talk to 
while I am away. We ask a stranger to take a photo of us in 

front of the restaurant, and we set off onto the last leg of our 
trip. As we pull into Camp Deer Run’s endless driveway, my 
stomach tightens and I lean over to rest my head on her 
shoulder. She wriggles her arm out from under me and 
awkwardly strokes my hair. We ride like that, jolting along with 
the unpaved road, until we reach my cabin.

My mom knows my counselors better than I do by the time 
move-in is over. I am a little embarrassed by her fussing, but 
relieved that she still hasn’t left. She darts around the cabin, 
finding more and more creative places to stash my stuff. As the 
last of the cars drive back onto Route 95, my mom hands me 
another sheet of stamps and makes me promise to write every 
day before pulling me into a hug. And as much as I act like I 
want her out of there as soon as possible, I know I will make 
good on my promise.

Cleveland, Ohio, 2015.

I am diagnosed with depression before my mother is. I am in 
eighth grade, my simultaneous apathy and panic for the world 
around me assigned a formal name. My dad finds me a 
therapist, and I start a course of Zoloft after a week in the 
psychiatric ward, spurred, in part, by my mom asking me 
directly if I wanted to die, and I, too honest and caught off-
guard by her question, answering “Yes.” My head hurts for 
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weeks every time my psychiatrist increases my dosage, but I 
feel a change is slow-approaching. Maybe it’s the fact that I 
can’t get any lower than confessing suicidal thoughts to my 
mother as she looks at me, a mixture of emotions that I never 
want to see again, but I feel myself coming up, gradually. I 
never tell her how, even months into my recovery process, I 
only stay alive for her. In my mind, losing her would be, in a 
way, permission to follow her. It’s lonely, tethering yourself to 
someone who doesn’t even know they are your tether, but it 
gets me by day to day.

By the time I discover that my mom has started taking Zoloft of 
her own, I consider myself to be recovered, for the most part. I 
know depression runs in the family, but I never knew how 
deeply. I try to be the expert that my mom has always been for 
me, answering her questions and attempting to make sense of 
the situation. I feel a strange reversal from the days of her 
being scared to leave me home alone for too long immediately 
after my diagnosis. Now I am scared for her, knowing firsthand 
the terrifying hold that depression can have. I am scared for 
myself, because I know I cannot bear to see my mom as sick 
as I was. For once, my mom is the one who needs tending to; I 
only wish it wasn’t like this.

Cleveland, Ohio, 2016.

I don’t understand why all my friends hate their mothers. I 
proudly call mine my best friend, and I make sure she knows it. 
I am as protective of her as she is of me. We laugh at the 
same jokes – or rather, we both laugh at my jokes. We cast 
glances at each other when my brother says something 
problematic just to pick a fight. When I stay at my dad’s house 
for more than a week at a time, she calls me just to see how 
my day was. I show her my favorite television shows, and she 
asks nearly every night if I have time to watch a movie. I know 
that I am so lucky to have a mother that is also the perfect 
roommate and confidante, and I offer her to all my friends who 
complain about their moms as an adoptive mother. When I tell 
her this, she laughs and says that I’m still her favorite 
daughter, but the more the merrier. She has the biggest heart 
of anyone I know, and it beats for every person she meets.

Cleveland, Ohio, 2018.

Everybody says that my mom and I could be twins. Neither of 
us see it, except on the rare occasions when both of us pass 
by a mirror or window and, just for a split second, I recognize 
her nose, or eyes, or hairline in my own face. I don’t really 
know how all of those things come together, because no 
matter how hard I squint, I just see her features misplaced 
onto my face. My mother promises me that I am the more 
beautiful version of her, but truthfully, I don’t care about looking 
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like her. If I must be the mirror image of my mom, I want to 
reflect all the good in her. I want to share her optimism and 
compassion for the whole world, as hard as it is some days. I 
want to be as curious in the pursuit of knowledge and as 
generous with it. I want to have the courage to ask for help 
when I am low. I want to be as tearful in my goodbyes and as 
hesitant to leave the ones I love. I want to hold my family close 
and grow together. I want my mom to be proud of who I 
become, but more than anything else, I want to be proud, too.



323

No Turn on Red
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Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

No Turn on Red
I start on Canterbury Lane. 
Maple trees overhead  
And golden hours that slip through their canopy. 
My wingspan reaches from the stop sign on Green  
To the dipped circle of the cul-de-sac. 
The radius is small  
And everything beyond it is a mystery. 
  
On Fairmount Boulevard, I walk with my best friend in the 
middle of July. 
She lives five minutes from Ben and Jerry’s, 
And our moms have only just let us make the trek alone. 
We are walking back, 
Full of Americone Dream and Cherry Garcia, 
When a white pickup truck swings around the circle, 

Its passengers honking and whistling at us. 
I am wearing fingertip length jean shorts and a t-shirt from 
camp. 
I am eleven. 
  
A one-way road takes me to school every day. 
From my new house on Belgrave Road, 
Shaker Boulevard deposits me  
Right at the playground side of the school  
After a mostly silent car ride with my dad. 
I don’t trust his motives easily, 
Not since he started house hunting  
With his girlfriend, 
Who, evidently, was not as new as I was led to believe. 
Two years later, 
The dust has settled on the house we built 
From the wetlands up, 
The family we built in the same time. 
Still, there is not much to say on that 15-minute drive. 
I am still too self-conscious to sing along, even quietly, 
To the radio. 
  
Harvard Road. 
The fastest way to get to the highway, 
Because I am in love with a girl  
Who lives a moon cycle away. 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I take my longest drives alone to see her. 
I become a playlist curator. 
I’d drive any distance. 
When we’re alone, we’re safe. 
There’s so much of the outside world we block out. 
We cannot afford to be fearless in public, 
And alone with her 
Is as unafraid as I will ever be. 
  
My job at Mitchell’s is equidistant to Mom’s and Dad’s. 
I am in my first car accident on Cedar Road. 
Nothing major. 
Her name is Cynthia Port, 
And her teal Honda Pilot 
Reverses from its parking spot 
Faster than my hands can find the horn. 
Now I drive extra carefully in that lot, 
Clearing corners slow  
And never breaking 10 miles per hour. 
But I still pick up speed  
Between the storefront and my Subaru  
When I work closing shifts. 
Even when I walk with coworkers 
I keep my keys between my fingers, 
And I wish I had taken self-defense classes. 
Because it’s a minute walk, 

But I don’t trust the shadows. 
And I don’t trust Cedar Road. 
  
And I don’t trust any road. 
And I don’t trust men  
Or homophobia  
Or Honda Pilots 
Or my dad  
Or ice cream. 
I only trust maple trees. 
And dead ends. 
And my own fingertips.
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Lullaby
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Instructor: Scott Parsons

Lullaby
Tell me your story, 
Even though I have never asked for it. 
Let me comb through pebbly sand  
Until I dig up a sea foam coke bottle  
Or a mango tree with fruit so fresh  
You only have to tug at the skin to peel it. 
Show me your school, 
Where you stood waiting for the bus 
In a uniform tinged yellow on the collar and sleeves. 
Read me assignments where your unsteady scrawl  
Declares that your brother is fat. 
Tell me those stories. 
Tell me about lining the driveway 
With red tiles and nectar-filled flowers and iguanas 
That scurry into the shadows 

If you look at them the wrong way. 
Tell me about your dogs, 
The three yorkies that ran away 
Whenever the door was left open, 
Which was often. 
Introduce me to the family 
That comes from 20 aunts and uncles 
That are only as far away as the nearest coastline. 
Show me Old San Juan  
Before they called it that, 
Back when it was just the city 
Your parents go married in  
With streets and houses stacked like moving boxes, 
Painted intermittently in lilac, sunshine, and coral. 
Sit me on your old bed, 
Where you wished your sister good night 
Before she was the last to leave home  
But the only one to never look back. 
Point out the pictures, 
Where you roll your eyes at abuelo  
But he still takes you out to Culebra every summer, 
To teach you character, he says. 
I want every memory you can afford me  
And I will lap them up  
Like a sticky puddle of límber juice. 
Even though I have never reached up  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To the tallest branch of your avocado tree  
To twist out the pits and sink my teeth into them, 
I want them to fall into my lap  
Like house keys. 
Let me in.
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Survival Guide
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Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
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Survival Guide
I. 
If you dare, 
Step out 
A little farther 
Into this sun-soaked world, 
And love it 
With the knowledge  
That it keeps but one promise: 
It goes on without you. 
 
II. 
When you go out into the dark, 
And you will, 
Do not clutch to a person like a flashlight. 
That’s not to say, 

Don’t trust anyone, 
But it is to say 
That people, like flashlights, are temporary, flickering. 
And there will be times when you can’t see their light, 
Or they can’t muster up the strength to continue, 
But it is not your job to replace their worn batteries. 
The most important reason  
Not to let a solitary hand guide you  
Along soft trails that breathe under you when you walk, 
Is that a person is not a flashlight, 
They are a person. 
Not a sanctuary, not a sign, not a reason, 
They are just a person. 
Nothing more, nothing less. 
  
III. 
If you need a god, 
Find a god. 
We all have our own. 
A worship so personal  
It pulls your ribs right out of your chest 
And puts itself, protected, 
By that bone cage. 
  
If you need a god, 
Do not go looking for them in dead girls, 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In taut ponytails and pill bottles. 
She will not be your salvation. 
No matter how many times you think hallelujah  
When she wakes up again the next morning, 
Because last night you weren’t sure she would. 
  
If you need a god, 
Ignore boys with red eyes and low hips. 
They wear sleeves all summer, 
But you do not have to wait in reverence  
For a change of season, 
A change of habit. 
  
If you must find a god in a person, 
Let it be in yourself. 
Let it be the hitched breath  
As you slip on a wet stone. 
That’s a small act of god. 
When you tumble off 
The tightrope of standing up and face down flat, 
Between living and dying, 
In those moments, 
You’ll find a god  
That wraps your fingers 
Back around the rope  
To catch yourself 

And pull yourself up again. 
  
IV. 
Do what your heart commands you, 
But process your mind’s inputs, too. 
Don’t cover the scar across your nose  
From when the cat scratched it 
And you kept picking at the scab. 
Better yet, don’t cover anything. 
A lofty goal, I know, 
But everything’s possible with you  
And your cheeks that are warm to the touch. 
Lean in to the stars, 
The way they form a net to catch you, 
But only if you trust them enough. 
Follow toe paths to ponds 
And laugh while the sun is out. 
It doesn’t stay that way forever, 
No matter how close  
That celestial body is to our axis. 
 
V.  
Places to Avoid if Your Heart is Fragile: 
Gas stations at night 
Art museums 
Thrift stores 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Long hallways 
Plane rides next to strangers 
Base camps 
Front seats of school buses 
Cold movie theaters 
Hotel lobbies 
Locker rooms 
Her eyes, 
Your bedroom, 
2 am, 
the stars, 
a way out. 
  
VI. 
Be cold, 
Says the mind. 
Be calloused by this world  
That picks you off like a daisy petal, 
Loves you not. 
  
The heart says, no, 
Love it. 
Let there be sunshine from your chest outwards. 
Love that world, 
That broken and spinning rock, 

So that it has no choice  
But to love you back.



330

How to Host a Funeral
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Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

How to Host a Funeral
Iron your black dress, 
Dig the sensible heels out from the back of the closet. 
Try to eat breakfast, at least a piece of fruit. 
Hold your cousin tightly to your chest when she comes to pick 
you up. 
Shiver as you step into the viewing room. 
Find your mom, 
Who blinks away tears as soon as she sees you  
And says, “I’m okay, sweetie,” 
Like she’s said so many times before, 
You remain unconvinced. 
Lean down to kiss your abuela on both cheeks. 
Try not to think about how you’re sleeping in her bedroom 
Because she can’t sleep in there anymore, 
She can’t sleep at all. 

Let yourself be pulled into one-armed hugs 
By people who gush about how big you’ve gotten  
Since they last saw you. 
As you make your way around the room 
Only make eye contact with the living, 
Do not let your vision wander over to the open casket 
Where your abuelo rests, 
Wan and puffed in the cheeks, 
You wouldn’t recognize him anyway. 
Try not to think about the justification  
“He was very sick… in a lot of pain” 
That sounds an awful lot like  
“He’s better off dead.” 
Every time you feel tears escaping  
Lean into your brother, 
Flown in from college, 
Sturdy and warm. 
Take short breaks. 
Don’t think about how the quesitos from the cafeteria  
Taste nothing like the ones abuelo used to order 
From the bakery in the next town over. 
After eight hours of viewing, 
Take the stairs up to the chapel. 
Find a seat in the front pew, between two cousins. 
When they roll in the casket, now closed, take a deep breath. 
Let your cousin whisper jokes in your ear 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So she has a reason to smile. 
Hold her hand through the eulogies, 
Latch on to every new story about him, 
A now-precious commodity. 
Choke as they start to roll the casket away, 
And even though they’ll give you time to say final goodbyes, 
This feels like a goodbye, too. 
As you walk through the basement holding rooms, 
Don’t think about the other caskets, 
Of people who you’ll never know, 
That line the walls. 
Try not to think about how your abuelo will be one of them, 
Just another body. 
Hold your mom when she jumps up, just before they close the 
casket one last time, 
She was too busy comforting others to let her own grief out. 
Pull flowers out of the casket crown to press and save. 
Clutch them in your hands like a lifeline. 
As you walk out of the viewing room to go home, to heal, 
Hold the door open for everyone to leave too, 
Then hold it a little longer, 
Staring at the cherry wood casket, 
Because closing the door 
Has a finality that just feels wrong. 
Stare into the room, 
Silently extending your goodbye, 

Until your mom comes and nudges you away, 
Into the expanse of the night, 
Where the rain seems to have let up  
Only for you.
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The Universal You
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The Universal You
Every letter is addressed to me,
Most songs,
And a handful of poems.
And I swallow them up
Until I am plump with possibilities,
Until I am so close to bursting
I contract around my peach pit heart.
No one has ever written something for my eyes only.
I wait patiently for an ode,
A paper airplane note,
A single text message,
But it appears that I only exist in the abstract.
Floating through exposed underbellies
But never curling into one,
I might be resigned to stay the course,
Where everything is made out to me

And not made for me,
If not for you.
As solitary and wide as I,
Searching the great expanse
For a little less loneliness,
A little more visibility.
I see you, and when we make eye contact for a split second,
I can tell you see me, too,
And all of a sudden,
I don’t feel so universal.
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when i realized i love you more than myself
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Grade: 12
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne
"

when i realized i love you more than 
myself
when I realized i love you more than myself 
 
maybe that was supposed to be the end  
                                        either way i couldn't let Him have you  
eyes off(drawn to the icy white desert) 
snow glittering sunlight dancing  

                                then you fell. 
it was my mistake--- fault failure  
 
you are my love my heart 
                and to see you howl and call to me  
                shattered my being like an icicle    
the frozen lake wasn't strong enough to hold you(and it 
certainly couldn't hold me) 
 
the surface cackled at me as i tried to get to you  
sharp cracks formed  
your white blends freezing follicles;(but i can see your midnight 
spot) 
you can't swim you can't swim 
i can get to you but i can't get to you(the setting sun watches in 
horror) 
frustrated tears are born from my eyes and i make the 
decision, forward. 
 
                             the ice opens like a trap door 
                                                                   and i'm in too  
Water suffocating like the vines of ivy(or the roots of massive 
trees) 
like a baby, i press your body to my chest 
warmth fleeting from your body 
                            life beginning to dissipate  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my muscles have gone rigid, but i still conjure up the must to  
            throw you onto the ice  
pancake style- i pull myself out too  
water droplets forming little holes in the snow  
 
you can't stand up, 
                          i don't know how i am either 
i wrap my jacket around wet fur 
                                and we run(closing the gap between us 
and the end of the world) 
your paws shaking  
collar jingling  
please don't go
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Twain’s Misunderstood Creation: A Closer Look at 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Scott Boehnen
"

Twain’s Misunderstood Creation: A 
Closer Look at Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn
No piece of literature is as seminal, while also as divisive, as 
Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. The controversy 
surrounding the book centers on whether Twain’s writing is 

racist. While critics call the book prejudiced because of its 
racist language, it is difficult to evaluate whether this type of 
language was inappropriate particularly during the Antebellum 
era. However, some critics make a compelling argument in 
attacking the last twelve chapters of the book, arguing that 
these chapters distract from the real message of the book and 
instead play into racism. Of these critics, Pulitzer Prize winner 
Jane Smiley was the most vocal in her essay “Say it Ain’t So, 
Huck: Second Thoughts on Mark Twain’s ‘Masterpiece’.” 
Rather than adding credibility to prejudice, Twain’s last twelve 
chapters demonstrate how racism is perpetuated through 
Huck’s passive acceptance of racist ideas. Huck’s acceptance 
of Tom Sawyers’ assumptions about race is a more potent 
form of perpetuation than even Jim’s physical imprisonment, 
which itself reminds the reader of the economic and social 
conditions of African-Americans during Reconstruction.

Before evaluating Twain’s last chapters, it is imperative to 
examine the progress made in the beginning and the middle of 
the book. Critics, like Smiley, hold few reservations with these 
sections, and, in fact, some endorse them. Indeed, Smiley 
even concludes that these parts of the book made it “a man’s 
novel, about real dilemmas and growth” (Smiley, 356). The 
positive reactions to these portions of the book derive from two 
aspects of Twain’s writing: the unsympathetic characterization 
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of racist characters and the progression of Huck and Jim’s 
relationship.

Of these two, the most apparent is Twain’s unfavorable 
portrayal of bigoted characters. From the outset of the book, 
he demonstrates this with Pap, Huck’s father. Twain portrays 
Pap as an uneducated lunatic and drunkard. Even when the 
judge made an effort to reform him, Pap did not change 
throughout his appearance in the book. Pap is clearly not a 
good father figure for Huck, but Twain insists on using him as a 
figurehead of racism in the South. When Pap goes off on a 
drunken tirade about an African American who earned the right 
to vote, he uses vulgar language excessively like 
“nigger” (Twain, 39). Many would contend that Twain is 
providing a platform for bigotry by including these prejudicial 
comments. But he makes readers dispel racist thought by 
likening it to Pap, who encompasses characteristics they 
resent. This characterization points to Twain’s overarching use 
of the ironic point of view in the book—where what he explicitly 
writes contrasts with his true significance.

Apart from criticizing racist characters, Twain also develops 
Huck and Jim’s relationship, a connection which itself destroys 
racial barriers. Initially, Huck debases Jim as a lowly slave who 
cannot reason. For instance, when Huck and Jim quibble over 
whether there are multiple languages, Huck ends the 
argument when he says, “I see it warn’t no use wasting words

—you can’t learn a nigger to argue. So I quit” (Twain, 90). 
Even though Jim constructs solid points in refutation to Huck’s 
argument, Huck can only demoralize Jim to save face. Huck 
does not treat Jim as his equal, but rather his inferior. 
Moreover, after a foggy night separates the two on the river, 
Huck plays a prank on Jim to make it seem that they were 
together all along, suggesting that Jim was dreaming the 
whole time. After Jim realizes Huck was lying, Huck apologizes 
to him, but he remarks, “It was fifteen minutes before I could 
work myself up to go and humble myself to a nigger…” (Twain, 
95). Despite the apparent improvement in Huck’s actions, 
Twain reveals the stark difference between Huck’s perception 
of his status in comparison to Jim’s status since Huck believes 
he has to lower himself to reconcile with Jim. Though he is 
seemingly acting morally, his intentions continue to express 
prejudice. As the book progresses, Huck grows much closer to 
Jim. Huck, however, is faced with a new challenge: the battle 
between what society expects from him and his longing to 
befriend Jim. Huck’s moral dilemma is most apparent in 
Chapter 16 when he contemplates whether his failure to turn in 
Jim was correct or not. At this point, Huck wishes to change 
and develop a relationship with Jim, but his background—the 
influence of civilization he attained from Miss Watson and Pap
—precludes this desire. By Chapter 31, however, after he 
hears that the king sold Jim to Silas Phelps, Huck listens to his 
true feelings and decides to rescue Jim. Huck is now 
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completely autonomous and accepts his affinity for Jim. Twain 
couples this scene with Edward Kemble’s illustration entitled 
“Striking for the Back Country,” which depicts Huck’s back 
faced towards the readers and his figure walking into the 
ominous hills to retrieve Jim—a clear testament to his courage 
and individuality (Twain, 226). Twain effectively breaks racial 
norms by developing Huck, who initially epitomized societal 
prejudice, into a character that is willing to cast aside these 
constructs to reunite with Jim.

From Chapter 31 onwards, opinions of the book splinter, 
especially from critics who deride Twain’s ending. As 
previously mentioned, Jane Smiley, a proponent of this stance, 
asserts that the conclusion of the book reverses the progress 
built in previous chapters. Smiley writes that these episodes 
“are mere distractions from the true subject of the work: Huck’s 
affection for and responsibility to Jim” (Smiley, 356). She 
justifies this conclusion in two ways. First, she argues that 
Huck’s inaction in the latter chapters contradicts his previous 
moral progress, including his volition to save Jim. She 
specifically writes, “when the Duke and the Dauphin finally 
betray Jim by selling him for forty dollars, Huck is shocked, but 
the fact is neither he nor Twain has come up with a plan that 
would have saved Jim in the end. Tom Sawyer does 
that” (Smiley, 356). Second, she contends that these chapters 
propagate the idea that Jim was always a side-character 
throughout the book. Smiley observes that Jim “grows ever 

more passive” throughout these episodes, with her ultimately 
concluding that “Twain thinks that Huck’s affection is a good 
enough reward for Jim” (Smiley, 357). Despite Huck’s moral 
progress, Smiley insists that the book never resolves the role 
Jim plays. The earlier chapters suggest that Huck and Jim’s 
journey would bring the two together and break down the 
archetypal master-slave relationship, but—with Jim’s 
diminishing role in the book—Twain never posits a decisive 
answer. Smiley expands on these two points to encompass 
her larger argument about both white and African Americans’ 
distinct views on racism. She writes, “White Americans always 
think racism is a feeling, and they reject it or they embrace it…
but they almost invariably fail to understand that how they feel 
means very little to black Americans, who understand racism 
as a way of structuring American culture” (Smiley, 357). Huck’s 
inaction alludes to the white American perspective on racism, 
that simply rejecting the “idea” of racism is fine instead of 
taking action. Smiley maintains that this reasoning is why 
racism persists and that the book promotes it.

Throughout her argument, Smiley makes one hasty 
assumption: There was no purpose in the concluding chapters. 
Twain, as Smiley would argue, “is just filling in the 
blanks” (Smiley, 357). In reality, he uses the last twelve 
chapters to comment on how the forces of racism persist in 
society. In the final chapters of the book, Huck is returned to 
civilization with the entrance of Tom Sawyer, the quintessential 
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example of a “civilized” boy. Tom, unlike Huck, had a decent 
upbringing and stuck by the rules of Southern society. With 
these chapters, Huck becomes more passive and defers to the 
authority of Tom, with Huck even adopting Tom’s name when 
arriving at the Phelpses’ house. Huck’s reunion with Tom and 
reintroduction to society subverts his moral growth. When 
Huck tells Tom that Jim is locked in the Phelpses’ shed, Tom 
eschews Huck’s plan to steal the keys to the shed and save 
Jim but instead plans to save Jim more adventurously. Huck 
instinctively follows suit. Smiley’s point about Huck’s passive 
role in these chapters fails to consider Twain’s underlying 
message that it is society that crushes Huck’s independence 
and the progress he made with Jim, not Twain’s indolent 
writing.

Tom’s antics cross the line when he begins to subjugate Jim. 
In Chapter 38, Tom attempts to get Jim to tame a rattlesnake 
and rat as well as water a flower with his tears. While Jim 
objects to these ideas, Tom continues to push them, eventually 
leading to Jim’s submission. Huck says, “so Jim he was sorry, 
and said he wouldn’t behave so no more…” (Twain, 269). 
Jim’s compliance is not cordial but rather forced. Although Jim 
remains imprisoned, it is only when Tom forces his bidding 
onto Jim that the master-slave relationship becomes apparent. 
More shockingly, Huck’s acquiescence in these scenes 
persists, even though Tom essentially shackles his close friend 
Jim. Huck—who seemed to be the only character that could 

break racist tradition—falters in his efforts to fight for Jim. He 
resembles his former self at the beginning of the book, 
especially when he went along with Tom’s pranks against Jim 
in Chapter 2. Twain is, in effect, making a statement about 
racism as a societal structure, as, in the end, it is society that 
breaks Huck and Jim’s bond. Society, through Tom, 
suppresses Jim’s freedom and Huck’s ability to prevent that 
suppression. Twain agrees with Smiley’s argument that racism 
is a function of society. While Smiley claims that the book 
promotes the latter view—that racism is just a feeling—through 
its bleak ending, Twain’s ending really confirms that it is 
society that allows racism to persist. Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn is not a book meant to be the panacea for 
ending racism, but it is meant to identify the problem honestly.

Twain’s purpose in writing this book was to raise awareness of 
racism’s nature in the Reconstruction era when he published it. 
Although America did make some progress in amending the 
divide between black and white, racism persisted. During 
Reconstruction, a sense of complacency plagued America in 
its treatment of African Americans, allowing blatant prejudice, 
such as the implementation of Jim Crowe laws and the 
terrorism of the KKK, to endure. Twain was appalled by the 
failure of Reconstruction and believed that the inability to 
identify passive acceptance as the manner in which racism 
perpetuates was integral in this. Since white Americans did not 
believe that racism was something societal, they took no 
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meaningful action to fight it. Because of this, Twain held that 
America simply slipped back into a period of high racial 
tensions, just as Huck and Jim’s relationship slipped away in 
the ending of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.
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From the Ocean, With Love
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

From the Ocean, With Love
From the Ocean, With Love  
I’m not ashamed to say I was proud of the way my waves flew 
up from the ocean floor 
Growing intensity, smashing against each other or 
Smacking onto clean white sand  
I was beautiful and full of life  
A plethora of creatures thrived beneath my golden crust 
I moved at one with my children and we danced with the tides 

I waltzed with the moon  
I was the queen reigning over my wet world and the dry 
dimension above  
No one dared to cross me and they cowered when I flew their 
flimsy ships halfway across the world  
I was the ocean, so beautiful I burned retinas 
I was the ocean, so dangerous was my destruction of the 
deserving and the despicable  
So strong, I ruled. So proud, I governed. 
But, that isn’t me no longer. 
  
Now I am a lukewarm puddle puddling in the recesses and 
valleys and the craters of history 
A slightly wet coffee stain on the savannahs and mountains 
and rainforests and sprawling cities. 
Metropolises home to the unsuspecting murderers who undo 
my beauty with each toxic breath. 
The color disappears from my toenails. The vibrant reds and 
pinks and oranges bleached forever. 
I demand a refund from the amateur laundromat that washed 
my coral  
My waves rise higher, too high, too tall  
No longer just dangerous, but out of control. Out of my control. 
My gentle waves crash loudly against shores and pull lives and 
dreams back with them 
“Look mummy,” the sadists gurgle, “we brought you a present, 
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aren’t you proud?” 
No.  
I cannot be proud of the way that acid, that silent killer, pounds 
against the walls of my reefs 
What of my turtles? My crabs? My lobsters? Their shells grow 
softer with each dawn. 
No! I will not, I cannot ever be proud of my beautiful waves 
turned ugly from the need for survival  
I miss my vibrant colors. And my strength. My prowess. 
I miss the danger that I could control. 
  
My waters grow hotter, the Atlantic less frigid, the Pacific more 
tepid 
My children know that their home is not how it is supposed to 
be  
As the water brushes past their fins, their shells, their leaves, 
they shiver in confusion. 
This is not the home they know. 
My fish flock to unknown hollows. They swim with their schools 
halfway across the world. 
They are refugees, fleeing from habitats torn apart. 
  
I sob from despair and my salty tears bid my waters to rise  
They flood the homes of my tormentors and I feel no remorse  
Each wreck, each ruin, each barely beating heart is my 
revenge and  

I will not rest until my pain and the pain of my children has 
been accounted for 
And the criminals have been punished. Their crimes are 
unforgivable  
And the pain is unforgettable.
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Jane Eyre Spells F-E-M-I-N-I-S-M
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Jane Eyre Spells F-E-M-I-N-I-S-M
Charlotte Brontë’s esteemed novel, Jane Eyre, follows the 
orphaned Jane as she navigates her way through the pain that 
comes with abuse, neglect, and unconventional love. Jane, as 
a nearly penniless girl in the 1840s, does not have much 
choice in life. However, she defies all odds and twists her 
destiny to create a happy ending in which she is the sole 
heroine. Brontë wrote in a time when women were not seen as 
good for much other than making babies and mince pies. Be 
that as it may, Jane seems to hold almost the whole world 
inside her and each page reveals her revolutionary strength. 
Although at times Jane backs herself into relationships that are 
not only unconventional, but unhealthy, her ability to know 
when to say no and her insistence in giving legitimacy to her 
own happiness is what has allowed this novel to appeal to 
almost two centuries worth of readers. Brontë weaves a 

character who through passion, independence, and an ability 
to control her own destiny, manages to become a feminist 
icon, both when the novel was first published and today.

During the 19th century, middle class women were not only 
expected to withhold any sign of passion, they were actually 
seen as medically incapable of experiencing sexual desire. 
Therefore, Brontë’s unapologetic description of Jane’s 
attraction to Mr. Rochester is rather ahead of its time. When a 
group of gentry come to stay at Thornfield, Mr. Rochester 
insists that Jane sit in the drawing room with them. As no one 
acknowledges her presence except to express disgust, Jane 
has plenty a chance to observe Mr. Rochester from afar. 
However, she tries in vain to regain control of her gaze and 
says “the irids would fix on him. I looked, and had an acute 
pleasure in looking- a precious yet poignant pleasure; pure 
gold, with a steely point of agony” (202; ch. 17). This passage 
shows that Jane cannot help gazing at Mr. Rochester, and 
moreover, that she enjoys it. Later, Jane says of Mr. 
Rochester’s unconventional features, “but they were more than 
beautiful to me: they were full of an interest, an influence that 
quite mastered me- that took my feelings from my own power 
and fettered them in his” (203; ch. 17). This shows how much 
Mr. Rochester’s physical presence affects Jane because her 
attraction to him is so great that she is no longer in control of 
her own reason. While some may argue that Jane’s all-
consuming attachment to a man is a sign of weakness, I see it 
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as another sign of the feminism present in Jane Eyre because 
Jane chooses to listen to herself instead of placing a barrier 
between her mind and heart by listening to what society is 
telling her she should or, in this case, should not feel.

The novel opens with a young Jane who possesses next to 
nothing. Unlike other protagonists from this time period, Jane 
does not have a guaranteed inheritance, a title, or even just a 
loving family, and is therefore at a disadvantage. What sets 
Jane apart is that she rises beyond the vicious cycle that those 
born into wretched circumstance like hers so often fall into. 
Jane wants more than what she is given and this yearning to 
break free from expectation and gain independence moves the 
story forward by leading Jane to Thornfield, then to Moorhouse 
and finally to Ferndean. When St John proposes to Jane, she 
predicts that, if her answer is yes, she will be “forced to keep 
the fire of [her] nature continually low, to compel it to burn 
inwardly and never utter a cry, though the imprisoned flame 
consumed vital after vital- this would be unendurable” (470; ch. 
34). This is proof of the fiery strength of Jane’s soul and shows 
that she was not destined to blindly yield to a husband or chain 
herself into a loveless marriage. Likewise, Jane’s sanity 
depends on her ability to go forth into the world and gain the 
freedom of experiencing life for herself, instead of through the 
lens of a controlling man. Jane later illustrates this point when 
she says to St John, “‘God did not give me my life to throw 
away; and to do as you wish me would’” (477; ch. 35). Jane 

may not have the means to rise through the ranks of society, 
but she has a blazing independence and a desire to 
experience the world through her own eyes.

Throughout the course of the novel, Jane is forced to make 
some tremendous decisions whose answers have the power to 
change her entire future. For example, Mr. Rochester uses 
some sordid tactics to try and persuade Jane to agree to marry 
him. However, Jane deflects his well-calculated blows and 
chooses her answer on her own terms. Before asking for 
Jane’s hand, Mr. Rochester continues to fool her into believing 
that he is planning on marrying Miss Ingram and sending her 
to Ireland before suddenly changing tactics and begging her to 
stay. Jane confused, replies, “‘I am no bird; and no net 
ensnares me; I am a free human being with an independent 
will, which I now exert to leave you’” (293; ch. 23). With this 
speech, Jane reveals her true feminist nature by choosing 
independence and freedom over love. As Mr. Rochester is yet 
to propose, Jane imagines her future at Thornfield as one filled 
with pangs of not just jealousy, but despair and regret for what 
could have been. While Jane does not want to go to Ireland, 
she chooses a path where, even if she does have a broken 
heart, the pieces of it will be free instead of knotted to the fickle 
soul of Mr. Rochester. This way, Jane will continue to be able 
to control her own destiny and say yes or no when she deems 
it appropriate.
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While Jane shows herself to possess feminist potential from 
the very first chapter, she undergoes immense growth 
throughout the text and, subsequently, the ending of the novel 
becomes the culmination of her strength and independent 
judgement. A year after their parting, Jane returns to Ferndean 
and Mr. Rochester, not as a powerless employee, but as an 
independent woman of nearly twenty years of age. After 
Thornfield burns down, Mr. Rochester, although still 
staggeringly rich, loses many of his assets. This, coupled with 
Jane’s unexpected windfall, puts these two characters on 
much more equal financial terms than at their initial wedding 
day and therefore significantly reduces Mr. Rochester’s power 
over Jane. Another consequence of the fire is Mr. Rochester’s 
lack of eye sight and crippled arm. As he has to rely on Jane to 
do even the most menial of tasks, this flips the dependency of 
the relationship around and puts the woman in the dominant 
role. Jane’s thoughts on this reversal are revealed when she 
says, “‘I love you better now, when I can really be useful to 
you, than I did in your state of proud independence, when you 
disdained every part but that of the giver and protector’” (513; 
ch. 37). This transforms Mr. Rochester and Jane’s once rather 
creepy and predatorial relationship, into something that defies 
traditional gender roles and amplifies the feminism in Brontë’s 
already radical novel. Jane is no longer at the mercy of a 
controlling man, but is able to enjoy true love while still 
maintaining the freedom that is so important to her happiness.

In conclusion, Jane Eyre is undeniably feminist, made so 
through the independent and passionate nature of its main 
character. Arguments that Jane is just another weakling with a 
school girl crush are not tenable as nearly every chapter holds 
some variant of proof for Jane’s strength. Although Jane is not 
a perfect being and the extremity of the patriarchal society that 
she lives in makes it unavoidable that she will, at times, 
surrender to the inequality that is the

center of nineteenth century culture, it is pointless to dwell on 
circumstances such as these, because Jane is not 
characterized by her errors alone. For example one of the 
most important points in the novel is when Jane refuses to 
become Mr. Rochester’s mistress, even though it tears her 
apart, and when she finally returns to him to find that the new 
equality of their circumstances has rendered their relationship 
much more acceptable. Jane’s life is drastically different from 
any woman’s life today, but she holds qualities that, so long as 
women continue to be seen as lesser, will be reflected in the 
principles of feminism for centuries to come. Jane perseveres 
through abuse, neglect, grief, and heartbreak and she defies 
convention to show that she is passionate and that she craves 
independence. Moreover, through everything, Jane never 
ceases to be herself; a woman that is glorious, strong, and 
revolutionary.
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Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
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"

Name
“It’s Aileen not Eileen...not Alien.” When asked for a quote for 
my 8th grade yearbook, I thought of the phrase that seemed to 
sneak its way into every new introduction. Growing up, I was 
not completely fond of my name because it seemed like no 
one could ever pronounce it correctly. Most people who read 
my name assume it is pronounced “Eye-leen”, but it is actually 
pronounced “A-leen”. It is the Gaelic form of my mom’s name, 
“Ellen”. It can be guaranteed that after every time I introduce 

myself, the song “Come on Eileen” won’t be far behind. I used 
to love it because it felt so special that a song had actually 
been written about me. That is until I figured out that my dad 
had lied and Dexys Midnight Runners had actually not been 
singing my name.

For as long as I can remember, people have called me by the 
wrong name. My youngest brother called me “Dee” as a 
toddler and I once allowed a fellow camper to call me “Allie” at 
a 6th-grade basketball clinic. She, like my brother, did not 
know how to say my name. I grew up letting people call me 
things that I was not and I accepted it. I dreaded the first day of 
school where I would have to raise my hand and correct my 
teachers after each one called out Eileen. I knew when my 
name was next because the fluidity of the morning roll call was 
interrupted as my teacher scrunched her face trying to say my 
name, which was followed by stammers as she tried to 
pronounce it. I would then say the phrase I repeated all too 
often, “Don’t worry, it’s hard”.

I was never a shy kid. I was the kid who begged for a solo in 
the school musical and was the first to raise her hand when a 
question was asked. The confidence I lacked was the courage 
to stand up for myself. I was afraid that if I interrupted or 
corrected someone that they would become upset and judge 
me for correcting them. I depended on what others thought of 
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me to determine what I thought of myself. After years of letting 
people take advantage of me, push me

around, and call me by the wrong name, I finally realized that I 
wasn’t as confident as I thought I was. I never took into 
consideration that these things were happening because I let 
them.

I let other people name me. In every new chapter of my life, I 
was surrounded by people from my past. People who had 
already created a name for me. I never had the chance to start 
new and never had the confidence to try. This was, at least, 
until the summer going into my junior year when I started my 
first job. I didn’t know anyone and as I looked around the room 
at all the new faces, I refused to start this new chapter of my 
life misunderstood. At that moment, I was free from all past 
judgements and labels. At that moment, I let go of what my 
past had created, embraced who I was in the present, and 
imagined who I wanted to be in the future. That summer, for 
the first time in my life, I gave a new meaning, my own 
meaning, to my name. From that point forward, I was no longer 
Eileen. I have now embodied the person who I have always 
wanted to be. The true Aileen. The girl who laughs hard and 
loves harder. The girl who doesn’t care what other people think 
of her. The girl who is confident enough to stand on her own 
and stand tall. My name defines exactly who I am and who I 
want to be: unique, bold, strong and most importantly, Aileen.
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Transcendence
Short Story
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
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Transcendence
“I’ll ship you to the Arctic without any air holes,” Eli threatens.

Veronica blows her tuba mournfully. “Rest in peace, Mel.”

“Joke’s on you, the polar bears will love me.” Mel sniffs 
haughtily.

The conductor waves his baton menacingly at them. 
Reluctantly, Mel straightens her posture, tucking her violin 
underneath her jaw.

“What did she do to you, anyways?” Mel can hear Veronica 
whisper — except, it’s Veronica, so all the woodwinds in the 
back lean in, eager to hear the drama. They’re making a 
bigger deal out of this than necessary, Mel thinks sourly.

“She said that the bass clarinet was ultimately a useless 
position, and that I’m just wasting the school’s funding for 
being here,” Eli responds, voice devoid of emotion. Mel can 
feel the collective glare of the French horns on the back of her 
neck.

She supposes that perhaps she should feel an inkling of 
remorse, but, honestly, what’s there for Mel to be sorry about? 
She told the truth, that’s what — The bass clarinet is simply a 
lackluster instrument, incapable of both the crisp tone of brass 
and the impressive range of a traditional clarinet. It’s a useless 
instrument, it truly is. It was never a personal attack against 
Eli, why can’t anybody else see that?

Veronica echoes her sentiments, drawing out an E-flat for 
three beats.
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“Veronica,” the conductor warns. “Quit the inexplicable tuba 
solos, I don’t care how well you think it reflects the mood, just 
follow the piece. Alright, one, two, three — “

They play. Mel swears that Eli is playing louder than usual, 
blasting every note out of that pathetic little instrument, as if to 
prove a point.

***

Mel has been playing violin since she was six-years-old. She 
had a toy one, then, an ugly purple monstrosity, but she can’t 
look back on it with anything but fondness because — 
because that’s where it all started, that’s where Mel became 
Mel.

Private lessons began at seven: Mel’s chubby fingers clumsily 
pressing the strings, her bow shaky in her left hand, her 
teacher scolding her throughout, but it was all good, perfect, 
even. Mel took to music the way jungle cats take to water: in a 
way that was so visceral, so all-encompassing, that she 
sometimes wondered if this love was woven into the fabric of 
her very being, as her body never felt quite right without a 
violin in hand, playing ethereal melodies that words have failed 
again and again to properly describe.

The first competition was at nine. She took home two blue 
ribbons, and it had felt fantastic. The stage was something that 

she had grown to love, at first rendering her knees knobby and 
weak like a newborn fawn’s, but she learned to crave this 
adrenaline, the ecstatic high that performance produced — 
alone on stage, sweaty and intent, the crowd clapping heavy 
and slow, the world coming to a standstill to watch her take 
one final bow. The second competition followed a little under a 
month after; this time, she returned home with a certificate. 
And Mel kept going, winning as easy as breathing, until she 
moved into the high school division, where prodigies stopped 
her dead in her tracks — she had cried, sobbed, more like, 
when she got her first silver, a flimsy little medal, the trophy 
lost to a girl with perfect pitch. It was awful, but Mel learned — 
there are certain things the judges expected from her, some of 
which she might not agree with, but she was still going to 
deliver it anyways, yes she was, because this is who Mel is: 
the same six-year-old with the toy purple violin, playing out all 
the sounds in her heart. Only this time, she draws out the 
whole note loudly, and the judges clap wildly; she ignores her 
fingers that beg for a quiet finish, because Mel understands 
the meaning of sacrifice — what must be lost to get the gold.

***

She goes to a competition that weekend, in a fancy church 
ballroom. Everyone’s warming up: rosining their bow, tuning 
their violin, staring at their sheet music. Mel sees the usual 
crowd there, but, oddly enough, there’s Eli. She feels resentful, 
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just a little bit — these competitions are her safe space, so 
why is he there? Then, she sees his violin, and finds herself a 
little bit intrigued.

It’s well-known that Eli plays six different instruments (seven if 
you count the xylophone, but Mel doesn’t count the xylophone, 
anybody can play the xylophone): drums, bass guitar, oboe, 
piano, and, of course, violin and bass clarinet. Mel’s never 
heard him play any but the bass clarinet, however. Oh, and the 
piano, once, to provide accompaniment for the choir when the 
usual player was out sick.

Needless to say, Mel is curious, because — Well, why would a 
person ever choose to play bass clarinet over violin? Maybe 
he’s just terrible at violin, Mel decides. She feels herself 
brighten up at the prospect, which really isn’t nice at all, but 
Mel’s been irked all week since Eli tragically misinterpreted her 
words. Bass clarinet was just a stupid instrument made for 
stupid people, that’s all, how was Mel supposed to know that 
Eli was going to be offended?

So, when Eli ducks beneath the black curtain, she follows.

***

On stage, Eli looks smaller than usual. He’s wearing a vest 
over a white button-up and tight tan trousers, underdressed 
compared to the full suits of his competition. Mel can see 

sweat stains on his thighs. He stares at the panel of judges, all 
of them withered and gray.

The judges stare back, unimpressed. Mel recognizes a few of 
them — they’re hard graders, she knows, the real classical 
and traditional type.

“Mozart’s Ein kleine nachtmusik,” Eli announces shakily into 
the microphone. Mel groans as the judges whisper to one 
another, no doubt critiquing the strange choice in piece… It’s 
too easy for this level of competition.

But then, when Eli starts to play —

Mel has always thought that people were the most beautiful 
when they were making music, because that’s when people 
are the closest to themselves. Music blossoms out of love, out 
of grief, out of exhilaration; it’s an essential part of the human 
experience — the Chinese invented paper, the British invented 
the steam engine, but everyone invented music, and they did it 
over and over again. That’s where the beauty comes from — it 
comes from transcendence.

So, when Eli plays, Mel almost feels cheated, because he 
looks so serene it hurts. Eli adds his own variations to the 
piece, trilling syncopated sixteenths, playing with crescendos, 
even adding an entire new movement in there — a slow and 
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steady rhythm offset by the shrieks of high-notes, like a river 
swallowing a village whole.

It should be an easy piece, but, in Eli’s hands, it’s so much 
more.

At the end, Mel is the first to applaud, and Eli does a double-
take when they make eye-contact. He looks happy, Mel 
observes. She wonders if he knows that he has already lost.

***

“You’re good,” Mel greets Eli backstage. He looks at her, wary, 
as if waiting for the insult. “You’re good,” Mel repeats, instead.

“Thank you,” he says, awkwardly.

“We should compete together sometime,” Mel says. “For like a 
duo competition or something.” Mel frowns. “But before that, 
we need to talk.”

“Talk?”

“Why’d you use legato on the first movement? It’s meant to be 
played with a sense of urgency.”

“Because,” Eli starts, then shrugs. “I like it better,” he finishes 
simply. Mel wants to tear his hair out, or at least strangle him, 
just a little bit. He’s clearly has this all wrong.

“No,” Mel says, frustrated. “You can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s not how competitions work! It’s meant to be 
played staccato, that’s what the judges are listening for — 
that’s why you’re not going to win!” Agitated, Mel begins to 
pace back and forth. “And you threw in grace notes at random 
intervals —"

“— at the end of each line,” Eli corrects. Mel stares at him. “I 
mean,” he says, shifting uncomfortably. “Everything I played 
has a purpose.”

“The high notes at the end,” Mel says, mournfully. “You can’t 
just move them up another octave.” Mel shakes her head. 
“Maybe if you spent more time on violin instead of bass 
clarinet, you’d get it.”

“No, Mel, stop with that! You don’t get to decide what 
instruments are worthwhile and which are not!” Eli snaps. 
“That’s the whole thing with you, Mel — you think that music 
can only be played in one way. That only your way is right.”

“But my way is right,” Mel says. Eli puts his head into his 
hands.

“No,” he says. He looks sad. “No, I don’t want to.”

“You don’t want to what?”
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“I don’t want to form a duo with you,” Eli says. “I think you’re 
talented, Mel, I really do, but I cannot handle your constant 
micro-managing of music, because that’s not what it’s about. 
It’s never been about the competition, never. Music is, it is — 
it’s… “

“— transcendence,” Mel finishes. Eli finally looks up at her, and 
his face does something funny.

“Yeah,” Eli says. And, somehow, that’s all Mel ever needed to 
hear.

“Melanie?” The judges call from outside. “Melanie Kang?”

“I guess that’s my cue,” Mel says. “Ask me about an ugly 
purple violin sometime, I’ll ask you about your bass clarinet, 
and then maybe I’ll get you to rethink the duo idea.”

***

At the end of her piece, Mel finishes quietly, not drawing out 
the whole note — the judges whisper, confused, but her 
fingers finally sing.
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Frustration
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Frustration
Frustration
Frustration is like taking a test and not knowing the answers.
It is like the crying of babies and not knowing what for.
It is like the layer of fog that sits above the river but cannot 
enter.
It is like a turtle slowly making her way back to her home 
through all the trash.

Frustration comes from the sun trying to peek through the 
starry night and break down.
It comes from the questioning of the Mill Creek, wondering if 
her water will be treated right in the Cuyahoga.
It comes from the fisherman’s yelling when his line is found 
empty.
It comes from the bartender trying to be calmed by the 
Cuyahoga after a hard day at work.
It comes from the rain that wants to fill and clean the river but 
knows it is too dirty.
Frustration is created from the river, knowing and seeing 
people disrespect it but can’t do anything about it.

Silver Key
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1 AM
Short Story
Grade: 10
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Kristen Srsen Kenney
"

1 AM 
It’s 1 AM.

It’s past your bedtime.

But it doesn’t matter, because you have your ever-present 
companion with you, and it needs your attention. Your phone, 
with its stark blue light shining garishly against your dry 
eyeballs, is calling your name. Your thumbs flash across the 

screen and type in the password. Your muscle memory in your 
fingers is so strong that you could have typed it in with your 
eyes closed. Funny. You can’t even write a full word in pencil 
with your eyes closed. There’s something about that screen, 
that piece of ever-moving glass that allows for endless 
possibilities. Those possibilities of fleeting emotions of 
happiness, that quick rush of dopamine that surges through 
your brain every time you open a Snapchat or “like” an 
Instagram post. Your two thumbs stay momentarily perched 
over the screen, waiting for your sleep-deprived brain to 
choose an app to pick. They pick Instagram. Your brain wants 
the little thrust of pleasure that it gets from comparing yourself 
to others through pictures. Not through the things that actually 
define you: your kindness, your personality, your heart. None 
of that matters.

It’s 1:04 AM.

It’s past your bedtime.

But it doesn’t matter because you need to see what’s going on 
in the picture-perfect lives of your “friends.” Your feed takes a 
couple seconds to load, and your brain doesn’t like this. Too 
slow. The first pictures pop up on your screen. Your good 
“friend” Jack just won a soccer tournament in the neighboring 
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state. Your right thumb presses the button to post a comment. 
Good stuff bro. You post the comment. You hope you sound as 
cool as possible in case someone else stumbles across the 
three words you posted and judges you irreversibly from them. 
You have to sound cool. You must. You need to have a perfect 
image just like everyone else.

It’s 1:05 AM.

It’s past your bedtime.

But it doesn’t matter because the next picture that you scroll to 
happens to be a picture from your best friend Matt, who said 
he couldn’t hang out tonight… He was feeling “tired.” He 
doesn’t look too tired now. He’s hanging out with his other two 
friends at a party. Your other two “friends.” Why weren’t you 
invited? Are you not cool enough? Are you socially awkward? 
Are you too ugly? Are you not popular enough? Or maybe it’s 
all of them…

You scroll past the picture without liking or commenting on it. 
Your anxiety begins to creep into your exhausted mind. All 
because of your “best friend’s” picture that fills your mind with 
crippling doubt and sends your already over-extended 
emotions into a downward spiral. Down, down, down.

It’s 1:07 AM.

It’s past your bedtime.

But it doesn’t matter because you see the username of your 
crush come up next. Your heart rate escalates. You feel a 
surge of excitement as you scroll to bring the full picture into 
view.

Oh.

She’s with Matt. Hugging him enthusiastically with a coy look 
on her face. Smiling wide for the camera. And posting it for 
every person she knows and cares about to see. You feel like 
crying. All from one picture displayed on a 4.7-inch screen. 
That screen that can take on the characteristics of anything in 
the world in split seconds. It can be human, it can be animal, it 
can be anything. And right now it’s Matt and his new girlfriend, 
the very image of betrayal.

Matt’s so much cooler than you are. He’s so much better at 
sports. He’s so much funnier. He’s so much better looking. No 
wonder she went for him. Months of thinking about her. And 
your best friend takes her from right under your nose. 
Treachery. Cruelty. Sadness. All from one picture.

You hate him. You despise him. You never want to see him 
again. That cocky little smirk on his face. That stupid outfit he’s 
wearing. The outfit you guys bought together at the mall. You 
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want to beat him up. No, that’s not right. You want to be him. 
You hate yourself. “Be yourself, everyone else is taken.” What 
a stupid, ignorant thing to say. You just want to be Matt. Years 
of friendship washed away. Your self-confidence crushed. All 
from one picture.

It’s 1:10 AM.

It’s past your bedtime.

In ten minutes you went from tired to wide awake. From 
carefree to being burdened with the weight of a lost friendship. 
From happy to sad. Not sad. Depressed. Depressed? But 
you’re only sixteen. How can you be depressed? That’s 
something for adults, right? You still have your whole life 
ahead of you, all the endless possibilities that the world has to 
offer. But this doesn’t occur to you. You think your life is ruined. 
Your brain, delirious from exhaustion, jumps to outlandish 
conclusions. You feel a dark cloud of sadness descending on 
your conscience. You just want to go to sleep.

But you can’t. Your phone needs your attention. You’ve only 
been through three pictures. You need to see more. You need 
to. You must. You keep scrolling.

It’s 1:11 AM.

It’s past your bedtime.

But it’s not time for bed, not yet.

You’re way past the point of being able to fall asleep.
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Our History
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Our History
I keep having a dream where I'm running  
I'm running to get somewhere but I keep ending up in the 
same place  
I try running from different starting points and different 
directions 
And just as I wake up I am in the same place again  
There are different settings that I start in  
Maybe my mind lets me wonder more than reality allows me to  

Because in reality it's hard to see where the endpoint is 
because as many turns I take I seem to end up right back 
where I started  
Where unarmed black men are being killed by police  
Where children are being ripped away from their families 
Where people are being bullied and killed for loving who they 
love or expressing who they really are  
Where our president encourages bigotry and grabbing "women 
by the pussy" 
Where women still encounter sexual harassment on a daily 
basis 
Where it seems nothing is going right 
We can keep on running but we are stuck 
Weighed down by our history
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A Religious Journey
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

A Religious Journey
Up until I was seven years old, my theological beliefs centered 
around the idea that the words “Santa Claus” and “God” were 
synonymous. Needless to say, I lacked knowledge of any and 
all things that dealt truly with Christianity. When I was seven 
years old, it came time to attend my first religion class, a 
choice which my parents left up to me. Given the fact that all of 
my friends were making their first communion, conforming to 
their practices seemed like the optimal decision. The first 

religion class I ever attended plunged me into my first ever 
existential crisis, leaving me more confused than ever before.

As thoughts raced through my head, I asked question after 
question hoping to receive a definitive answer that I would 
soon find did not exist. “Who decided that Jesus was so 
special?” “Why is Mary the only girl that we talked about?” 
“Why was Jesus Jewish?” “Why are we responsible for Eve’s 
actions?”. To this day I can still picture the beating red face of 
my teacher, Ms. Abrams, whose incompetence in dealing with 
children like me hindered our understanding of the text she 
was attempting to explain. To this day, I can replay that 
conversation in my head, with the angst in her voice growing 
more powerful each time I hear it. While I could feel the 
tensions growing between Ms. Abrams and me, the swift 
escalation of these tensions came while trying to understand 
the meaning behind the eucharist. After examining a eucharist 
which had yet to be blessed, I impulsively blurted out to the 
entire class, “People actually believe this is the body of a real 
person???”. The demonic stare that I received from Ms. 
Abrams in that moment will forever be ingrained in my memory 
and immediately brought me to embarrassment and led me to 
run out of the room. In a brief and irate phone call between my 
mother and Ms. Abrams, the transcript to which remains 
unbeknownst to me, my formal religious career was brought to 
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an abrupt ending and I returned to my previous strongly held 
belief that Santa and God were the same person.

***

Eighth grade denotes itself as the beginnings of my desires to 
advocate for a more just society which, once again, proved the 
impossibility of coincidence between traditional religion and my 
life. In eighth grade I began to expose myself to the horrors 
that exist around the world, specifically, in 2014, the rise of 
ISIL. The brutality and inhumanity of this terrorist organization 
has had a lasting impact on the memories of my early teenage 
years. Forever stained in my mind is the memory of turning on 
CNN one evening after a long day at school, in an effort to be 
able to contribute to the “adult” conversations that I felt 
excluded from at dinner, and watching as an American 
journalist in Syria was beheaded by a member of the Islamic 
State. I sat on the couch, devastated, entirely unaware of the 
extent of the violence that could possibly be inflicted upon a 
human being by another human being. While a natural 
reaction by some may have been to sob and eventually move 
on, I felt compelled to rewind the TV countless times and 
rewatch the video until I cried, except I couldn’t. I couldn’t bring 
myself to sorrow, so anger flooded through every vein in my 
body. For months after this viewing I felt an innate sense of 
anger mixed with guilt and mere powerlessness for I could do 
nothing to save that man in the video. Instead of channelling 

my frustration towards extremist groups, I found myself 
demonizing religion in its entirety. Religion, despite its 
supposed peaceful roots, all too often proved to be a motive 
for war, leading me to believe that without religion, we would 
have no large global issues, inevitably creating strong 
hostilities between religion and me. Had it not been for religion, 
that innocent American journalist could have returned to his 
wife and his children as opposed to having them view his 
barbaric and unjust death. Had it not been for religion, over 
3,000 men and women would have been able to go home to 
their families on September 11, 2001 and not have been blown 
to bits. Had it not been for religion, the world would not be in 
the unbalanced corrupt state in which it still exists today.

***

November of seventh grade marks the end of my religious 
hiatus that lasted from 2008 to 2013. I remember running 
around and laughing effortlessly on a Friday afternoon in 
Kelsey’s basement with Winnie, Julia, and Kelsey, entirely 
unaware that our lives, Winnie’s in particular, were about to 
change forever. Winnie’s parents had taken a trip to New 
Orleans to visit family and were expected to arrive home that 
night, on November 8. Instead, they spent the day in the 
hospital as Winnie’s dad, John, suffered with not only Type I 
Diabetes, but what we would later find out to be Lupus, an 
autoimmune disease typically found in black females. He was 



359

a white male. Moments after Winnie ran across the street to 
her house, Kelsey’s mom received a call from Sheila that John 
had just passed away. The rush of emotions that I felt in that 
moment is something that today, four years later, I still can not 
put to words. Most prominently, however, I felt this great sense 
of anger. How could someone like Sheila, a working mother of 
five who was the family’s main source of income, deserve 
something like this? As the months passed by and Sheila 
received only a fraction of the grieving period she deserved, I 
began to feel a sense of spirituality through her.

Her whole life, Sheila has been extremely spiritual and 
connected with whatever divine being may exist. For a few 
months that followed the death of her husband, I could feel 
Sheila’s spirituality emanating onto me. She did not think twice 
before taking on the role of both the mother and the father in 
their already chaotic household. As the months passed, 
however, I began to reflect upon this experience with God that 
I had felt for the first time in my life. It wasn’t long before I 
came to the conclusion that, like many other people, I was 
using the idea of God as a coping mechanism. I had so 
strongly convinced myself that the only possible explanation 
for John’s death and the weight it put on Sheila’s shoulders lay 
within a power far greater than me that I had abandoned, in its 
entirety, my basic sense of logic. I failed to accredit Sheila for 
the tremendous responsibilities she took on and handled with 
ease, something the church has persistently instilled within its 

followers. The Church has taught its followers that all of their 
accomplishments are diminished because they would not have 
been possible without God. After thorough reflection, I once 
again found myself at a point of confusion. I wanted so badly 
to believe that Sheila and Winnie were still physically 
connected with John, but I refused to accept the idea that 
anything or everything Sheila had overcome since her 
husband’s death could be reduced by the powers of even God. 
Those three months of connection with the spiritual world 
progressively declined and eventually the disconnect that I had 
so strongly felt for most of my life had returned.

***

On September 11, 2011, ten years after my mom’s brother had 
been blown to bits by jihadist terrorists, I found myself, yet 
again, facing an internal crisis that 10 year old Grace still didn’t 
have the vocabulary to put to words. On the 10th anniversary 
of 9/11, my mom brought my older sister, Sarah, and I to the 
memorial service. This was the first time in my life I had ever 
been exposed to the extent of tragedy that occurred on that 
day. There was a feeling of community among thousands of 
strangers connected by a similar tragedy. As a child, I viewed 
this community with great hope for I felt the commonality 
between the group; but now look back on it and see a crowd of 
despair, yearning for one last conversation with a loved one.

“Who did you lose?” my mom said to a complete stranger.
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“My dad” she replied.

“You look so much alike” my mom said as she glanced at the 
photo in the woman’s hand. Tears formed at the surface of the 
woman’s eyes. “He would be so incredibly proud of who you 
are today. I want you to know that”. She began to bawl as my 
mother reached out to hug her. They were no more than 
complete strangers that had been connected by a common 
loss. “Was your dad in the first or the second tower?”. The 
woman pointed to a building that stood across the street from 
the Twin Towers. She was once again moved to tears and my 
ten year old self, in a crowd of sadness, began to break out in 
tears. I had no words for my emotions and no way to express 
the empathy I felt not only towards my mom, but also towards 
this stranger whose father happened to be walking by the 
World Trade Center when a plane hit the North Tower. As I 
have grown older, I am now much closer to possessing the 
vocabulary necessary to put to words my emotions on that 
day. That day was a major turning point in my overall 
development as a person. For the first time, I had been 
exposed to an issue of the real world with no censors. 
Everything felt real for the first time in my life and I did not 
know how to cope with it, so I cried and cried. I now know that 
this puzzlement I felt at such a young age stemmed from 
spirituality. Death was difficult for me to comprehend. The 
concept of never seeing someone again hit me in that moment 
and instead of facing life’s reality, I searched for alternative 

answers. To no one’s surprise, heaven, the world’s number 
one death scapegoat, came to my mind. Heaven provided for 
me the security I probably needed when I was 10 years old. If 
heaven was real, my mom would get to crack open a beer and 
watch the Giants’ game with her brother. If heaven was real, 
the woman’s father would be able to look down on her and feel 
great pride in the person she had become. Heaven and God 
were logical conclusions for a ten year old who was not ready 
to face the realities of her livelihood.

Soon after, however, I became interested in learning about the 
events of September 11 and arrived at yet another 
contradiction that existed in this world. To my painful surprise, I 
found that the terrorists on 9/11 had believed they were on a 
mission for God. It was difficult to comprehend that, if there 
was only one God in the universe, He could be telling his 
followers to commit acts of terror upon his followers of a 
different faith that led my mom to lose her best friend and this 
woman to lose her father. My developing, yet ever curious 
brain, could not fathom the concept of God. It was difficult for 
me to let go of the hope I had found in the idea of heaven, but 
it was also necessary that I faced “God” with great skepticism. 
Even at a young age, I refused to accept the injustices of the 
world as “part of God’s plan” which has remained a persistent 
theme throughout my spiritual journey. At 10 years old, I had 
my first major internal crisis centered around religion and, as a 
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result, a major epiphany that led to conclusions still valid in my 
life today.

***

Now, I am 16 years old. I still struggle today to try and put 
meaning to the words “religion” and “God” in the context of my 
own life. I continue to grapple with the concept that religion is 
the cause of so many of history’s greatest wars, but it is also 
the reason so many are able to find closure after their loved 
ones leave them forever. I wear the label atheist with pride, but 
for some reason I continue to search for what I know can 
never be true to me. I continue to look for the same certainties 
that 7 year old Grace found out do not exist. I place a label 
upon myself so I can emanate the strong opposition I have 
towards the structure of the Church and the sheer sexism it 
embodies. If there is one certainty I have found throughout this 
journey it is that the values I have instilled within myself will 
always be placed before any God or religion. While I have 
created an ongoing theological struggle for myself, I have 
come to the conclusion that Christianity will never be 
acceptable to me. I have come to understand that the 
patriarchal structure of both the Bible and of the Church have 
prevented too many intelligent women from impacting our 
society. Today I watch as sexism dominates the United States 
government, a reflection of the ideals of the church, and the 
sense of powerlessness I first felt in eighth grade is restored. I 

am reminded that the fact that women make up only 20% of 
Congress and 0% of US Presidents is not an unfortunate 
coincidence, but the result of centuries of institutionalized 
misogyny. The political and social construct that defines the 
Catholic Church has emphasized to me the importance of 
refusing to be complicit in the face of injustice. I continue to 
battle with the idea that I have any influence over the policies 
that will dictate my future; but nevertheless I will continue to 
stand up in the face of prejudice despite the minute impact it 
will have on policy. I refuse to concede any of the power in 
which I yield to the institution that, for centuries, has committed 
itself to the unjust treatment of women. At 16 years old, I am 
endowed in the belief that religion, Christianity in particular, in 
my life serves little other purpose than to remind me that the 
gender gap still exists, stressing the importance of defiance in 
the face of inequity.
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Ellen Olenska and the #MeToo Movement
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Ellen Olenska and the #MeToo 
Movement
“Two decades ago, the Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein 
invited Ashley Judd to the Peninsula Beverly Hills Hotel for 
what the young actress expected to be a business breakfast 
meeting. Instead, he had sent her up to his room, where he 
appeared in a bathrobe and asked if he could give her a 
massage or she could watch him shower, she recalled in an 
interview.” --so began the movement that has since been 
understood as a catalyst for accepting women in coming 
forward about unwanted sexual encounters in a culture that 
both accepts and normalizes sexual assault. A movement that 
came one hundred and fifty years too late for Ellen Olenska.

Edith Wharton’s Pulitzer Prize winning novel, The Age of 
Innocence, is undoubtedly a piece of literature that has 

transcended time, projecting elite-eighteenth-century New York 
Society in a way in which the humanity of each of her 
characters can be empathized with by twenty-first-century 
readers. The novel is frequently summarized as involving a 
complicated and over the top love triangle in which Newland 
Archer, the protagonist, must “choose” between the 
conventional May Welland, who represents duty and tradition, 
and the enigmatic Ellen Olenska, who exhibits passion and 
scandal. In many ways, applying the concept of a love triangle 
to this novel is a gross reduction that overlooks the desires 
and dignity of both women involved, particularly Ellen. 
Throughout the novel, Wharton utilizes Archer’s persistence on 
Ellen as a means of commenting on the toxic sexual 
environment present throughout New York at the time. Despite 
Ellen’s consistent rejections of him, Archer continues to make 
advances on her: taking an extended journey to Boston to 
meet her and lying to his wife regarding his intentions in 
visiting Washington.

A large portion of Archer’s predatory nature is exhibited 
through his elaborate planning of an ideal romantic scenario. 
Archer fantasizes and belabors his first romantic encounter 
with the Countess, making it seem as if she is an object that 
must be conquered. During his stay at the Chivereses’, he 
mentions “if the thing was to happen, it was to happen in this 
way, with the whole width of the room between them” (111). 
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Archer’s desire to create a contrived moment between Ellen 
and himself is extremely alarming for it objectifies her, 
suggesting that she can be controlled and is willing to betray 
her own values for his satisfaction. Moreover, Archer’s 
description of a sexual encounter as a ‘thing’ proves his 
pusillanimous ways. While it is true that Archer is a notorious 
overthinker, many of his thoughts circulate around what he is 
too fearful to straightforwardly address, harming not only 
himself, but also both Ellen and May, who consistently suffer in 
his cowardice.

This pattern continues to manifest itself as Archer stalks Ellen 
to Boston. “He longed to ask Madame Olenska if she did not 
have the same feeling: the feeling that they were starting on 
some long voyage from which they might never return. But, he 
was afraid.” (194). Archer’s inability to confess to Ellen how he 
feels, and instead taking overt actions that suggest his love for 
her furthermore amplifies the ambiguity he presents to her. 
Throughout this encounter, Archer repeatedly mentions, in a 
disappointed manner, Ellen’s “friend-like composure” in 
addressing him. Instead of recognizing this as a sign for him to 
back off of her, he proceeds to contemplate whether or not she 
is imagining abandoning both the life she has created and her 
morals for him. Continuing with Archer’s failure to perceive 
signals from Ellen, four months after returning from Boston he 
notes “he had written to her once—a few words, asking when 

they were to meet again—and she had even more briefly 
replied: ‘not yet.’” (214). While in the past, Archer has 
practically accosted Ellen—following her to the Chiveres’ and 
then to Boston—when Ellen finally has the chance to agree to 
meeting him, she rejects the notion. Archer’s failure to dwell 
further upon this subject, especially given his history of over 
assessment, implies that he does not consider what Ellen is 
insinuating: that she prefers distance from him, likely because 
she is in love with him but knows they can not be together.

Archer’s predatory nature is made most evident when he 
makes clearly nonconsensual advances on Ellen, furthermore 
proving that he believes her to be an object in need of 
annexation. After unnecessarily admitting to Ellen his love for 
her, Archer proceeds to attempt to kiss the Countess.
“She started up, and freeing herself from him moved away to 
the other side of the hearth.
‘Ah don’t make love to me! Too many people have done that,’ 
she said, frowning. Archer, changing color stood up also: it was 
the bitterest rebuke she could have given him.” (138).
Archer’s immediate surprise at Ellen’s rejection of him, even 
given his relation with May, is extremely telling of his view of 
women. Because Archer repeatedly objectifies the women 
around him, he is in utter shock that he cannot control Ellen 
into doing as he wishes. Furthermore, it is important to note 
that this scene is being told through Archer—meaning that a 
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word like ‘freeing’ to describe Ellen’s actions could very much 
so be a euphemism for what actually occurred. Given the tone 
of the situation, Ellen is clearly having a much more visceral 
reaction to Archer’s attempt than the word ‘freeing’ implies. 
Moreover, within this quotation, Ellen mentions that too many 
people have made love to her, another way in which Wharton 
hints at the toxic culture women faced. Because this is her 
immediate reaction to Archer’s inappropriate behavior, the 
reader can insinuate that not all of her sexual encounters were 
consensual for if she had had positive experiences, she would 
not feel compelled to express her truth in a negative light.

In a similar vein, throughout the novel, Archer believes him and 
Ellen to have an unspoken relationship even despite 
encounters—like his attempt to make out with her—that 
suggest quite literally the opposite. Archer has incorrectly 
interpreted their mutual love for each other as reason to 
believe that they are in a hidden relationship. Ellen states in 
response to Archer’s casual implication of their romance’s 
existence, “‘For us? But there’s no us in that sense! We’re near 
each other only if we stay far from each other. Then we can be 
ourselves.” (236). Although Ellen has made it abundantly clear 
through her distancing herself from him, Archer still finds 
reason to believe that an “us” exists between them. Archer’s 
readiness to dismiss the actions of women, even his beloved 
Ellen, enhances Wharton’s projection of him as a bulwark of 

the oppressive patriarchy in society. Likewise, immediately 
following Ellen’s proclamation, Archer throws a temper tantrum 
in which he exits the carriage, crying and abandoning May at 
Granny Mingott’s house. Wharton chooses to include this 
aspect of the story because it is a clear marker of the differing 
societal expectations for men and women. Had Ellen chosen 
to abruptly leave the carriage, the action would have been 
seen as provocative and Ellen would have been deemed 
hysterical. Because Archer is a man, however, he is able to 
walk away from the situation practically unscathed. Moreover, 
Wharton’s inclusion of this episode is a comment on how 
women in society are consistently forced to remain quiet and 
smiling when placed in a position of extreme discomfort; but 
the moment an outcome does not satisfy a man, however 
minute the situation is, they are justified in expressing their 
discontent.

While it is true that Archer is a shining example of the toxic and 
ingrained sexism present throughout New York Society, 
misogyny in the novel is not limited to him. Despite Ellen’s 
persistence in refusing to return to the Count in Europe, even 
her closest family members seek to push her back into a 
relationship the reader can understand was quite abusive. 
Viewing Ellen’s courageousness in escaping her marriage and 
returning to New York society in retrospect makes it all the 
more tragic that she was alive a century and a half before 
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society likely would have validated her story through the 
#MeToo Movement. Instead, she is forced to re-enter the 
vicious patriarchal cycle that ruined the lives of countless 
women during the 1870s. In the end, Wharton’s novel is a 
masterful production of the unjust complexion of the patriarchy, 
seamlessly and subtly addressing the unspoken nature of the 
lethal environment she exists within.
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Reflections on the Self-Perceived
Short Story
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Reflections on the Self-Perceived
Third grade is when I first began to realize that my family life 
differed from that of most of my classmates. I was eight years 
old and excited to show off to my dad the skills I had 
developed on the flute. I had been looking forward to my 
concert for what felt like the entire year leading up to it. I was 
dressed in all black and had gotten ready with my nanny 
nearly three hours before I needed to be at school—reciting 
the introduction I was to give and tirelessly playing the same 
five notes on my flute.

It wasn’t long before the phone rang. “Hi sweetie, I’m so sorry 
I’m not going to be able to make it to your concert tonight. I got 
caught in a meeting, but I promise I’ll make it up to you”.

“It’s okay daddy, it’s really not a big deal! I love you too. See 
you later.” I said, doing my best to make it sound as if his 

presence really didn’t matter to me while Charlene wiped away 
the tears rolling down my face. It wasn’t the first time I had 
ever received an “I’m so sorry sweetie” phone call, not even 
close, but this time it stung harder than ever before. “I’m used 
to this. It’s okay. I’m okay.” I told myself “Daddy would be here 
if he could”. Despite my greatest efforts of denying my 
emotions, I couldn’t help but feel broken down. Now, instead of 
rehearsing how I would introduce the piece, I thought of a wide 
array of excuses I could tell my friends as to why my nanny 
was with me and not my dad. “My daddy is at work because 
it’s his job to make the laws and that takes a long time” (which 
of course wasn’t true, my father is a lawyer) but this ultimately 
seemed to be the excuse that was not only the most logical of 
all my options but also the most heroic to my eight year old 
self.

It was that night that I not only began to notice how all of my 
friends had both of their parents at every single school event, 
but also how little attention they gave them. It was almost as if 
it was just expected that they would be there, without any 
questions asked. I now choose to believe that the “I’m so sorry 
sweetie” phone calls killed my father just as much, if not more 
than they killed me. Allowing myself to believe this helps to dull 
the pain. Nevertheless, as a young girl, I had difficulty 
understanding why it was always me who had to get these 
phone calls and why my friends barely even seemed to notice 
that their parents were always there.
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“Grace is incredibly independent” is the one comment I 
remember coming up consistently throughout my parent-
teacher conferences. I don’t really know if my parents ever 
wondered why I became so “independent” or if my teachers 
could understand that I wasn’t independent because I wanted 
to be, but because somehow at the age of seven I had taught 
myself to push any adult who came into my life away, not 
because I was a rebellious child, but because I had managed 
to teach myself that it was better not to become reliant upon 
anyone, because if you don’t expect anything from anyone, 
you can’t get let down.

When I was just seven years old, I decided I wanted to spend 
my summers in New Hampshire at a camp far away from my 
parents. Neither of my older siblings ever went to camp, but 
the idea of being alone, without any parental restrictions, in a 
dirty cabin on a quiet lake in a tiny New England town was all 
too attractive for me not to be thoroughly interested.

When I first arrived at camp, it was as if I was being welcomed 
into my own personal heaven. Everything about camp was 
perfect, from the hundred year old trees to the cabins that 
were probably equally as old to the glistening lake that lay in 
my sight at all times. For the most part, I fit in at camp. I was 
like all the little girls around me in all aspects except for one. I 
never cried. Every single one of my friends cried every single 
night for the first week that summer. They missed having their 

mom tuck them in and read them a bedtime story until they fell 
asleep at night. I couldn’t cry because of that, because it had 
never been my reality. Unlike my friends, half of whom had no 
interest in being away from their parents, I came to camp so 
that for once in my life I could have the same experience as 
everybody else. While I was at camp, I never had to feel left 
behind because there was no expectation for someone to read 
me a bedtime story and tuck me in at night. Before long, camp 
became a sort of safe haven for me. A place I went for seven 
weeks every summer to escape the emotional confusion that 
flooded my life for the other forty five weeks in the year.

Moving to Cleveland was probably one of the harshest wake 
up calls I have ever experienced. All of a sudden the “I’m so 
sorry I couldn’t be there” calls from my dad turned into an 
answering machine or a “your dad’s in a meeting, sweetie can 
he call you back when he gets a chance?” message from his 
assistant. I don’t resent my father for this at all, maybe it’s 
because I’m now old enough to understand the complexity of 
life, but maybe it’s also because after all of these years I have 
grown numb to the idea of feeling like a secondary priority to 
my dad.

I have come to the conclusion that it is easiest to not allow 
myself to actually indulge in the disappointment that comes 
with the evolved version of the “I’m so sorry, sweetie” phone 
calls and push my dad further away, watching painfully as the 
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number of times I call him each week diminish. I lie in bed 
each night, anxiously awaiting a phone call that rarely comes, 
not because I necessarily want to tell him every painfully 
boring detail of my day, but because I simply want the 
satisfaction of knowing he’s thinking about me even just a 
fraction of the amount of time that I’m thinking about him.

It has taken many years for me to finally come to terms with 
the balance between knowing that my dad loves me and 
always wants the best for me, providing me with everything I 
need in life and so much more and admitting to myself that he 
isn’t a perfect being. In the end, however it was neglecting the 
issues that inevitably arise from having a father who spent 
more time at his office than at my second grade soccer game 
that plunged me into the emotional conflict I still struggle to 
confront.
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Love After the Last Sip
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hawken School
Instructor: Andrew Cleminshaw
"

Love After the Last Sip
I always thought alcoholism was loud  
like a tv drama: 
it would be followed by the retreating shriek of my siblings as 
they slunk to safety, 
the wails of my mother as she watched yet another be 
consumed, 
the scream of my father pulled taught over our house as it 
became a black hole of a home, 

but it came so quietly. 
Replacing periods with question marks, 
changing foundations to doubts 
were those bags always under your eyes, Dad?  
or is that the parasite gnawing away at your sleep?  
were you one passionate and certain about the world you 
ploughed through, despite everything it threw at you?  
or did you always talk with a bug-bitten tongue?  
Making slurred excuses as you stumbled into the well worn 
path?  
I don’t know how long it’s been there  
because I have always remembered the drinking and the sick, 
but I have never heard the word addict slither from your mouth 
before now. 
But I know it's chemistry not character, 
I know it’s an infection sapping your strength because you 
have always been a Warrior. 
You clawed your way from a fractured home to build your own 
family, 
and you have worked your hands from skin to bone to blister to 
callous so that I could live a life you never had. 
And you have always been the sacrifice our family burned at 
the Sunday alter, 
while you slept exhausted from 12hour shifts only to collapse 
in a hotel room with no missed messages. 
So for that I am sorry. 

Silver Key

ABBY 
MCNAUGHTON
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This isn’t pity. 
This isn’t a cure. 
I am sorry because it took me until I couldn't wait to leave all 
that you had given  
for me to miss you. 
I haven't left yet, 
but our voices crack when we talk as if it's for the first time in a 
long time. 
I'm sorry that you won't get better because of me. 
I'm sorry that I can't protect you the way you've always wanted 
to save me. 
I’m sorry that when I try to tell you how much you mean to me 
it gets caught in our pride,  
but I love you
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No Matter the Wreckage
Poetry
Grade: 11
Mayfield High School
Instructor: Kari Beery
"

No Matter the Wreckage
No Matter The Wreckage 
 
I have a manmade soul  
Created for simplicity 
Craving technology 
Carved by routine  
Crisp color of white walls 
Crafted by fog filled factories 

Chilling hot days 
Smoke  
    Dancing  
        Skies 
    Covering  
Murky 
   Skyscrapers 
         Flying  
   Mechanisms   
Thriving  
Alive in the vast city 
A world we know too much about 
I reach to feel  
Feel 
    Open 
        Air 
On my planet 
 
I know everything  
I've spent years manning man made machines 
With mastery of markups and makeshift manuals 
I wish to wonder 
 
I aspire to be a part of a story 
To be a helpless hero  
I will speak such sentences 

Silver Key

JULIA MONTANI
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No  
    Matter 
        The 
            Wreckage  
I want this to be true  
No  
    Matter 
        The 
            Wreckage  
As destruction grows 
And minds shrink 
I find myself in distress 
Because  
No  
    Matter 
        The 
           Wreckage  
I was once in control  
I am now a grain of sand  
On a beach fluttered with filth  
 
I wish to tell a new tale  
A story shouted  
From mountains 
Because no matter the wreckage  
Demolition is a greedy ghost 

A faceless masterpiece  
Painted with suffering  
We will never be at ease  
 
 
No Matter the Wreckage 
 
I am a homemade soul  
Created for adventure  
Craving new land  
Carved by the mist surrounding mountains 
Crisp air of open seas 
Crafted by fog filled forests 
Burning cold nights 
Breeze  
    Dancing  
           Waves 
    Covering  
Green  
    Blades 
        Swimming  
    Vessel  
Tired  
Alive in the vast Pacific 
A world we know so little about 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I reach to feel  
Feel 
    Alien  
        Life 
On my planet 
 
I know nothing  
I spend years 
Steering ships short of knowledge  
Of what lives below  
Of what comes next 
Of what fate will share  
Titanic-like?  
Will I live to  
To tell tales 
Of creatures never seen  
 
There are stories 
I have heard handfuls of helpless heroes 
Speak such sentences 
No  
   Matter 
      The 
         Wreckage  
I find this to be true  
No  

    Matter 
        The 
            Wreckage  
As water becomes scarce  
And portions shrink 
I find myself at ease  
Because  
No  
    Matter 
        The 
            Wreckage  
I am helpless 
I know nothing  
 
No matter the wreckage  
I am finally at ease



374

The Old Warm World
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Jack Somers
"

The Old Warm World
Mr. Jay Gatsby fell victim to the most intoxicating feeling in the 
world—wonder. Enchanted by a certain piece of his American 
Dream, Jay Gatsby somehow became lost in an alternate 
reality. Initially, this piece was never part of his dream, but as 
he witnessed its magnificent elegance and beauty, it became 
tangled in his future forever. Daisy Buchanan embodies the 
true meaning of beauty, with her exciting murmur and her 
promising eyes; she seems to arouse every sense in the body. 

After coming home to discover she had left him for another 
man, Gatsby became obsessed in his pursuit of Daisy. Daisy 
was now part of a dream that was formulated years ago, and 
Gatsby was determined to rekindle his loving relationship with 
her. When Gatsby looks at Daisy, he is filled with an exciting 
uncertainty, and the unbearable hope that his magical devotion 
will soon return. Gatsby is consistently optimistic for the future, 
and never once lets go of his dream, even when Daisy 
confesses to loving her husband Tom. For Gatsby, this 
relentless hope to repeat the past is represented through the 
green light at the end of Daisy’s dock. This green beacon of 
light guides Gatsby on his eternal quest for fulfillment. 
Throughout The Great Gatsby, not only does Gatsby become 
lost from his wonder in Daisy, but he is also constantly 
searching to fulfill his future in hopes of obtaining his beloved 
dream.

Across the bay from Gatsby’s mansion, a green light flickers at 
the end of a dock, bouncing off the water from time to time. 
The light is a symbol of Gatsby’s utter optimism for the future, 
and the reality that Gatsby has shaped himself around his very 
own dream. While the green light flashes, Gatsby is reminded 
of the love and happiness he once cherished. He is reminded 
of Daisy, and the countless days they spent in Louisville in 
1917 together. Then, Gatsby is reminded of the hopeless 
feelings that rushed over him as he realized the very person 

Silver Key
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he cared for most had been stripped away from him. To 
Gatsby, Daisy was now a part of this green light, and as the 
two connected for the first time in his mansion, Gatsby seemed 
to be absorbed in his own dream rather than Daisy herself. He 
had imagined such a life where perfection was the only option, 
and when Daisy failed to reignite his emotions from the past, 
Gatsby began to feel lost. Nick describes Gatsby’s feelings by 
writing, “There must have been moments even that afternoon 
when Daisy tumbled short of his dreams—not through her own 
fault, but because of the colossal vitality of his illusion. It had 
gone beyond her, beyond everything. He had thrown himself 
into it with a creative passion, adding to it all the time, decking 
it out with every bright feather that drifted his way” (95). 
Gatsby’s dream is complex, and not a single part of the dream 
is guaranteed. So, while the green light represents Gatsby’s 
dream, it also carries an evident uncertainty and wonder along 
with it. Perhaps Gatsby enjoys this aspect of the green light 
the most, simply because of the wonder he associates with the 
light.

Daisy Buchanan was once a bright young flower, always 
searching for her destined soul mate. When Daisy and Gatsby 
were together, they seemed to perfectly complete one another. 
Gatsby had dreamed of those days for years now, and had 
included Daisy in his vision for the future. On an autumn night 
in 1917, Daisy solidified her position in Gatsby’s dream when 
the two walked along the street under the moon’s glistening 

light. Nick describes the romantic moment by writing, “At his 
lips’ touch she blossomed for him like a flower and the 
incarnation was complete” (111). At this moment, Daisy was 
now a part of the illusions that Gatsby had once formulated for 
the rest of his life. While Jay Gatsby is the incarnation of 
James Gatz, Daisy is similarly the incarnation of Gatsby’s 
dream. After Gatsby looses Daisy, it becomes his obsession to 
pursuit her, because he associates her with his dream. The 
dream is simply no longer unless he is with Daisy, and it 
seems as if he will do anything to fulfill this vision. In the 
conclusion of the novel, Nick reflects on Gatsby’s relentless 
obsession with his dream. He writes, “His dream must have 
seemed so close that he could hardly fail to grasp it” (180). At 
this point, Gatsby had lost Daisy, but had no given up on his 
dream. As he plunged into his pool on that autumn afternoon, 
he still thought of Daisy’s beauty, and still held onto the same 
hope that drove him on in life. For Gatsby, there was always 
hope, always the future that he had later on in life. The future 
was wonderful for Gatsby, because he was free to imagine a 
life in which his dream was fully accomplished.

Jay Gatsby believes in repeating the past. He also believes in 
the future that continues to vanish as we continue to exist. His 
dreams and his ambitions, however, continue to be jarred by a 
harsh and inevitable force—reality. When he created his 
dream years ago, Gatsby believed that he could fulfill this 
dream, never once doubting his ability or calculating possible 
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obstacles. However, when Daisy, Tom, and ultimately George 
Wilson tainted his dream, he never seemed to let go of it. 
Gatsby is captivated by his own illusions, and he continues to 
wonder what the future will hold. On the renowned last page of 
the novel, Nick describes the enchanted moment of the Dutch 
Sailors first laying eyes on the new world. He describes the 
encounter by writing, “[Man was] Face to face for the last time 
in history with something commensurate to his capacity for 
wonder” (180). Nick continues to compare Gatsby to these 
same sailors, and later, he writes, “I thought of Gatsby’s 
wonder when he first picked out the green light at the end of 
Daisy’s dock” (180). Nick is acknowledging the similarities 
between the two parties, that is, their fascination in wonder. 
Wonder is what drives both Gatsby and the sailors, and soon, 
wonder is what pushes them to experience their dreams. 
However, when the sailors finally step onto the continent, and 
when Gatsby finally sees Daisy, the dream is no longer. Reality 
seemingly crashes with the dream, and the result is a corrupt 
and dismantled version of the original dream. So, how can 
Gatsby continue to pursuit this dream when it has been 
virtually destroyed? This is possibly the most admirable feature 
of Mr. Gatsby, his eternal optimism and his drive for wonder. 
When his pristine life looks as if it has crumbled to pieces, 
Gatsby never looses sight of his dream, simply because he is 
captivated by the very wonder that it provides him.

Jay Gatsby is characterized by his continuous wonder 
throughout F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. While the 
green light serves as a guide on his journey towards his 
dream, Gatsby seems to be distracted by Daisy and he 
overwhelming senses. He is constantly searching for a sense 
of fulfillment, and he always believes that the future is ahead of 
him. Nick admires these senses in Gatsby, and even at times 
seems to romanticize Gatsby in his own mind. To Nick, Gatsby 
becomes a sign of optimism, and an admirable man that 
continues to persistent against all odds. In a much larger 
sense, Gatsby is the ultimate American. While he continues to 
encounter issues along the way, he never looses sight of his 
idolized dream. Nick acknowledges this, and summarizes 
Gatsby’s mindset when he writes, “So we beat on, boats 
against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past (180). 
Now, Nick has created a novel that is not only based on Mr. 
Jay Gatsby, but also the average American. His words are 
inspiring to all of mankind, ushering the reader to wonder, and 
always pursuit the overall dream. Jay Gatsby may have fell 
short of his dream, but his actions and his mindset in the 
process of completing it were most notable. Wonder is a 
powerful force, and Gatsby was unceasingly overpowered in 
his search for not only his lover, but his American Dream as 
well.
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the contents of my survival backpack
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

the contents of my survival backpack
the contents of my survival backpack
 
1.# I read an article about a boy who ate his hatchet in the 
woods
# a.# metal sharp and smooth and hungry I tried
# b.# to eat a knife and it slid down my
# c.# throat and left me hungrier
2.# a broken slingshot

# a.# stole it from my brother’s room, thought about taking
# b.# his Charlie Brown figurines but
# c.# they didn’t fit inside
3.# rubber bands
4.# I went to a sleepaway survival summer camp 4 years in a 
row
# a.# we sat on each other’s shoulders and
# b.# pretended to be dying sketched poison
# c.# ivy on the walls and on me my
# d.# skin bled at night
5.# paracord woven in the shape of a grenade
# a.# filled with fish hooks and steel
6.# a folding knife
# a.# for the first and only time in
# b.# my life I learned how to touch my toes
7.# I almost drowned in the lake
8.# a toy credit card
9.# thermal blanket
# a.# looks like tin foil but
# b.# molded like liquid
10.  I become sharper in the woods
# a.# eyes/ears/fingernails needles feet
# b.# drying into leaves breath dark
# c.# like smoke next to the
d. fire blood hardening inside my veins

Silver Key
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riptide
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

riptide
riptide
[vance joy]

every night i dream of mud i am tired of dreaming i am tired 
tired of mud, it fills my boots and the empty spaces of my 
caked footprints and the space between my eyes and my 
eyelids so i pinch myself to stay awake, take hold of my skin 
between my uncut nails and squeeze, flesh filling fingernail. i 
leave the marks because everybody knows you are perfect 
when you are dreaming and i can’t keep dreaming, i will 
drown.
 
tuesday afternoon in my white washed mirrorworld cavern 
reverie basement and i sit on a couch like i’m watching tv but 
the tv is upstairs and there’s a storm upstairs so i’m just 

listening to the static. if i close my eyes i can see the screen 
and the static like wrinkles like the glass is old and crying 
etched into my eyelids.
 
i sleep with snakes, they curl around my arms and my hair and 
over my eyes. people say snakes are smooth and i should 
believe them but i swear i can feel the scales dripping. my bed 
is soggy, air/throat thick with liquid i am drowning.
 
when i was 3 in cleveland at the art museum a storm blew the 
roof off. wind not like wind, more like a jellyfish, glowing and 
ephemeral and shocking. i trembled as it trembled. my mother 
could do nothing but let me go and this monster, this beast 
held me in its arms, and in that moment it loved me. i was 
dropped off two miles over, through a ceiling through a bunk 
bed through a floor into a basement.
 
i wake up do i wake up covered in mud shiny and slick. on the 
floor with a hole in the ceiling and there are footprints and 
narrow chutes like something slithered away. i can hear are 
you gonna, are you gonna stay drifting in from the second 
floor, music distorted by the sound of rain. i close my eyes and 
sink, drowning. mud fills my open mouth and i sleep so full i 
wake up dreamless.
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blackbird
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

blackbird
blackbird
[the beatles]
 
dusk is her caress, a shadow flinging itself full across the 
horizon.
a wing, tips stretched thin, holding the house and yard aloft,
folding the entirety of the world to a single tapestry.
the moon is her mouth, gaping and open. I can see into her 
illuminated body, hollow.
            the pines are her teeth, blunt with youth. fresh and 
glistening.
 
*
 

in 6th grade she broke her wrist, a wretched thing. an 11-year 
girl fell over her own lack of friction, roller rink smooth. she 
flew. for a moment she thought she would launch through the 
ceiling, but instead was struck from the sky before she could 
open her eyes for the first time -- an uncrusting. dewy. she got 
up and bought herself a slushie before collapsing by the old 
neon arcade machines.
 
***
 
I am dusk, her caress, her shadow holding her full to the 
horizon.
            an eyelash gluing her face together, dewy. fresh and 
glistening,
            stretched thin across her body, I drape.
her mouth is my eye, look through it and see illumination.
            my body is not my body, her fingers are my teeth. 
chopped and numb and folding.
 
*
 
my whole life I’ve been waiting for this moment to arrive I’ve 
been waiting I’ve been waiting for her to dream me I’ve been 
waiting to see.
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My Body is Shrinking, and I am Trapped Inside
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

My Body is Shrinking, and I am 
Trapped Inside
My Body is Shrinking, and I am Trapped Inside

hair & organs

The apartment was on fire. Or, it felt like it was on fire. The 
summer heat so thick, and the dusted air so stale, I could 
almost imagine the flames flickering across my face. A thin 
layer of cobwebs seemed to coat every surface in sight in my 
dead great grandmother’s apartment on that burning day. It 
was a week after her funeral (her body light and weightless 
against the dirt covering her) and my parents, grandparents, 
and older siblings creaked open the old apartment door to sort 
through her things. Pools of fake gems and pearls, red rings, 
cracked frames, and dull gray statues cast away, only the 

occasional nostalgic glance lingered on old pictures and dried 
flowers.

This was the summer I cut my hair short like a boy, and my 
family was still treating me like a broken doll. Every few days I 
would hear a muttered “oh, your hair was so beautiful” or catch 
a side-eyed glance towards my head. The decision to cut my 
hair was impulsive, but once it was all gone I realized how 
much I liked the loss of weight and the emptiness. For 
someone like me who hid behind their sleeves and long hair, it 
was vulnerable. I decided that I liked being vulnerable.

Sweat was slithering down my spine and gathering in my 
elbows and between my fingers. I grabbed a box of metal 
pieces to take outside to my grandfather’s car (metal frozen 
and sharp, car red and compact) when I heard the shrill snap.

“What are you doing?” My grandmother’s voice pierced 
through the heat and hit me square in the chest. “Why are you 
lifting that box? You are a girl, not a boy, let your brother carry 
that. Girls shouldn’t lift heavy things like that. You’ll hurt your 
organs. How will you have children?”

The imagined flames flashed into existence for an instant. The 
air trapped halfway through my lungs. I stopped dead, throat 
squashed, before continuing outside into the sunlight. I put the 
box in the car before slumping to the ground, pebbles pressing 
into my knees. I cried.
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hands & elbows

When I’m nervous, I shake in my hands and in my elbows. 
Small tremors that make my body feel like a mountain. My 
fingers hover above tables and keyboards, against pencils and 
walls. Buzzing. Maybe it’s the world that’s moving, and I’m just 
standing still.

throat & eyes

I’ve never been very good at crying for long periods of time. If I 
make a conscious effort I can usually manage maybe 30 
seconds. There are plenty of things that make me frustrated or 
upset; I have no problem feeling emotion build up in my veins 
like a blood clot, hearing that faint roar in my skull, an ocean 
tossing me around like a broken doll. But, something gets 
stuck up in my tear ducts. A pipe twisted the wrong way, or 
scrunched up signals, or dehydration.

I am permanently dehydrated. This is usually not a problem, 
but three years ago, room swaying, air thick and physical 
pressed against my face, it became one. I was visiting my 
grandparent’s apartment for spring break, all by myself without 
any siblings, cousins, or parents. A beautiful day. Every day 
was beautiful in Florida. Hours spent outside on the beach 

(waves rough and slamming), concentrated sunlight like a 
knife, and a lack of water converged while I was sitting alone in 
my bedroom. The room flew laps around me and time slowed 
to a soup. My world narrowed down to a single point in a mass 
of haze. Only after drifting in and out of sleep for 13 hours and 
drinking lots of water did I recover. When I woke up, my face 
was wet. I was crying, but the tears slowed to a halt within 
seconds.

Even though I’m not good at prolonged crying, I am good at 
crying unnoticed. Some locations where I have cried include: 
club meetings, in front of my friends, behind the couch, 
hanging off my bunk bed, in front of my math teacher, Shake n’ 
Steak, and in front of the mirror. The tears swarm like a mass 
of bees but slip quietly. I can cry mid-conversation without 
skipping a beat. Nobody ever sees me cry. Nobody has ever 
seen me cry.

chest & hips

My voice was a little quiet that day. A little hoarse. A little 
squeezed. But, beyond that, I seemed normal – woke up, went 
to school, came home, and stood in front of the mirror again. 
Like I had every single day for a month and would continue to 
do for every other month that year. It was almost ritualistic, 
undressing. I’d take off the three sports bras, sometimes in 
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order, sometimes in one clump that I threw onto the floor. 
Cover my face with hands and breath. Try not to let my mom 
downstairs hear my ragged heartbeat or the muffled 
frustration. Couldn’t stop squeezing my legs, my stomach, my 
chest, my hips. Flesh filling flesh. Everything too big, but still 
constraining. My body was a trap that I could not blind my way 
out of. My skin was too tight.

A man in Tennessee called me “girl.” “Over here, girl” and “lift 
that side of the boat, girl.” It bothered me, but I couldn’t figure 
out why. I tried extra hard to carry more than anyone else, to 
be the strongest. I lengthened my stride and held my 
shoulders broad. A boy pushed me jokingly and laughed. “Ha! 
What are you doing?”

My older sibling came out to my parents the other week. 
They’re nonbinary, and I’ve known for a year or two. Months 
before it happened, we talked about it. They told me that labels 
or body dysphoria don’t have to mean anything, and that I 
don’t have to like words like “girl” or “woman.” It could mean 
something, or it might not. They said I don’t have to define 
myself. But, that’s all I find myself doing. Whenever I write, 
body imagery sneaks its way into my piece. Descriptions of 
bones, of skin, of things unfolding and refolding and peeling 
apart. I write a lot about people who fall apart or who 
disappear. People who just implode, swirl into the floor, 

become ghosts that haunt girls-not-girls who think too much 
about their body. I wish I was body-less.

legs & torso

I’ve always wanted to grow, but with every minute, I sink 
deeper into the ground. My body is shrinking.

skin & bones

I had a problem. Or, maybe I was the problem.

I’ve always picked at my skin. It began with scabs, with the 
skin around my nails. I started scratching absent-mindedly at 
the darker spots on my skin, scattered like stars. It became 
obsessive; I tore out spots and they were replaced with scar 
tissue. I tore out the scar tissue, and it was replaced with 
more, deeper scar-tissue. I picked up a series of nervous 
habits as an attempt to redirect the energy: tapping my fingers, 
twitching my foot, playing the piano under my desk or against 
my legs. I touched my hair, smoothing it back, pushing it 
forward, pulling at it. I told myself every morning that I would 
not scratch at my skin, that I would not bleed. Sometimes it 
worked, but usually it didn’t. I was an animal in front of a 
corpse. I was both the animal, and the pile of bones.
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When I was in 6th grade I was shot on a rollerblading rink. Or, 
at least, that’s what it felt like. Like a bullet had pierced 
between the bones in my wrist and came through the other 
side, still spinning. In reality, I was pushed by a little boy who 
lost his balance, and I landed on my wrist with a crack that 
echoed through the rink. I was taken to the hospital, put to 
sleep for 30 minutes, and when I woke up my arm was 
covered in a thick cast. I had to learn how to write with my left 
hand for six weeks. Underneath the cast, my arm felt like an 
ocean, or like a snake. Like my skin was unfolding itself. When 
the cast finally came off, my arm looked perfect. No scars, no 
blemishes. But, something happened when the air hit my skin. 
A chemical reaction, a burning itch running through my blood. I 
held still for a few, beautiful, perfect, seconds, before I couldn’t 
help myself anymore. I scratched my arm raw, till I bled. The 
doctor had to hold my arm back. I wore long sleeves until my 
arm healed and continued after that.

Long sleeves and long hair, clothes too big for me. I am hiding 
within my body, but it is rapidly shrinking. I can’t hide anymore.
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Girls
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Girls
“Girl” enters house with arms too small and head to big born 
one both early after nearly killing mother and herself she 
struggled to find her way into this life. “Girl” cries and cries and 
cries and all anyone can think to do is pray. “Girl” writhes 
around like a worm on a dry day after the rain and yet she is in 
a bathe but she hates bathes because she thinks she is 
drowning even when she is held and she hates her crib 
because when she isn’t held she thinks she’s being dropped 

and she hates everything and anything and nothing because 
she doesn’t know who she is or why she lives and not even 
her skin is comfortable enough. Three months and girl is still 
alive and so is her mother and they both wonder if it was 
because of the visit from the pastor of the fighter that is the 
elder but either way they love each other. Girl has blue eyes 
and budding blonde hair and cousins are no longer scared. 
Girl grows some more and mumbles some more and stumbles 
some more and for the first time she doesn’t fall on the floor. 
Girl is going to be good because she is okay now and being 
okay now means better now means nothing can be worse than 
it was before. Girl does not understand why her mom’s 
stomach is bigger or why Gam takes care of her more now. 
Gam watching girl watching TV watching parents watching 
baby as mom is first one to touch her bloody body bloody but 
healthy. Big girl is confused because despite her little sister 
looking more human than she did twenty-one months ago she 
is still the smallest creature she has ever seen. Girl likes to 
kiss baby’s cheeks and brush the hair she hardly has. Girl 
doesn’t know much still but she knows she loves to look at the 
films their mother makes on her 2001 camera marking down 
all the moments that eventually they won’t remember. Girl 
screams “mama, mama, I want to see!” Girls celebrate 
birthdays in back yards watching cousins attempt to catch 
frogs. Girls go to bakery with grandma in double-stroller 
searching for the cookies with the most chocolate chips. Girls 
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walk to a photo shop and choose their lollipops, both too afraid 
to try the “mystery” flavor because neither one likes taking 
risks. Girls buy backpacks and pick out spunky first day fits. 
Girl makes pals with peers and runs free while baby wallows in 
self-pity, too young to know what it feels like. Baby goes to 
dentist and gets a small stuffed koala for sitting still and calls 
this her only friend. Girls wear matching fleece pajamas on 
Christmas Eve and stay up all night wondering when Santa will 
come. Girls cut out paper hearts in pink and red and white and 
write in messy handwriting “happy Valentine’s day. I love you.” 
Girls run down basketball courts together but only one ever 
scores. Girls swing on their set until until the sky grows dark 
and it’s time for bed. Girls dress in black for the first time and 
do not talk about how often their mother cries. One girl grows 
kind the other grows cruel, and not cruel in the most intentional 
sense, but cruel in the sense she is afraid of everyone and 
doesn’t know anyone and only wants someone but is 
convinced she has no one. Girls grow and grow but never 
apart. Girls sing the same songs and build the same castles. 
Girls swim in pools pretending to be mermaids or climb trees 
as if they are fairies or run through forests like deer escaping 
their huntress. Girls are everything but also nothing. Girls feel 
everything but also nothing. Girls love everything but also 
nothing. Girls’ grandpa dies and the baby reads at the funeral 
while the older weeps. Strangers look down at baby with 
glassy telling her she is too young for this but baby knows no 

one is ever old enough to say goodbye and she really isn’t a 
baby anymore after all she is ten years old and has faced 
death before. Big girl gets rashes over body so she goes to 
doctor then to hospital then to emergency room then all over 
again then all over again then all over again. Baby leaves her 
sister’s bedside to the bathroom and when she walks back in 
the long gray hallway she notices all the other rooms are made 
up of skinny kids in dark clothes with pale skin and no hair and 
she feels a sense of despair she has never felt before. Baby 
realizes her sister has been placed in the Leukemia hall and 
for not noticing earlier she thinks she’s dropped the ball. Girl 
sweats and shivers all night and pukes out the meds that were 
supposed to help but instead make her chubby and tired and 
teary. Girl asks to go home while they stick new needles in her 
and draw out more of her blood so much blood baby wonders 
how she still has any left. Somehow someday girl recovers 
physically but mentally baby still hasn’t and now she has 
insomnia. Girls yell at each other like they yell at the TV when 
they spend Saturdays playing Mario Cart by the fire when they 
should be doing the homework they still aren’t used to having. 
Girls talk about college and their futures and what they will 
name their kids. Girls go trick-or-treating as a hippie and a 
vampire. Girls laugh because their costumes may say a little 
too much. Girls leap around in the winter weather with their 
dog who barks a little softer and runs a little slower. Girls 
shake snow off their boots, heat up hot cocoa, and read books 
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all afternoon. Girls dress in black for the third time on 
Christmas Eve. Girls go back to school on January 8th to tell 
stories of their magical holidays as if guilt didn’t consume them 
for smiling. One day far far away girl goes to college. Girl 
never calls. Baby lies alone in bed wondering why she never 
calls. Baby feels forgotten by the one person who promised to 
never forget her. Girl is finding love. Baby is losing her mind. 
Girls are unbreakable.



387

The Quilt
Poetry
Grade: 12
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Kristen Srsen Kenney
"

The Quilt
Come here dear, 
Sit down with me. 
Look 
In the mirror with me, 
See your eyes?  
Your father gave you those. 
But your nose?  
She’d laugh and hold my stolen nose  

I fell for it every time. 
This you got from me, isn’t it beautiful!  
(You’re welcome by the way) 
Another laugh, familiar and beautiful  
like a burst of light 
She got it from her mother 
then lent it down to me, 
But now- look here- 
She took my hand. 
See this?  
She traced the lines of my palm, 
drew along the arc of my ring finger 
See how your finger curves in right here?  
That’s grandpa’s! 
Come here, look-  
See her little finger!  
Give me your hand.  
Let’s see...  
Yes! An exact match! 
she held me close  
this is home  
I could see in the mirror everything she had given me  
Every scrap of joy preserved, 
she saved them just for me  
A collection box for each fragment 
passed down the family tree  

Silver Key

CHRISTINA 
RANDAZZO



388

They took their time. 
There was no rush. 
Each piece stitched carefully 
So thank you for this family quilt 
I wear it every day. 
No matter where I go you’re here  
I carry you with me.
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In the End
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

In the End
“Go back to where you came from”

Harsh words thrown
            So lightly
At those who look different
            Act different
            Feel different
            Are different

Those
            Whose grandmothers and grandfathers
            Whose mothers and fathers
Gave their Blood
            And Sweat
            And Tears
To this nation
            So that not only their kith and kin could be happy
            But so that all could be free
Acknowledging them as our own
            Only when it benefits us
And erasing their history
            calling them the “other”
            otherwise
Those men and women
            who’ve fought longer and harder battles
            Than any war that stretched across continents and 
oceans
Those
            who’ve toiled mercilessly and unabashedly
Chasing that glimmer
            Of Freedom
That hope
            Of Liberty
That song
            Of Justice
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That hope
            Of America
That one day
            Their sons and daughters
            Their pride and joy
            Could live in a world
Where every man sought happiness
            Not only for himself
            Not only for his people
            But for all people
But this is not that world
            This is not the America they thought it was
            This is not the America they hoped and toiled for
            This is not the America we were meant to be
I am sad
            But I have not lost hope
I am pained
            But I do not throw my sorrow unto others
I am tired
            But I am not exhausted or weary
I am angry
            But I am not mad
I turn my anger forward into the fire that fuels my very actions
Because in the end
            When the eyes we use to look up at the glimmering 
stars of the night sky

                        Join that sky itself
            When the hands we use to plow our Mother Earth
                        Rest once again in her peaceful ground
When the very words that we use to divide ourselves from the 
other
            Will finally be silenced
            Then it will not matter
It will not matter
            what race or creed you were
It will not matter
            what color or size you were
It will not matter
            who you loved and who you prayed to
Because in the end
            we will all die on this very earth from which we were 
born from
And maybe then
            Finally
            We will be together
            As One



391

Girls Education, How to Achieve the World's 
Potential
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik
"

Girls Education, How to Achieve the 
World's Potential
A girl stands on the side of a thronged street corner. The 
strained muscles of her back pound in pain from the heavy 
barrel of water in her arms. Despite the clamor of the crowded 
street, the woman feels invisible, as invisible as one can be in 
an azure burqa that belonged to her sister who died giving 

birth at age fourteen. A thunderous din from an all-boys 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 girl, 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 simply getting girls to school regularly, has yet to be 
accomplished globally. Of the 123 million people between the 
ages of 15 and 24 that are illiterate, approximately 61% are 
girls. Even more concerning, 72% of these illiterate girls live in 
only nine countries. The worldwide epidemic has been an 
obstacle since the inception of learning itself. However, 
recently both women and men started to question this norm 
and have begun to challenge it, yet time and time again 
women are denied education. When we unleash the power of 
women, we can secure the future for all. As stated by former 
UN secretary-general Ban Ki-Moon, "The world will never 
realize 100 % of its goals if 50% of its people cannot realize 
their full potential”.

We all know that and millions of people are passionately trying 
to fix this; however, the disparity in education is almost 
impossible to see. We hear about women like the woman that I 
described at the beginning of this piece, who are excluded 
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from education but this girl is in fact theoretical. Millions of girls 
experience what she deals with on a daily basis, but people in 
the Western world barely hear about it. We are only informed 
about the most severe cases; the murders of schoolgirls or the 
bombing of an all-girls academy. However, we seldom hear 
about the everyday struggles that these girls face every day 
that do not get screen time on the evening news highlights.

Being a student in an all-girl school has raised my awareness 
around illiteracy and schooling. Since my exposure to all girls 
education, I want to change the game using my own education 
and my own privilege as an impetus to create opportunities for 
all the women who have been denied an education. The first 
step to achieving this goal is to raise awareness about the 
issue. But this task seems impossible when just the way that 
Americans think about denied access to education is limited to 
only specific days of the year.

I hope that in the next five years, people will be able to 
recognize this issue as something that is always happening, 
not just something to talk about on the International Day of the 
Girl. Women have always had a disadvantage in education 
and this is something that needs to be recognized every day 
and by everyone, not just women and girls. Just by 
acknowledging that the lack of education for girls, people can 
begin to see the effects of this epidemic, not just in statistics 
but in everyday life. Once people actually see the economic 

opportunities that could present themselves if women had a 
better education or see the new perspective that could be 
added to a discussion if girls had the education to participate, 
we can begin to see a world where equality in education is an 
attainable goal.

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 girl's 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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Stone
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Stone
Everyone has something that they never want to lose. It could 
be a favorite novel, a pair of Louboutins, a lucky pen that 
scored them a “5” on an AP, a cuddly sweatshirt they’ve owned 
forever, or a photograph of a childhood memory. Whatever it 
is, losing that item places them in panic mode, a relentless 
search for something held dear. They proceed to tear up the 
house and sift through their belongings in hope that their 
sacred object appears. The terror of it disappearing can 

consume someone’s insides, and this happens to be the case 
whenever I think I have lost my favorite rock. I store it in the 
drawer of my desk, so pencils and sticky notes commonly bury 
it in a swamp of school supplies. My heart rate momentarily 
skyrockets as I dig through the mess. What if my mom 
accidentally vacuumed it up? What if I moved it somewhere 
else? What if it’s hiding under the dresser? What it disappears 
forever? I would hate to misplace something so seemingly 
worthless yet so deeply cherished…

One of my friends found the rock for me, not by chance, but 
because I asked her to. I wanted a souvenir from her voyage 
to Iceland, and a rock seemed like an easy object to obtain. I 
didn’t care if she picked it up from a random sidewalk or if it 
was the ugliest chunk of earth you had ever seen. I just 
wanted a piece of the magical place she would soon travel. 
Upon her return from across the Atlantic, she handed me the 
rock in the palm of my hands. I nestled it between my fingers 
with a secure grip, making sure I felt its presence. It was mine 
to keep.

It once lay on a black sand beach, where millions of ebony 
pebbles blanket the shore, a place I have only seen in 
pictures. When you wet its small, droplet-shaped exterior, your 
eyes get lost in its homogenous black finish; not a single dent 
or crevice exists to detract from the awe of its glossy surface. 
When it’s dry, you can rub its smooth curves against the 
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texture of your fingerprints, sandpaper in comparison. You 
would think that it’s artificial, that it’s something you would find 
at a pet store for the bottom of a fish tank, but nature holds 
gems other than those made of carbon.

It may be a pretty rock, but that’s not why I place so much 
value on it. Something about clenching it between the palms of 
my hands feels comforting, calming… Simply holding 
something so small and squeezable allows me to focus my 
mind when it’s excessively cluttered. Instead of stressing over 
a piano recital, the upcoming math test, the cleanliness of my 
room, or my chances of getting into a particular college, I can 
just hold the rock tightly. It reminds me of puffins, waterfalls, 
fields of yellow flowers, and slow-moving glaciers. I can 
imagine ponies strolling along a hillside or sea lions bobbing 
their heads above the gentle waves of a glacial lagoon. I have 
not encountered any of those things in real life, but I associate 
them with a feeling of softness—and that’s all that matters.

Not only does the rock distract me from the stress of everyday 
life, but every time I look at it, I remember that somebody gave 
it to me as a present. It reminds me that there are people who 
care enough about me to bring me something from thousands 
of miles away. It’s physical proof that I’m not alone in this 
world, even if it may not always appear that way. There are 
people who are there for me, people who value my existence, 

people who I can call my friends, people from whom a rock is 
enough of a gift.

And maybe that’s what really matters.
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Musical Storytelling
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Musical Storytelling
Playing violin has imprinted me on so many different levels. 
The permanent hickey under my left jaw that occasionally 
raises eyebrows? I wear it with pride; it indicates the many 
hours I’ve spent with my instrument nestled into the nook 
between my collarbone and jawline. I curl my right index finger 
against a smooth wooden bow in the same position daily. It 
has transformed into an unsightly and crooked witch finger, but 
I love it anyway. On the other hand, my left fingers are 

consistently calloused and blackened from hours of tapping on 
the rosewood fingerboard. I have been imprinted with the 
everlasting identity of a classical musician, full of creativity and 
curiosity. I am driven by the stories I’m able to share with 
others through a fourteen-inch wooden box. I am not by any 
means a master violinist; I will never go down in history for 
being “one of the greats,” nor may I ever get close. Simply, I 
am confident in my ability to self-express before an audience; 
I’ve developed this skill since I began playing violin and I feel a 
swell of great pride when I reflect on my immense progress. 

One of the pieces I performed at a classical music festival this 
past summer, Scottish Fantasy by the German romantic 
composer Max Bruch, holds special significance to this skill 
and to me personally. It is one of the most emotionally charged 
and versatile pieces I’ve ever played— its haunting opening 
lines made me fall in love with the violin all over again. In total, 
the half-hour long piece is comprised of four movements, each 
based on a different Scottish folk tune. This past summer, for a 
last-minute concert, I was invited to play the third movement, a 
rich yet simple melody, every note infused with a twinge of 
melancholy nostalgia. This one was inspired by I’m a Down for 
Lack of Johnny, and it tells the story of a young woman pining 
over the loss of her love (Johnny). Everyone has a Johnny in 
their lives, in some way, shape or form, and this piece is a nod 
to the fond memories we once shared with them. In this 
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performance, I gathered all the emotions that I had left over 
from personal experiences of love and loss, combined them 
with the adrenaline pulsing through my veins, and served the 
final product to the audience in the form of powerfully 
channeled emotional energy. As a musician, I feel responsible 
for being generous to the audience, draining every last drop of 
my efforts and memories purely for the sake of art, not 
expecting anything in return. As I bowed, I nearly collapsed 
from physical exhaustion due to having given so much 
emotionally. 

Music is a place where one can find solace and even create 
alternate realities, as crazy as that might sound. Scottish 
Fantasy has a bittersweet and beautifully breathless section, 
based on the idea that Johnny comes home. This melody is a 
channel for the one-a.m. scenarios you create when the world 
is asleep but your wildest dreams aren’t. Maybe you’re in a 
world where Johnny finds you again, and you ride off into the 
sunset together hand and hand, like a movie. But in real life, 
the cameras keep rolling, Johnny is lost, or maybe you lost 
him, or he’s with another girl who doesn’t love him as much as 
you do, so your current state with him is reduced to 
bittersweet, distant memories. This piece depicted these two 
scenarios, and gave equal power and legitimacy to both. Now, 
I’ve never had a guy named Johnny walk out on me, but I can 
relate to the core message of love and loss because of my late 
grandfather. I still vividly remember his gentle manner, how 

he’d empty the coins in his pocket and give them all to me. 
How he’d grow cactuses and together we’d inch our fingers 
closer to the menacing needles, then quickly pull them back, 
chanting, “don’t touch ‘em!” Scottish Fantasy breathes life into 
distant memories with him, bringing us a tiny step closer 
together. 

I step off stage and return to my normal self. The average, 
awkward, can’t-take-compliments version of myself. 
Sometimes people come up to me after my performance, like 
the cute old small-town southern couple on that hot Tuesday 
night, saying, “that was amazing!” When I brush my eyes off to 
the side to avoid the dreaded prolonged eye contact, and 
bashfully half-chuckle at the floor, denying everything they said 
(as aforementioned, taking compliments is a skill which I have 
yet to master), they respond with “do you know what you just 
did?” And the thing is, for once in my life I do know what I just 
did. I know it because I felt it, and I created it, and I processed 
it, and I lived it. I was it. Tomorrow, I’ll go into the dark, prison-
like basement practice rooms, which barely fit one person and 
a violin, never mind room to breathe, and I’ll find a million and 
a half ways I could’ve been better. But now, on this hot and 
starry summer night, enveloped in warm applause and blinding 
stage lights, I’m a tiny master. I am the master of reaching 
down deep into my core and drumming up emotions that linger 
from past experiences to channel into art. I am the master of 
getting dolled up in a sangria-colored gown on a midsummer 
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Tuesday, casting off my everyday persona to show hundreds 
of people in the audience who I really am. And I know that by 
my own personal standards, I’ve mastered the art of emotional 
communication through music. I realize this because of the 
people who came up to me and told me their “Johnny” stories 
after I finished playing. Each performance is perfectly 
imperfect… raw and real and rough and gutsy and 
unabashedly honest, just like me. I think often we require 
others to tell us what we are masters at; we rely on that medal 
or trophy for self-justification. But I think we ourselves should 
get to define that. Because we know what’s authentic and what 
isn’t. And even if we’re not world-famous or perfect at it, we 
should dress up, show up, and show the world what a “tiny 
master” we are, even for just one night.
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Lolita
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Lolita
Lolita first introduced herself to me in Portland in July. It was a 
climate-change-reminding kind of hot, hot as hell, a hot that 
makes you miserable, cranky, sticky, paranoid in the sun. 
Portland was a very important interlude on my pilgrimage 
across America, but as I am an occasional victim of American 
hyper-future-oriented thinking, the gravity did not strike me in 
my place. And parallel to the bulk of my relationship with Lolita, 
the moment floated by me, totally unaware. Fate’s a funny 

thing; a method of organizing randomness to which I’ve never 
subscribed. It puts a timeline on existence, sticks labels into 
disaster, coordinates every destination into a list, writing the 
place in bold. Next stop, San Francisco, where the book sat 
untouched, but smirked and oozed with all the knowledge of its 
power. That perpetual-motion summer I indulged in every 
corner of America, retethering myself to the country I had left 
behind for a year. I stuck pins into uncharted territory to 
declare it discovered in my name, retracing the map; déjà vu. It 
was all a journey with her, really, although I had yet to read the 
first page. And so I met Lolita on a hot day in a Portland 
bookshop, but admittedly I had known Nabokov for a very long 
time.

It was cold in Rennes, and I whined about it often to my 
parents back in Cleveland. For my birthday, my father sent me 
a thin, splotchy, grey and black silk-blend scarf. It was very soft 
and very warm and I wore it tucked into my sweater, 
sometimes around my head. I lent it to a friend once who did 
not have an Icelandic mother to religiously remind them to 
layer-up. It was in one way or another wrapped around me 
until the smell of spring hovered over the city, reminding me 
my year abroad was coming to a bitter close, a smell to make 
the moment nostalgia. The sun asked me to stow away my 
scarf. It rested in a drawer until the night I needed to pack up 
all my things and go home. I didn’t miss home. Midnight, the 
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evening before my early morning departure, I began to pack. 
To maximize space I unbunched my diaphanous silk scarf, 
laying it on the floor, unfolding a picnic blanket. The 
monochrome values of shadow and light unraveled in the 
splendid silence of midnight. It was a large rectangle. For the 
first time, I noticed that the colors were not random, they were 
not “splotches” but rather formed a pattern. There were faint 
bands and pale stars, creating a ghostly American flag. My 
father of course, had not been aware of this when picking out 
my scarf. And so, I had spent my year avoiding America with 
the haunting symbol of freedom wrapped around my neck. A 
noose? Chains? A crown? A scarf? Some living literary symbol, 
a Greek allegory, the signal of my demise. Irony too rich to 
believe. Some things can’t be put into perspective until you’ve 
read Vladimir Nabokov, which I hadn’t at the time. But I met 
him for the first time that night in the plumes of eerie and 
nauseating coincidence.

I finally peeled open Lolita on a misty lake in the northern 
countryside of the Netherlands. I had biked with her on my 
back, falling only once off the knotted path, losing only a few 
granules of sand in her spine. The day was placid and still. 
Ominous, but also blissful, somewhere between heaven and 
hell. I opened Lolita, and Lolita opened me. The book was 
gentle and familiar, as if I’d read it before, as if I’d listened in 
on this intimate conversation. And indeed, reading it felt like an 
invasion. Tortuous honesty, heartbreaking and pathetic 

rawness. All the while, I could taste the subliminal narrative, 
the under-the-skin story, the aftertaste of a passage. The odd 
alliteration, a poetic and augural list of school children’s 
names, rhythmic parenthetical interruption… With Nabokov, all 
the intimacy and profundity lie between parentheses. He 
manipulates the flow (interrupted, disturbed by musical 
parentheticals) to perfectly emulate duality of thought and 
consciousness. And he too played with my consciousness. I 
had traveled all this way, covered foreign ground, lived in an 
alien awareness, and he was always there waiting for a 
moment of chance to narrate. Now I was reading Nabokov, 
introducing myself naïvely to his presence, his history. But he 
already knew me.

It wasn’t a book that “transported you there,” it wasn’t about 
those coddling sensory frills. Lolita made me more aware of 
my own space, where she was in my hands, where I sat on the 
beach. The lake mimed serenity, performed scenes of a 
vigorous and graceful purity. And the protagonist Humbert 
Humbert, too, was at the beach, falling in love for the first time, 
submitting to obsession, bleeding and broken and burning on 
the sand. On the beach he completes the diaphanous fabric of 
his hamartia, its inevitability, the cold, steady fingers of fate. 
Humbert Humbert is our vile, paranoid, pedophilic protagonist; 
a relentless and pitiful man who spells love L-O-L-I-T-A. 
Nabokov tested me, demanded I sacrifice my attention to this 
grotesque man preying on Lolita and obsessing over the 
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cruelty of his destiny. Humbert Humbert is punished with 
worldly and quotidian signals of damnation. He perceives all 
stimuli as markers of his sins, interprets his surroundings as 
spectators of his misdeeds, forever on trial. Nabokov conducts 
torture like a concerto, manipulating the thought process, 
turning me against myself, or against the book, or the sun, or 
something else. I wanted to distance myself from the 
protagonist and simultaneously devour his every thought. And 
the guilt and horror and neurosis built up in Lolita spill over. A 
dangerous indulgence, I told myself. Don’t lose yourself, stay 
on the path. I could still be amused by my place at the beach, I 
could stay a bit longer. I biked away without falling.

I read much of Lolita on a bench in a church courtyard. The 
church sat humbly in Diever, a little Dutch town, content with 
its years and the randomness of its decay. I sat alone, looking 
up occasionally to catch an old couple biking aimlessly, or 
walking their poodle. I didn’t see the irony then, the divinity and 
the sin. Nabokov did. I read the book in planes, vans, taxis, 
even walking once; an obsessive and constant movement, 
dedicated perambulation with all-knowing Nabokov right by my 
side. I ricocheted between moments to devour, a syncopation 
of literary minutes when my mind would expand and contract 
with the acidity of tender wickedness. The delusion and mania 
is contagious. Nabokov employs rhythmic, alliterative 
interjections throughout the book to punctuate the beating 
obsession deep within Humbert Humbert. We hear his 

compulsion even when he is preoccupied with an outside 
conversation, hear it over our own protest, our recitation of 
personal morality. I returned, that summer, to my family in 
Reykjavík where Lolita followed me. Nabokov writes just as 
thought progresses, transforms, metamorphoses, akin to my 
crusade from state to state and through Europe.

And just as the movement fails to ever cease, neither does the 
doubt. With cold, mathematical listing (an inventory, a to-do, a 
wish list…), Nabokov charges the interior dialogue with an 
eerie vitality while reducing that of the exterior to floating 
wholly ephemeral and frivolous. The real, spoken, tangible 
conversation never leaves the ground. Then what is real? 
What resides simply in the mind of this madman? The 
paranoia and agonizing coincidence that plague our wretched 
protagonist make us reevaluate all we assumed to be based in 
reality. Humbert Humbert feels enslaved by fate. He 
orchestrates his narrative, revises and manipulates history, 
rewrites road signs to point him towards the lake. It cannot, 
however, be his fault if fate was in control, if fate guided him 
towards the lake and to Lolita. He rewrites it all to make sense 
of it. His literary experiences, so full of obvious symbolism and 
palpable foreshadowing, are the manifestations of his guilt. He 
is in Hell, burning for his sins, and Lolita is no companion but 
rather the fruit above Tantalus’ head, the boulder in Sisyphus’ 
hands. He is not a prisoner to fate, but to his own obsession. 
Every sentence begins with L, every thought orbits her youthful 
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image, every book, magazine, recipe, list, letter, a poem of 
Lolita.

There is hardly anything in this world I do not file under the 
doctrine of pure coincidence or the madness and nothingness 
that make life lack all formal purpose. There are no spectators, 
no moral jury. Guilt is not a catalyst for change and nothing is 
set in stone. Humbert Humbert never releases Lolita, never 
stops loving her. I submit most moments of my life to the 
concrete certainty that there is no such thing as fate. My sister 
wanted to go to the lake that day, my mother suggested I walk 
to the church. Destiny is constructed by those who lack 
purpose. Nobody will advertise the way to Mecca, nobody will 
model the savior. And yet, I cannot deny the extraordinariness 
of studying sin in courtyards of god, venturing to the same 
crime scene as the literary villain I read about, and strangling 
myself with patriotic propaganda. Then, I can hear the 
narration of Vladimir Nabokov like Rod Serling introducing an 
episode that will surely shake my firm, agnostic resolution, 
even if only to recognize the literary moments of life.
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Right for Swimming
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Right for Swimming
Show me how to strum 
Thick strands of dust and river muck 
All that is black at your bottom 
To make music 
Without dirtying the water. 
  
Or maybe tell me  
That it’s okay for the water to be dirty 
Let soft earth rise to the top  
Forget about 
What means clean, what means swimmable. 
  
Give me the compass you use  
To steer from metropolis to ocean  
From this dirty civilization, dirt real dirt, 

You always feel yourself back home, 
Hands open, eyes closed. 
  
Teach me the ways of Lewis and Clark 
Pointing at your body 
Tracing your limbs 
All to realize which way to march  
Assign directions to jutting eyes 
Provide coordinates to their desires. 
  
Help me drift in a crowd, 
Be a witness to the secret flow  
Bend when the earth asks 
And refuse when  
The machine does.
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The Queen's Daughter
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

The Queen's Daughter
Once upon a time, there was a queen who was loved by all. 
She was the most beautiful woman in the kingdom with dark 
silky brown hair, long legs, and a kind demeanor. The beautiful 
queen had two daughters. Her eldest, much like herself, was 
very desirable and married young. Within months, she had her 
first child but became very sick, and her baby was far too pale 
and small to survive. After one week, both the child and mother 
were gone. Although the people saw nothing but joy in The 

Queen’s eyes, she was plagued by the loss of her daughter 
and grandson.

Her other daughter, soon to be of marrying age, took no 
interest in public affairs. Much to her mother’s disappointment, 
she spent the majority of her time lost in the woods and 
returned with branches woven into her golden hair and dirt 
covering her legs. In the wake of her grandson’s death, The 
Queen longed for another grandchild. She prayed to the stars 
every night for her daughter to run out of the woods and 
towards the village to marry a young prince. That night, with 
love and longing in her heart, The Queen knelt beside her bed 
and gazed up at the sky. She whispered,

Please stars if anything
Hear me cry and hear me sing

Bring my daughter a golden ring
And carry her out of the woods.

Just as the words had left her lips, a golden brush appeared 
before her in a golden box. The Queen silently thanked the 
stars and set the box next to her mirror before she fell into a 
deep sleep.

The next day, The Queen woke up especially early to catch her 
daughter before she went venturing into the woods. “Here my 

Silver Key

KAYLA SCHWARTZ



404

love.” She said. “Take this brush. It will painlessly remove 
those twigs from your hair.”

“But what if I want the twigs in my hair?” Her daughter asked.

“Just look.” The Queen said ignoring her reply and taking the 
wooden object through her daughter’s golden locks. As The 
Queen promised, the branches fell out of the girl’s hair with 
ease, but as it untangled her hair, the child’s once yellow 
strands turned a deep brown.

“My hair!” The girl exclaimed. “Why did you change my hair? 
The sun will not catch it the same anymore.” And with that, The 
Queen’s daughter ran into the woods, silky brown branch free 
hair flowing behind her.

Later that night, The Queen’s silky haired daughter returned to 
the castle with mud covering her feet. The Queen knew that no 
prince would marry a girl with dirty feet, so with love and 
longing she whispered to the sky again,

Please starts if anything
Hear me cry and hear me sing

Bring my daughter a golden ring
And carry her out of the woods.

Just as the words had left her lips, a pair of graceful shoes fell 
into her lap. Looking up at the sky, The Queen watched the 

rain begin to fall. She set the shoes down next to her mirror 
and fell into a deep sleep.

The next morning, The Queen woke up to the sound of rain 
continuing to pour on the roof of the castle. She made her way 
downstairs, and just as her daughter began to make her way 
to the woods, The Queen stopped her. Her daughter was 
smiling, brown locks stuck to the sides of her face, ankles 
deep in a fresh puddle. Looking at the mud caking her legs, 
The Queen quickly presented her with the new shoes.

“Here. Put these on.” She offered. “You will look much more 
graceful walking in these.” The young girl thanked her mother 
and slipped the shoes over her mud-covered feet. Immediately 
the dirt lifted from the girl’s skin. Looking down at her legs she 
asked,

“Why did you clean my feet? Splashing in puddles will not feel 
the same anymore.” And with that, The Queen’s Daughter ran 
into the woods and The Queen returned to the castle quietly 
humming herself a lullaby.

Later that night, when her daughter returned, The Queen 
noticed her curious demeanor and thought to herself how no 
prince would ever marry a girl who wished to explore the 
world. As her daughter slowly slipped off her shoes, brown hair 
falling in her face, The Queen ran back to her room to speak to 
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the stars. Once again, she gazed up at the sky with love and 
longing in her heart and whispered,

Please stars if anything
Hear me cry and hear me sing

Bring my daughter a golden ring
And carry her out of the woods.

Just as the words had left her lips, a delicate golden ring 
engraved with pink carnations floated down from the sky. It 
landed gently in the center of The Queen’s right palm. The 
Queen, mesmerized by the beauty of the ring, turned away 
from the stars and placed the gift next to her mirror. Unable to 
hear the whistling of the tree branches, or the blinking of stars, 
The Queen fell into a deep sleep.

In the morning, The Queen rushed downstairs to find her 
daughter before she ran off into the woods. Stopping her just 
as she was walking out the door, The Queen held out the ring 
for her.

“Here. Take this ring.” She said. “It will give you a kind 
demeanor.” Her daughter took the ring from her mother’s hand 
and place it gently on her finger.

“I’m not so sure I want to go into the woods anymore. “Said 
The Queen’s daughter. All I want to do today is take a stroll 

through the village.” And with that, The Queen’s daughter 
gently floated through the village streets.

That night, when her daughter didn’t return, The Queen 
became very happy. She thought this was surely a sign that 
her daughter had found a handsome young prince. For two 
weeks The Queen waited for her daughter to come home from 
the village. However, as time went on, her happiness began to 
fade, her heartache began to grow, and she longed for her 
daughter to return. The Queen missed seeing the branches 
twisted in her golden hair and the dirt caked on her feet. One 
day, The Queen heard a knocking at her door. She opened it to 
a beautiful young woman with silky brown hair, clean feet, a 
kind demeanor, and the most handsome prince she had ever 
seen. This is my prince mother. We have fallen in love and are 
going to be married tomorrow.

“I’m sorry, but you must be mistaken.” The Queen said. Your 
hair is much too silky and your feet are far too clean for you to 
be my daughter. My daughter weaves branches into her hair 
and splashes dirt on her feet. She is a curious young child and 
wears no such jewelry like the ring on your finger. Although 
you are a beautiful woman who has found a handsome young 
prince, you are not my daughter, and I am not your mother.

That night, with love and longing filling her broken heart, The 
Queen gazed up at the sky and whispered,
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Please stars if anything
Bring my daughter back for spring

I wish for her again to sing
I miss her more than any ring.
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Hyperdrive
Poetry
Grade: 11
Beachwood High School
Instructor: Josh Davis
"

Hyperdrive
H Y P E R D R I V E  
Pick a cold day, 
Pick a snowy day after sunset when the roads are quiet 
So the smoky clouds sift snowflakes down like powdered 
sugar along the glazed ground  
Sit in the front row seat, the passenger side not the driver side  
Drive without a purpose choose a road that leads away 
Close your eyes but instead of seeing black, see a spaceship  

Drive into the wind and turn on your headlights on  
You are the pilot and you are sitting in the cockpit, tonight the 
world is your map  
And when you can see the space ship perfectly, open your 
eyes 
Look straight out the windshield, the windshield of your 
spaceship  
Starting as a spec in the center, each snowflake spirals 
towards you with a purpose  
Silver in the headlights they barrel towards you, radiating away 
on all sides of your windshield  
Illuminated by the headlights of your spaceship, 
 
You are in hyperdrive
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T-Minus
Flash Fiction
Grade: 11
Beachwood High School
Instructor: Josh Davis
"

T-Minus
T-MINUS

“T-Minus one minute and counting.”

A chorus of muffled cheers slides through our headsets. 
Everyone seems ready. Excitement practically seethes through 
the whole cockpit, but there’s that slight touch of dread poking 
and making small, but uncomfortable, holes in my jumpsuit.

From my position, I can see the metal rods and pipes leading 
to the launch platform. I wish I could see the trees, the 
beautiful wooden pillars with their green hats. I wish I could 
see the sea, swirling and foaming its majestic waves along 
sandy beaches. These, I know will be the things I will miss the 
most.

At these last few moments my confidence gets bullied by 
worries.

What if the shuttle crashes?
What if my tank has no oxygen?
What if we veer off course into space?

Those thoughts mingle around my mind, and when I let them 
get too comfortable, they punch me hard. But all I have to do is 
look at the sky, Florida’s stubborn bright blue, and remind 
myself why.

“T-Minus 45 seconds and counting.” The voice from mission 
control sounds broken and already far away.

Even though I’ll miss many things on Earth, there are more 
that I would rather forget. The sky, where my parents took their 
last breath. Metal, the substance in which my parents met their 
tomb, and people. Especially those who planted the bomb that 
tore apart in the sky and left my parents as hanging 
silhouettes. They died holding hands with the plane.

Even though my friends threw me a going away party, and 
even though the whole college dorm came, there are more 
people I would rather never lay eyes on again. The people 
pieced together of hastily soldered metal who sold me their 
weaknesses and cut me with their sharp edges. The hospitals 
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and rehab programs which gave me every chance, but all I 
gave in return was my money.

I hope to never see any of those again in my new home, where 
I will be just a number, a volunteer for the Relocation Project.

The system gives another sputter, and mission control’s voice 
crackles in my ear.

“Engine’s set. T-Minus thirty seconds and counting”

It’s the way I want it to be. I’ve shed the clothes that carried me 
through this unsatisfactory life on earth, said my goodbyes to 
the people who cared about me (cut off those I didn’t care for 
anymore), and rubbed my skin raw this morning in my last 
shower in an attempt to remove every speck of dirt and mark 
of Earth. When I step onto the new planet, I’m not looking for 
adventure or for science; I’m looking for a new identity, free of 
the entrails or regret and sorrow that have suffocated me in 
this life.

A low grumble begins underneath the shuttle, and my fragile 
nerves tremble even more.

“All systems checked and fully operational.”

There’s a break in the feed and my heart stops. Did something 
go wrong?

“You are all clear, Omega 1. You are cleared for liftoff. T-Minus 
fifteen seconds and counting...”

It’s real now, it’s actually happening. I can’t turn back, it’s too 
late, it’s too late, we’re leaving.

“T-Minus 10 seconds.”

My hands must be paperwhite as I clutch the seat rest. Smoke 
erupts out from below us and obscurs the windows. It seals off 
any view I hoped to catch and it seals off my fate.

“T-Minus 3-2-1. . . LIFTOFF.”

With a bang louder than my pounding heart, my worries, my 
fears, we’re off. The mighty shuttle trembles and shoots 
upward and away, into the dark, into the unknown. In a matter 
of seconds we leave the atmosphere and have entered outer 
space, a place where not even the environment whispers to 
break the silence. Though tightly strapped into a suit with over 
forty pounds of equipment and pressed back by an array of 
metal buckles and g-force, I feel finally weightless for the first 
time in many years. Out of the corner of my eye I see the 
expansive silver wings of our spaceship, shimmering in a fiery 
glow. Wings like the ones that pulled my parents down, now 
pulling me up and into a new life.
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Popped Corn
Poetry
Grade: 9
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Elizabeth Telich
"

Popped Corn
Buttery 

cheesycrunchy 
hotcoldfreshyellow  

saltycripsyflavorfulsweet 
pinkbrownfluffyburntpoppedwhite  

stalenastymoviesseasoned  
smallmediumlarge  

Kernel

Silver Key

DEONTA STEELE



411

The Flood of Art’s Boundaries
Poetry
Grade: 12
St Ignatius High School
Instructor: Casey Yandek
"

The Flood of Art’s Boundaries
Art is only defined by the limits placed upon its boundaries 
A frame, in picture, is only set on the plane of history. 
An artist creates something greater than abstraction  
He creates something that will really impact 
People wandering down an empty road  
Saying they have no place to call home  
Besides their imagination is a place meant to set them free  
But then they realize their mind is locked and they are no 

longer holding the key. 
Unlocking a foundation to write down one’s thoughts is hard to 
see  
Especially when no one believes in your words that become 
your creed. 
Insight isn’t a place to form one’s own art 
But in reality art should only come from the heart 
Where all your ideas flow in and out of your veins 
Filled with cells holding imposters and people without names 
Your ideas start to flood your head and mindspace  
And now you have nowhere to complete your thoughts, just an 
excruciating migraine. 
I wish you could see what’s inside of my brain  
But instead we are too focused on what is looking sideways. 
Have you ever taken the time out of your day 
To find a new way 
To open a new path to follow towards the sunset 
Because your eyes are closing and when you sleep  
You mind closes and your heart opens and makes one clean 
sweep  
Sweeping the floor of a dusty mind that has no inspiration  
And all I can tell you is please use your imagination  
There is something special within you that you just can’t pick 
up  
It’s something that takes practice, writing down on paper, to lift 
up  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Yourself and others, to motivate your sisters and brothers 
Until the world can see the creator behind the pen and paper 
And read your words through your heart and see the layers 
The goal isn’t to be a savior 
But instead be something greater, a creator. 
Art is only as good as it’s generator 
So I ask you again to inhale and stay strong, be the taker. 
Art is defined not by boundaries or limits, but by your 
motivation to make your vision  
A reality that is never set in stone, because your heart beats 
and flows to the sound of your woes. Wake up in a world full of 
art, because your page is a really one big part.
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家に帰る(ienikaeru): to return home
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

家に帰る(ienikaeru): to return home

家に帰る(ienikaeru): to return home

March 16, 2018 - Cleveland, OH
I’m surrounded by people. Parents, kids, teachers all standing 
around the security check at the Cleveland Hopkins 
International Airport. With twelve other students and friends, 
this day marks the start of the trip of our lives to Japan. The 

adrenaline in our veins rushes through us. Mr. Hatcher, our 
teacher chaperone for the trip, gathers us for our final picture 
in Cleveland for the ten days. All the parents gather around us 
holding the Global Citizenship Center flag representing our 
school. We smile to the dozens of cameras in front of us and 
soon we say goodbye. Our group is composed of one senior, 
eight juniors, and four sophomores unfamiliar with one another 
and what awaits us.  

April 23, 1982 - Binxian, China
My father grew up in the countryside of northeast China. He 
was the first of his family to go to college. They barely had 
enough money to send him there. During this time in China, 
most people went to foreign countries to continue their 
education. Before they decided to leave for the foreign country, 
my father’s professor in college traveled to Japan and brought 
back Japanese culture. My parents had fallen in love with this 
new country. They took one year of the Japanese language, 
learning everything they could. Some of their teachers had 
taught previously in this foreign country, so they stayed after 
school to learn as much about the culture as they could. After 
taking a foreign student language Japanese exam, my father 
was chosen and was given a scholarship study abroad. My 
father moved to Japan with only $100. Arriving, the Narita 
Airport shocked him. It was huge, unlike the small farms and 
towns that my father was used to in his hometown back in 
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China. Everything was different. Everything was about to 
change. 

March 17-18, 2018 - Kyoto, Japan
Cherry blossom trees flow through the air, the flowers barely 
hanging on to their branches at Rokuon-ji, the Golden Pavilion. 
It’s an amazing structure, covered in gold leaf and constructed 
in the late 14th century. It has burned down and been rebuilt 
numerous times. Sporting Heian period architecture, it stands 
proud despite its disastrous history. Shaka Buddha sits on the 
first floor, although it’s hard to see him wishing the best 
for all of his visitors, even the ones who busily snap pictures. 
Miwa, our tour guide, leads us through the twisting paths that 
intertwine between the numerous smaller ponds and lucky 
statues surrounding the temple, her bright pink backpack and 
Patagonia jacket lighting up the path for us through the large 
crowd. You can buy incenses and candles at the stands in the 
park around the temple for good luck for 100 ¥ ($1). I light a 
candle that is supposed to wish luck for my family. It feels 
peaceful.

June 7, 1985 - Tokyo, Japan
My father left for Japan before my mother. In Japan, my dad 
would buy a card and use it to call my mom from the public 
phones that decorated the midnight lights from the signs of 
stores that lined the street. Public phones didn’t exist in China 

at this time. Instead, my father would call the secretary at my 
mom’s dorm who would summon her down from her room. The 
fee was incredibly expensive but to be able to talk with her, my 
father paid for it. 

March 19, 2018 - Ena, Japan
Marching off the train, we smell the air of Ena. The gold and 
white stones cover the ground and spread out in front of us. 
The Nakasendo. An old post trail from imperial Japan that has 
been maintained beautifully to allow travelers to walk along 
and experience the history of its scenic trails. This first step 
onto the golden/white stoned road marks the second part of 
our trip: hiking the Nakasendo. That day, as I went to sleep in 
our first ryokan after making my own futon that sits on the 
ground, everything sunk in. My roommate is next to me as we 
laid on the tatami mats remembering not to roll our suitcases 
over them, our electric heater blasting hot air onto our faces. 
We thought about the dinner we ate in our yukatas after 
showering, and the cute elderly lady having to fix 
our yukatas because we had tied them improperly. The 20 
million different dishes in front of us. The rice in our bowl that 
we have to finish. 

August 25, 1996 - Tokyo, Japan
Growing up, my father was never very well off. Always thankful 
for whatever food was provided, the cafeteria at his school in 
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Japan was a huge relief. Without the burden of having to pay 
for his next meal, my father could focus more on the textbook 
sitting in front of him. Words scattered across the papers as if 
dancing along to a light tune of knowledge. He no longer had 
to worry about the large bass of his growling stomach 
interrupting the melody playing in his mind. He remembers 
Japan now as a beautiful nation because of the constant help 
and encouragement from the people there. The locals who fed 
him, who led him in the right direction, who taught him. 

March 22, 2018 - Kiso-fukshima, Japan
The feeling is hard to explain, walking into a gym of a 
Japanese middle school faced with a team of sumo wrestlers. 
Bewilderment came first as we were greeted by twenty some 
young wrestlers dressed in their traditional attire. It’s awkward 
as we have front row seats to this demonstration of sumo 
wrestling. Diana, one of the bolder girls in our group, breaks 
the ice by running up to join the wrestlers as they stand in 
rows, showing off their stretches. The rest of us follow suit: 
attempting to lift our legs into the air, barely managing to hold 
them up until we fall over as we’re inexperienced, inflexible, 
and unbalanced. It’s crazy to think about even now that the 
next thing we know, their coach asks if any of us want to 
wrestle this at least 200 pound thirteen year-old. We say yes. 
Smiles form on our faces, the faces of high school students 
from a private high school in a suburb of Cleveland, and also 

on their faces, the faces of middle school students from a 
junior high school in rural Japan. Even Miwa is laughing so 
much she bends over with her hands on her knees. Later that 
day, it’s a hard goodbye. 

February 20, 1997 - Tokyo, Japan
My mother joined my father in Japan after finishing up 
undergrad school in China. She worked half of the week at a 
company to raise enough money for her rent and the other half 
she was in school. Having to keep up with the rest of the class, 
she had to make up the work she missed. Most of her time 
was spent studying. While her classmates are out having fun 
at karaoke, she was in her room attempting to absorb all of the 
chemistry formulas and equilibrium constants for the upcoming 
test and learning about the topic she missed. Reminiscing 
about her home, she missed her parents, her brother, her 
friends. It was a hard goodbye. 

March 24, 2018 - Tokyo, Japan
Sliding doors open up and the world of the convenience store 
is revealed before me. We rush in to buy some quick snacks 
for the rest of our night. There’s rows upon rows of chips, 
candy, drinks, and even some stationary hidden among this 
suburban treasure chest. I look for these cookies my mom 
wanted me to buy to bring back to her but sadly, they don’t sell 
them in Tokyo anymore. Instead, I’m surrounded by enormous 
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amounts of food piled high up on shelves looking down on me 
like monsters. I quickly buy a drink and some chips as Miwa 
rushes us and stops us from admiring the gigantic supply of 
snacks resembling treasure in a treasure chest. Later, I share 
the chips with the rest of my group. We enjoy them together as 
we lay down in our hotel rooms later that night. 

November 26, 1997 - Tokyo, Japan
To make up for the cost of graduate school and living in Japan, 
my father worked at the convenience store on the same block 
as his apartment. He worked late nights after going to a full 
day of school. It was close to midnight when an old lady 
walked into the store to buy some food to eat. She talked to 
my dad and asked him where he’s from. He was surprised that 
she could tell he’s from outside of Japan; his Japanese was 
the same as the next person on the street. He said he was 
from China. She started talking to him, describing the food 
she’s going to make with what she just bought. He nodded 
along, trying hard to pay attention to her story though it’s late 
at night and he was exhausted after learning all day. She then 
left and my dad went back to organizing the shelves by himself 
in the convenience store on the same block as his apartment. 
The sole light on in the neighborhood.

March 26, 2018 - Tokyo, Japan

We arrive at the airport. Miwa, our tour guide for the past 
week, finally has to leave us. We’ve spent a week with her 
experiencing things we’ve never experienced before. We go in 
for one last group hug. Tears fill the brim of our eyes. Hannah 
clutches the gloves that Miwa gave her on our treacherous 
hike in the snowy mountains of the Nakasendo. It’s time to 
leave. We wave bye to Miwa with her giant pink Patagonia 
hiking bag still hanging on her back, although we finished 
hiking ages ago. Her pink waterproof jacket. A beacon that 
served us well, making sure we are safe in this foreign country. 
Turning around, the security check of the Tokyo Haneda airport 
welcomes us. We take a step closer to returning home. 

March 18, 2000 - Tokyo, Japan
After eight years of rigorous work, my father got his Ph.D. and 
became recognized as a renowned scientist for his work in 
medicinal chemistry. My father received a salary ten times his 
scholarship working for the Japanese government. My father 
worked there for three years and was pretty content with the 
life he had built there. However, everyone there had the big 
dream of moving to the US to further expand their work. 
Therefore, my father applied to become an assistant professor 
at Emory University. He was accepted, given an H-1 visa, and 
moved to the new country. The new opportunities that awaited 
him there were countless. For once, my father felt as though 
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he could start a family with my mother. This marked the start to 
a new life, a new home once again.
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A Dialogue on Ethical Theory
Dramatic Script
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett
"

A Dialogue on Ethical Theory
A small, well-furnished study. A young man, JAMES, sits in 
front of a cozy fire, smoking a pipe and reading from a large 
volume. Presently, an older man, SOLOMON, comes into the 
study, takes the chair opposite the young man.

JAMES: (placing down the book) Good evening, Solomon. 
How are you this evening?

SOLOMON: I fear not too well, my dear boy. You’re aware of 
my biweekly meetings at the Hemlock Wine Tavern?

JAMES: I am. I’ve never understood the name of that place. It 
seems as though it would drive custom away, rather than bring 
it in.

SOLOMON: That’s rather beside the point, my friend. In the 
evening I spent drinking, I overheard a conversation betwixt 
these two rather peculiar gentlemen concerning matters both 
moral and metaphysical, and I must confess, I was rather 
disturbed by the strange turns to which the conversation 
seemed prone.

JAMES: What do you mean?

SOLOMON: I mean to say that there was one chap, rather 
green around the ears and with the face and manner of a man 
who had yet to explore much of the world, who seemed to be 
arguing against the notion of moral principles which were 
entire in their application, and that whatever a person deemed 
morally permissible in an instant made it so.

JAMES: And? Why does this trouble you so greatly?

SOLOMON: Well, can you imagine if such a thing were true? 
Surely, there’d be no more real sense of decency! If every 
person can just decide for themselves what’s right and what’s 
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wrong, how can anyone judge the acts of another, if 
everyone’s opinion on the matter is equally valid?

JAMES: Well, though I certainly wasn’t present for the 
conversation you described earlier, I would wager that the 
young man in question would argue that perhaps you aren’t 
able to do so justifiably. Perhaps the matter isn’t merely up to 
individuals, but societies themselves to determine moral 
principles by which they ought to be governed.

SOLOMON: But doesn’t that bother you, even in the slightest? 
The notion that no one nation can condemn the actions of 
another? What if one nation practices human sacrifice and 
cannibalism?

JAMES: And if they do? I’m certain that there are societies that 
have, and will continue to do exactly what you’re describing. 
But I believe that most wars are fought for selfish reasons. 
Politicians, or anyone else, for that matter, seem only to invoke 
righteousness whenever it suits their own purposes. In a lot of 
ways, I think that the philosophy against which you’re arguing 
so vehemently has a lot of perfectly reasonable contentions. 
For one, it seems to me that the sort of world you’re 
describing, in which either individuals serve their own sense of 
right and wrong, or nations do, is precisely the sort of world in 
which we currently exist! Surely, Solomon, you’ve had 
occasion to follow your own moral compass, in spite of 
overwhelming social pressures…

SOLOMON: I would disagree. Have we not a full prison just 
down the street? Are there not legal doctrines to which we 
adhere, out of a sense of decency, if nothing else? Moreover, 
are humans not empathetic creatures? Do we not feel each 
other’s joys, pains, and such passions as these?

JAMES: Forgive me, but I don’t see the connection between 
human emotions, which are temperamental by nature, and 
some claim to absolute morality. Moreover, it seems almost 
infeasible to try to prove moral truths, because virtually all 
moral compasses originate with a single individual, or socially 
acceptable means of “knowing.”

SOLOMON: Whatever do you mean?

JAMES: I mean that it seems for most people, morality is little 
more than a matter of consensus. I mean that any attempts to 
prove it begin with faith, which is ultimately subjective.

SOLOMON: I disagree. I think that we can use logic itself to 
prove moral truths, or even simple intuition, to justify what I 
would argue all humans know to be morally true.

JAMES: Using logic is folly. There isn’t a logical system in 
existence which doesn’t begin with postulates. Even 
mathematics is based on a set of definitions Euclid just 
decided were true one day. You can’t use your senses, either, 
because, as Descartes demonstrates, one’s experiences in the 
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world are possibly the product of some malicious demon, and 
there’s no way to prove otherwise.

SOLOMON: And what, then, remains? An entirely ambiguous 
world in which anything is morally permissible? Surely we 
aren’t individual moral microcosms? How would you resolve 
any sort of conflict?

JAMES: Of course we aren’t microcosms, but that’s not 
because saying so is factually true, at least in a metaphysical 
sense, since, as established earlier, it’s such a generalized 
statement that trying to prove it one way or another would 
seem almost pointless. No, we aren’t microcosms because 
humans are, by nature, social creatures. If you want a conflict 
resolution, you turn to whomever, or whatever has the power 
to resolve the conflict for you. Generally speaking, such a 
resolution is normally administered by some societally 
constructed system designed for such occasions. But even 
then, that doesn’t justify the morality of the resolution. It 
doesn’t have to be right, it simply is.

SOLOMON: (laughing) Surely you don’t believe such ideas, do 
you?

JAMES: I certainly believe morality is normative. Who taught 
you right from wrong?

SOLOMON: Well, if memory serves, it was my parents and 
teachers at school.

JAMES: And how did they justify their lessons?

SOLOMON: Now that I’m thinking of it, I’m not sure they ever 
did.

JAMES: You see?

SOLOMON: Hold on for a moment. What is we tried to derive 
principles from human nature?

JAMES: And what characteristics would you use to describe 
the entirety of humanity?

SOLOMON: Well, Aquinas’ belief in the inherent rationality of 
man comes to mind. Our coherence to natural laws, which 
comes not from necessity but from choice, makes the decision 
moral, does it not? That we have reason at the core of our 
beings seems almost irrefutable.

JAMES: And yet there is so much of the human condition that 
defies that rationality. Whenever we accuse someone of acting 
senselessly, you think that we’re saying that the individual in 
question went against their nature, correct?

SOLOMON: That seems a fine way to put it, yes.
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JAMES: But there are a number of issues that arise from this 
notion of natural law. For one, I think that there are quite a few 
people who would argue that humans are feeling beings who 
think, and not thinking beings who feel. After all, weren’t you 
arguing earlier that our emotional centers are what prove us 
moral beings? Our capacity for empathy?

SOLOMON: Perhaps…

JAMES: And can you imagine any real reason or system of 
reason that doesn’t begin with simple axioms? In all my 
reading, the only agreed limitation from every mathematician, 
logician, or philosopher is that logical validity is self-consistent. 
That is to say, X equals X. There are a seemingly endless 
number of differentiations from that point, but that seems as 
much a function of the limits to human understanding as it 
does to knowledge itself. Therefore, to assume that our nature 
is logical, when in fact our ability to describe concepts like 
nothingness and infinity, which are concepts quintessential to 
any logical system, are so limited, one is, ironically, committing 
a logical fallacy.

SOLOMON: I’m not sure I understand.

JAMES: Basically, what neither Aquinas nor Aristotle realized 
is that there are absolute limitations to both logic and human 
understanding thereof, so to claim that our nature is logical or 
even reasonable is deeply flawed. Even Aquinas’ doctrine of 

double-effect relies on postulates, perhaps as a means of 
tidying up his moral philosophy.

SOLOMON: So what defines human nature?

JAMES: I’m not entirely certain. I don’t know if I think it’s 
irrationality; such a statement is so broad as to be 
meaningless. On the other hand, I’m almost certain it can’t be 
an true rationality, either. It must be something else entirely. 
But all this to say that I think even you would agree that 
despite our inability to prove moral truths, we should still try to 
do what feels right. I think there’s something immensely 
satisfactory in bringing joy to other people, regardless of 
whether it’s truly “right” or not.

SOLOMON: On that point, my dear James, I would offer you 
no argument.
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I am Alone
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Ariel Lewis
"

I am Alone
I have started kindergarten. The past few days have been 
traumatic. My mother has left me here in a class of strange 
new people, and for one of the first times in my life, I don’t 
have the support of my parents with me wherever I go. In 
these first few weeks, I try to stop my tears by coloring as 
neatly as possible and focusing intently on the stories we are 
read. Recess is spent aimlessly walking around the bustling 
playground, or looking for my teacher, Mrs. Bulone, the one 

person I know well enough to seek comfort from. Henry, the 
kid who sits next to me, must have taken notice. He starts to 
talk to me in the mornings, and play with me during recess. 
Through him, my days in school grow far more tolerable. “I 
made a friend!” I say proudly to my mother. She is no doubt 
just as pleased as I am.

The weeks of kindergarten continue, and Henry and I become 
best friends. We sit together at lunch, and make up games on 
the playground. By now, we as a class have established our 
friendship dynamics: Savanah is friends with Sarah, Dominic if 
friends with Tyriq, Selby is friends with Henry. My dread for 
another school day starts to turn into excitement. My days are 
happy, until one day is different; Henry isn’t here. I spend the 
day lonely yet again, but have no doubt in my mind that he will 
return soon and we can continue our adventures across the 
playground. The next day, however, Henry still has not 
returned. “Henry broke his arm over the weekend,” announces 
Mrs. Bulone, writing out a get-well card for the class to sign. 
My world goes fuzzy. My classmates ask me if I’m ok, 
remembering mine and Henry’s friendship. They try to cheer 
me up, and many kids try to befriend me in Henry’s stead, 
sitting next to me at lunch, and inviting me into their (far less 
exciting) playground games. But this doesn’t help; I still miss 
my best friend. For the first time in my life, I feel alone.

***
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Years pass, and I, starting fifth grade, find myself in a similar 
problem. I feel daunted starting a new school with no friends. 
The predetermined relationships the other students share 
intimidate me. Do I step into a group? Should I form a group of 
other new students? And remembering to be yourself seems 
nowhere near as important as it should when you’re trying to fit 
in. I am alone, and afraid of being anyone who would force 
people away. Yet what is a quiet kid to do but hope that 
someone else will take the reins and befriend them?

My wish seems to be granted. I am placed at a table in math 
class with Ellen. She starts to talk to me, and soon gives me 
my very first nickname, “Selbo.” Suddenly I’m not alone, and I 
start to accumulate more and more friends. Though now I am 
faced with a new problem: maintaining these friendships. 
Perhaps a fear of being lonely drives me, as I attempt fit 
myself to fit in with the group. I try to figure out exactly what 
makes them laugh, and tailor my own sense of humor to theirs. 
Though as much as I try to fit in, we as a group find ourselves 
standing out.

My new group prides ourselves on being “weird”. We create 
songs and dances and raps. We build ourselves a house full of 
inside jokes. We laugh at and with each other. Through all this, 
however, I still maintain a fear of transparency. What if they 
won’t want to be friends with me if I tell them too much about 
my life? I don’t want to be lonely anymore, so much of my life 

remains in the shadows. I keep up this curtain for the next few 
years: years that these friends have stuck by me. Through 
every phase we go through, I realize that they won’t leave my 
side even if I pull back this curtain. My fear of loneliness slowly 
washes away. We all confide our secrets and lives with each 
other. No one seems to care.

***

I get in my mom’s car after school. I am not greeted by her 
usual cheerfulness and questioning. Instead, we listen in 
silence to the pitter-pat of rain hitting the car for a few minutes, 
then she tells me. “Grandpa has had a stroke.” My world goes 
dim as she tells me the details. “He’s at Cleveland Clinic with 
your Grandma and your Father. They don’t know if he’s going 
to make it.” I don’t know how to respond except with a small 
“oh.” We drive home quietly, though my mind races faster than 
the speeding cars. Once we get home, I ask a few simple 
questions, most of which my mother doesn’t know how to 
answer, like “what caused it?” and “what are they doing to help 
him?” I head up to my room, where I am greeted by my guitar 
propped up against the blue wall, song sheets hanging out the 
side of its case. It is only after seeing this that I well up with 
tears.

The relationship my grandfather and I share is, above all else, 
a musical one. Most of my family appreciates music, though 
don’t bother with its creation. My grandpa, on the other hand, 
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dabbles in almost every instrument, and sparked my interest in 
playing guitar. In middle school, I played every day, finding and 
creating songs with the few chords I had learned. Every time I 
saw my grandfather, he would excitedly ask what I had learned 
in guitar class. For once, he was not alone in his love of guitar, 
and he had so much to teach me. I lie on my bed, and quickly 
scribble down some words into a notebook full of guitar 
chords. The words “please don’t leave me” are repeated over 
and over.

The next day, he is doing better. Fear of death no longer 
lingers in the minds of my family. My mother and I visit him in 
the intensive care unit. Among the soft beeps of his heart, and 
slow rhythm of breathing, he is listening to quiet guitar music. 
He doesn’t react to the music, yet his breathing seems to be in 
rhythm with it. His doctors tell us that he may never be able to 
use his left arm. Upon hearing this news, I ask myself silently 
“how will he strum?”

As months go by, I am left alone as the musician of the family, 
though neither my grandpa nor I pick up our guitars very often. 
He gives me songs to play or chords to learn every once in a 
while. It seems that I alone can continue this guitar legacy, but 
this amount of pressure weighs on me heavily. My love for 
playing is suddenly overshadowed by a fear of not being good 
enough to become the new “family musician”. My grandfather 
waited his whole life to have another guitarist in the family, but 

what now? My guitar sits patiently against the blue wall. It’s 
gathering dust.

***

I am six years old, and staying with my parents at their friends’ 
house in Oxford, Ohio. They own lots of land, and I have 
navigated their property with my father many times. It is a 
golden August afternoon, and I have already begged my dad 
to go on a walk with me, but he is busy talking to his friends. 
Instead, he tells me to take a walk on my own with one of the 
dogs. I take Ripley along, and run down the path and through 
the woods, relishing in my new found independence. I hum a 
song as Ripley and I walk through the speckled sunlight, until 
the path leads us out of the woods and into a field. I run into 
the center and look around. Ripley and I are surrounded by 
trees. Even the path from which I came has blended in with the 
surroundings. I am lost.

I look around frantically. I was blinded by my freedom. 
Suddenly my mind swells with the thoughts of how I’ll live out 
the rest of my days. I’ll never see my stuffed animals again, or 
my parents. Maybe someone else will find me and Ripley, and 
we’ll forge a new life with a new family. As I begin to cry 
thinking of this inevitable fate, Ripley smells the air and begins 
to wander off. I yell at her to stay; I’ve never needed her 
company more. She looks at me confused and I try to yell for 
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help. Suddenly, my father appears from the trees. I am saved! 
And I don’t think I’ll be going on anymore solo adventures.

***

It is a week before winter break in fifth grade. I have made 
friends, and all seems well. My grandma picks me up every 
Thursday, and today we are riding back home listening to 
NPR, the drone of boring voices under our varied 
conversations. When we get back home, there is uneasiness 
in the air. My cat, Annie Mae has been getting skinny, her 
voracious appetite taken over by a refusal to eat. I’ve known 
her my entire life, and have always viewed her as a “queen”, 
doing as she pleases and ruling over the household. Yet now 
she lies on the ground, breathing shallowly, reduced to a lowly 
state. My mother pets her slowly, then talks with my 
grandmother. My heart is beating quickly, perhaps out of hope 
for an outcome that will never be. I know that quiet talking, and 
my mother’s sorrowful gaze can only mean one thing, and as 
my mom places a hand on my shoulder, my fears are 
confirmed. “We’re going to have to put her down,” she says, 
choking back tears. My grandma offers me a hug, then offers 
to drive Annie Mae and my mom to the vet. My mom wraps 
Annie Mae in a blanket, and lets me say my goodbyes. I kiss 
her bony head, and tell her “I love her.” Then they leave, and I 
am left alone in the silent house. Not even Annie Mae’s 
squawk-like meows permeate the heavy air.

I sit down and start to cry. I look at her cans of food in the 
cabinet, and a tuft of her fur gathered in the corner of the 
room. Some people say that sharing your feelings with 
someone is the only healthy way to deal with pain, though in 
this present moment, I only want to talk to myself. I start to 
quietly vocalize my feelings in the silent house. I am the only 
one listening, but I feel better. In the next few days, I discover 
that my mother and I grieve in the same way; silently. I spend 
most of my time alone. I skip school on Friday. At night, when 
the house has again gone silent, I talk to my room, never 
feeling more at peace to be lonely. On Monday, I return to 
dozens of sympathy cards written by my classmates. For the 
first time since that quiet Thursday afternoon, I smile.

***

“You know, I used to play guitar too,” my father tells me, “but I 
was never any good at it.” I have dusted off my guitar, and am 
trying to make my fingers remember the chords. I pluck the 
lone e-string repeatedly. The other strings are silent, ready to 
join that solitary note when the time comes. 
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The Game
Short Story
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
"

The Game
It had seemed like just another wonderful day in the city of 
Huexotla. Little did we know that our lord had refused to 
submit to Aztec dominance. He lived in the great city of 
Tlaxcala, which for many years had ruled over the smaller city 
of Huexotla.

It came as a complete surprise. We should have known what 
was coming when we heard the strange whistles in the night. 

We thought they were only birds. Right as the morning sun 
broke over the treeline, we heard a massive cry break out from 
the southern side of the city. All the grogginess suddenly leapt 
out of my body. I stepped outside to see what was going on.

I surveyed the street. On the south side, a large gathering of 
warriors made rapid pace towards me. They wore eagle 
headdresses and ran through the street, spearing anyone who 
had taken up arms against them.

By now many other villagers, like me, decided to escape 
through the forest. Several warriors from our village, 
attempting to delay the Eagle knights, who were marching to 
the town center, formed up on their main avenue of advance. 
However, right as they were about to receive the Eagles’ 
charge, Arrow knights, which had positioned themselves on 
the roofs of several houses, that had already been looted, 
loosed their shafts and fell four of our warriors, leaving only 
three to brace against a charge of one hundred. Behind the 
knights swarmed hundreds of common soldiers who looted 
and pillaged the homes that the Eagle knights passed.

As I ran to the edge of the city, I suddenly heard a piercing 
whistle just like those we had heard last night, only this time 
much louder. Suddenly, the few soldiers escorting us fell to the 
ground with blow darts in their chests.

Silver Key

ERIC VAZIRI



427

Several hundred Jaguar knights emerged from the trees 
surrounding the city. We were trapped. They roped us together 
by our necks and tied our feet and hands together. The ropes 
were so thick and tied in such a way that they could only be 
undone with a razor-sharp club.

The army kept moving towards Tlaxcala but about twenty 
guards were charged with taking us to Tenochtitlan to be 
sacrificed as is custom. We marched for hours, stopping 
frequently for water or to eat. As we neared the city, a stout 
man came out from a small hut near the road.

“Tenochtitlan is overflowing with prisoners for sacrifice and the 
priests are taking shifts all day,” he said. “I have orders to 
direct any new prisoners to the city of Xochicalco. It was 
conquered long enough ago and the people should enjoy 
some prisoners to sacrifice.”

So we turned back and marched to Xochicalco. When we 
arrived we were coated in blue paint and lead to an arena I 
knew all too well, the ball court. There it was, sunken in the 
ground, with its sideways hoop exactly eight feet in the air and 
covered with carved designs. Then, a priest came to us and 
said, “You shall be sacrificed to the gods to ensure that they 
remain happy and allow their faithful servants to live on. Before 
your sacrifice you will be divided into ball teams to play our 
greatest players. If you beat them, you will be spared and they 

will be sacrificed in your place. The winner will be the first to 
score thirteen points.”

A smile formed on my lips. I was considered the best ball 
player in my entire city state. This was my chance to avoid my 
impending doom. I pushed my way up to the front as the priest 
explained this.

“You four,” he said as he pointed to me and three other people, 
“will play first.” We were led to the ball court where our hands 
were untied but our legs remained roped together. We were 
given no padding.

“What is this?” I said. “We cannot play like this.”

The guards just laughed and pushed us into the court. Out 
from the other side came four massive men, muscles tanned, 
their arms, hips, and heads protected by padding, and hands 
as big as my face. But what threw me the most was their hard 
cold dead eyes without a sliver of love, mercy, or pity in them. 
These men were meant for one purpose, to deliver a death 
sentence on the ball court.

One of the team members had the nine-pound ball in his 
hands. As soon as we were all in the court they started.

I soon realized my competitors were big and strong, but not 
fast. I darted around taking many small quick steps, so I 
wouldn’t trip over the rope that bound my legs together. They'd 
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obviously never seen anyone so fast before. The crowd roared 
at each goal I scored. I was far outnumbered however, 
considering my teammates did almost nothing for me. It was 
the closest game that city had ever seen. The score was 
twelve to ten and I was up. Suddenly, I saw my chance. One of 
my opponents smashed the ball with his wrist at the circle, but 
his teammate was not in position to push it through the hoop, 
so it bounced off the wall. Quickly I jumped up, hit it with my 
hip so it bounced off the wall on my side of the court so it was 
perfectly in line with the hoop. I ran as this happened and 
jumped in time to hit it through. As I hit the ball, a piercing 
sharp pain erupted in my forearm. The ball missed the hoop 
and I fell to the ground.

For the rest of the game, I was in a fog of pain and sadness. 
Now I had no chance of winning. Quickly, the other team came 
back and won the game. The rest of the day I suffered and 
watched the other teams get crushed one by one.

Later that evening we were roped together and marched 
toward the temple. Soldiers escorted us through the cheering 
crowd with one walking next to us about every five prisoners. 
For some reason, however, there were five soldiers on either 
side of me. Then, as the front of the line stopped at the bottom 
of the steps, one of the soldiers quickly unbuckled my neck 
cuff, put a ichcahuipilli (padded armor that soldiers wore) over 
me, and gave me a shield. Forming a shiltrum around me, they 

hurried me away from the crowds. For a moment, I felt a speck 
of joy. These must be men from Tlaxcala trying to save me. 
But then, just as quickly as it had come, the joy vanished. I 
saw their faces more clearly and realized that these were 
Aztec men.

We left the city and started on the road to Tenochtitlan. By now 
I could tell that these men were different from the other 
soldiers that had pushed me and shoved me around. They 
were smarter, faster, and focused.

I had only heard about Tenochtitlan in story. It was the great 
city on the lake. It was said to have wonderful causeways and 
floating gardens. But when I came over the hill and saw the 
city, I was stunned. Its great temples rose hundreds of feet in 
the air. All of the stories understated its magnificence. As we 
approached the closest causeway, the man who appeared to 
be the leader talked to the guard and we continued into the 
city. The man in the hut had not lied. The city was overflowing 
with prisoners. Blood was everywhere. The whole system was 
like a well organized army. While prisoners were playing ball in 
the ball courts, others were being painted and still others were 
progressing up the steps to their impending doom. The 
soldiers escorting me turned away from this and led me to the 
royal palace.

As we approached the palace its true magnificence became 
clear to me. From far it was overshadowed by the massive 
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temples. However, with each step I took toward it, I saw how 
richly decorated it was. Its walls were covered in gold. A 
second story, albeit smaller than the first, rose from the roof. 
As we reached the doorway the guards looked at us and let us 
through without question. The inside was far more opulent 
than the outside: pottery on golden stools, textiles lined with 
jewels, and flowers with the most fragrant smells.

We entered the main courtyard where fifty people were milling 
about gardens laid in a geometric pattern. On either side of the 
courtyard shaded walkways emerged from walls, which had 
gaps in them about every ten feet. Through these I saw 
tranquil gardens where only a few people walked. On the 
farther side of the courtyard, a massive set of stairs led to the 
second level, covered in pure gold. Two massive closed doors 
flanked the stairs. The second story was like a box. At the 
front, there were six pillars. As we marched to the top of the 
stairs, I saw that the doors were laced with gold and opened 
up to a splendid throne room which no words can describe. At 
the far end, wearing simple clothes and a small headdress and 
a richly embroidered cloak, the emperor sat on a golden throne 
with a massive golden circle behind him.

Flanking him on either side stood the royal guard wearing 
ichcahuipillis embroidered with gold. Their headdresses had a 
large sun on top. Suddenly, I realized that they looked exactly 

like the men that escorted me all this way. We all kneeled and 
then they took their places next to the royal guard.

“So this is the man that I have heard all about.” the emperor 
said. “Almost beating an elite sacrifice team in chains and with 
no padding. My spies tell me that you lost only because you 
fractured your forearm when making the winning shot. That is 
no way for a champion to go down. You will stay here and play 
for us in our ball games. If you perform well enough, you may 
earn your freedom. Now, my healers shall fix your arm, and 
when you are ready and the sacrifices are over, you shall 
play.”

“Thank you.” I mumbled, speechless.

Suddenly a messenger ran in. “Tlaxcala has fallen, my lord. 
More prisoners are on the way.”

There was no way back now, I thought. I must play for the 
emperor.



430

My Chinese-American-Asian-Canadian Identity 
Crisis
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

My Chinese-American-Asian-Canadian 
Identity Crisis
“Hey,” a friend asked me one day at lunch, “do you think of 
yourself as American or Canadian?”

“I’m not sure,” I replied.

For all my life, there have been three countries that have had a 
large impact on me: Canada, the country I was born in, the 
United States, where I have been living in for most of my life, 
and China, the country that gives me my Chinese identity.

On March 10, 2017, I became a US citizen. At the induction 
ceremony, there was an activity where everyone put a pin on 
the country that they were originally a citizen of. One by one as 
their countries were called, the new US citizens walked up to 
the huge world map at the front of the courtroom and placed a 
blue pin in the shape of a star on the country that they were 
from.

“Spain.” Four people walked up to the map.

“Russia.” Two people walked up to the map.

“Italy.” Three people.

“Argentina.” One person.

“Canada.” Me. Only I walked up to the map. I felt kind of 
embarrassed. Here I was, a Chinese person walking up to a 
board to place a pin on Canada, something people may not 
have expected when considering my race. But this visual 
inconsistency wasn’t the problem. In a way, I almost felt as if I 
was infringing upon the ceremony. Everyone else was coming 
from a country ridden of economic downturn or oppressive 
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governments, hoping to achieve a better life and have access 
to greater opportunities in America. There were people from 
Spain, which contained internal conflict with many of its 
provinces such as Catalonia or Basque Country, which yearn 
for independence and perpetuates political instability. There 
were people from Russia, with its corrupt government. Italy, 
which is in a time of low economic growth and high 
unemployment. Argentina, with a long-standing problem of 
human rights abuses and going through a time of economic 
crisis. And then there was me, from Canada, the neighbor up 
north that was not overcome with any significant economic or 
humanitarian problems, and in some peoples’ minds, was 
perhaps a better environment than all of the political turmoil 
happening in America. Me, a person who merely gained 
citizenship for my own advantage, to have access to college 
scholarships and to not be considered an international student 
when applying for college like when my brother was. Me, a 
person who was taking the credit of all of the efforts of my 
parents who left China to get that better life that other 
immigrants found America to hold.

I almost felt like I was an insult to the efforts of the other 
immigrants who had worked so hard to gain citizenship into 
country for a strong and determined purpose. What was I here 
for? And as I meekly pushed that pin into the part of the map 
that said “Canada”, with my parents smiling up at me, I 
realized that I wasn’t doing this for myself. My mom had just 

received her US citizenship a couple of months before me, in 
December, and since I was under 16, she could extend her 
citizenship to me so that I wouldn’t have to undergo the 
process of taking the US citizenship test. My US citizenship 
was an extension of my mom’s newfound identity.

For some reason, although this process was to establish a 
dual-citizenship of Canada and the United States, I just didn’t 
feel like I could directly say what country I truly was a member 
of, or which country I felt more emotionally bonded to. Usually, 
I tend to use my citizenship with Canada as a “fun fact” type of 
statement, almost exploiting my relationship with this country 
rather than actually feeling like I was a part of Canada. As for 
the United States, it’s the country where I have lived for most 
of my life, yet I still don’t feel completely comfortable to say 
that it is the country where I am from. Rather, it acts as a 
vessel through which I can achieve a better life.

When people ask me what ethnicity or race I am, I tend to say 
“Chinese” or “Asian,” instead of going for explicitly specific 
terms like “Chinese-American-Canadian” or “Asian-American”. 
Perhaps this could be the underlying cultural identity that I truly 
felt a part of.

And so, as a quick turning of thoughts flowed into my mind, I 
rescinded my earlier statement. I did know, “Actually, I just 
think of myself as Chinese”. And that, I think, was, and is true. 
All my life I had been living between Canada and the United 



432

States, and although your home does represent a part of your 
identity, it isn’t constant. And for me, my Chinese identity was 
always there, something other people saw first, and something 
I had always put first, whether it be consciously or not.

Being Chinese has always been a sort of culture that I have 
cultivated throughout my life. Through doing Chinese acrobatic 
dance, going to Chinese school, or even just speaking 
Chinese at home, I have, without even truly realizing my 
actions, weaved my Chinese identity into everyday activities or 
hobbies. Realizing that the identity that I have always been 
subconsciously engaged and most comfortable in only 
reaffirms my belief that being Chinese was a huge part of my 
life, and what makes me a big part of my identity.

A lot of your identity comes from what you are surrounded by, 
and how your experiences influence you. In my case, the 
identity that most represented me, was the one that I would 
always subconsciously bring up or think of as the first thing 
that pops in my mind. And that, I think, is the true measure of 
identity–finding something that you feel comfortable and 
natural with.
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The Case for Open Speech
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

The Case for Open Speech
No other checkpoint has had as much of an influence on how 
I’ve planned my actions, my goals, and my life as college 
education. For years, I’ve perceived university as a staging 
ground for independence, a launching pad for pursuing the 
frustratingly elusive phenomenon known as “adulthood.” The 
moment I cross that campus threshold, I expect to cast off the 
protective shells of a high-schooler – the daily familial support, 
the controlled schedule, the constant dependence on authority 

figures for guidance – and grab the reins of my life. Will the 
transition be easy? Should the transition be easy?

In short: No.

In slightly longer terms: No, on both counts.

Higher education should be just that – higher. It should elevate 
the student outside of their comfort zone. It should inspire, it 
should challenge, and it should provoke difficult decisions and 
uncomfortable questions. To realize this, learning institutions 
should on no grounds attempt to limit an available platform to 
speakers, even if – better yet, especially – if they’re 
controversial.

These simple concepts should also extend beyond the 
campus, as they contribute to more balanced progress in 
society as a whole, allowing the nature of public discourse to 
mature in the same way one would hope students to develop 
in educational environments. Exposure to different viewpoints 
ultimately enriches experiences, though it may appear a 
particularly bitter medicine. Gritting one’s teeth and waiting out 
an argument that appears either painfully regressive or 
recklessly radical can be exceptionally difficult – I would know, 
having to endure quite a few formal and informal heated 
debates. But to listen, even without the intention to agree 
completely, helps the conversation. Understanding allows both 
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sides the opportunity to fully flesh out arguments, paving the 
way for what should be the ultimate goal of a productive 
debate: reaching the most logical and supported conclusion. 
Affording the opposition respect, additionally, prevents the two 
sides of an issue from spiraling away from each other into 
entrenched echo chambers.

Are there exceptions? Of course, but far fewer than the most 
vocal opponents may advocate. As a guideline, if the speech 
would not be considered legally protected, then it may be 
reasonable prevent its dissemination. If it directly incites 
violence, or can be categorized as “fighting words”, the threat 
of substantial harm outweighs the benefits of acknowledging a 
novel viewpoint. Well, what about the elephant in the room? 
What if the simple action of inviting the speaker incites 
widespread pushback, potentially spiraling into violent protest? 
Though the line blurs a bit, these inflammatory stances should 
not be prohibited. The speaker, in these cases, does not 
endorse such actions with their content, and thus the 
responsibility does not lie with the institution to restrict their 
expression.

What responsibilities should those institutions who have taken 
up the task of encouraging discussion be expected to fulfil? 
Public pressure suggests that college campuses and forums 
should limit the floor to morally upright speakers. Apparently, 
only the voices determined to be most forward-looking should 

be raised to prominence, as even casting a meaningful 
sideways glance at “obstructionist” or “bigoted” speech 
threatens the upward momentum of society. And maybe in 
some cases, this outlook holds water. A charismatic racial 
supremacist may leave a lecture with a few more people tied 
to their cause. A caustic speaker may severely damage the 
self-esteem of audience members. An insensitive keynoter 
may accidentally feed into systematic oppression. On the other 
hand, insight can come from surprising sources. It is extremely 
unlikely than any single individual will hold nothing but 
undiluted hatred and antagonism in their heart and mind. 
People lean toward being dappled with flaws and strengths, 
including in their viewpoints. Faults in certain outlooks 
shouldn’t be taken as a be-all-end-all that overshadows 
legitimate assets that they may bring to the floor.

Furthermore, historically, the speakers most likely to be 
branded as threats to order or insane radicals moved toward 
positions such as gender and racial equality. These individuals 
were time and time again rejected for being too uncomfortable, 
too irregular to fit into a neat box of proper thinking and 
conduct. But, some may cry, that was different! Those people 
ended up being right! And yes, maybe in retrospect the correct 
course seems clear: racism bad, civil rights good. But 
everybody, in every single conflict of perspectives throughout 
history, spoke for what they honestly and earnestly thought 
was correct. Nobody knew for certain whether they would land 
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on the “right” or “wrong” side of history – a phenomenon that 
should be a glaring red warning sign to anyone starting to drift 
toward absolutes when it comes to their viewpoint. To increase 
the chances of hitting upon what will ultimately be the best 
decision for the future of humanity, the table should be 
completely open for everybody to throw down their cards.

Only clear and present physical threat should limit a platform 
of free speech. From a university auditorium to a public stage, 
the risk of disagreement and confrontation should be accepted 
and folded into the essential fabric of debate – being willing 
and able to hear the other side. When I pick up my 
undergraduate syllabus and stumble my way through 
unfamiliar sprawling buildings, I expect to be caught off-
balance by novel viewpoints. I expect to disagree and to clash 
and to forge my values in a kiln of impassioned controversy. 
And when I obtain up my degree and step out to an even more 
unfamiliar landscape, I don’t expect that process to stop. 
Improvement comes from adversity, and the first step to 
overcoming challenges is to be willing to accept and confront 
them.
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The Urge to Merge
Critical Essay
Grade: 10
University High School
Instructor: Ben Malbasa
"

The Urge to Merge
Regionalism: The Urge to Merge

Many people in the Cleveland Area live under the federal 
poverty level and rely on their local government for basic 
needs and services. However, local governments have 
become less reliable in recent years. Michael Jere, a middle-
aged man working as a fire fighter for his local city, recently 
lost his job as a result of insufficient government funding. As 

an unemployed man, Michael continuously struggles to 
provide for himself and his family living in Cleveland, pushing 
him below the poverty level. Local governments are receiving 
less and less funding from the state; consequentially, millions 
of people across the nation have similar stories to Michael 
Jere and hundreds of people have similar stories in the 
Cleveland Area alone. Even though some believe that 
regionalism decreases regional economic freedom and 
competition, the Cleveland area should adopt a policy of 
regional consolidation to solve regional economic stagnation.

Local governments have always been the backbone of both 
the state and the country. Described as “the most important 
level of government,” local governments are valued for their 
direct impact on the daily lives of residents, workers, and 
visitors (Urban). Matt Urban of the West Virginia University 
reports, that local governments are crucial for running a 
successful and working state by resolving the most pressing 
issues facing the communities they represent. Specifically, 
they plan and pay for most roads, run public schools, provide 
water, organize police and fire services, establish zoning 
regulations, license professions, and arrange elections for their 
citizens (A.U.C.). Local governments also protect housing 
through community development strategies which they 
develop in explicit response to market conditions in the 
community.
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Problematically, the local governments of Cuyahoga County 
are falling apart and unsustainable for the long term. The local 
governments of Cleveland, Ohio are spread thin with 
resources and struggling to stay afloat. Unfortunately, the root 
cause of this issue is the large number of divided government 
systems. An overwhelming 56 municipalities characterize the 
government makeup of Cuyahoga County. At large, there are 
831 government agencies scattered across the entirety of the 
state. Conversely, a meager 509 government agencies make 
up the state of California, a state with four times the population 
and size of Ohio (Reaves). Consequentially, the small, 
penurious local governments of Cleveland struggle to sustain 
their populations and designated areas. As a result, Cleveland, 
Ohio was ranked the 5th worst city to live in across the entire 
nation, with nearly double the poverty rate (35%) than the 
national average. On the contrary, many cities surrounding 
Cleveland are thriving and prosperous; Pepper Pike, for 
example, is a city with a poverty rate of 4% (Stebbins). The 
divide in the wealth between Cleveland cities is especially 
apparent due to the stark differences in the condition of roads 
and infrastructure – from one town to another, the ride can go 
from smooth and comfortable to turbulent and uneven.

Consolidating city resources and services, a process better 
known as “regionalism,” would solve this regional disaster and 
push the city away from its current trends headed on a crash 
course for failure. The ideology behind regionalism at a 

national level points to the “development of a political or social 
system based on one or more such areas” (Merriam-Webster). 
Looking at regionalism nationally and more in depth locally, 
one might see agencies come together to save money, to form 
a community with similar goals that can achieve them more 
easily together, or to create closer knit ethnic communities due 
to “settlement patterns” (Bradshaw). Specifically, in 2016, 
Solon conjoined their police force with the Chagrin Falls 
Dispatcher and anticipated that they could save $300,000 
each year (Higgs). However, while some Cleveland-area cities 
have seen concrete benefits from regionalism, there has been 
hesitance among city councils to support further policies to 
consolidate. Regionalizing the city governments of Cleveland 
would improve both the quality and even distribution of 
services and allow for cities to reallocate their resources to 
address greater issues.

Opponents of regionalism contend that regional consolidation 
would hamper the economic freedom of residents, 
compromising the economic growth of cities in the long-term. 
Specifically, they argue having multiple municipalities, each 
with their own mix of government goods and services, allows 
potential residents and businesses find a city that matches 
their specific needs. Thus, Bradley Hobbs of the Mercatus 
Center finds that “economic freedom is positively associated 
with the number of competing government jurisdictions per 
square mile” (Hobbs). Hobbs asserts that offering more 
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choices to residents increases economic freedom and allows 
for more opportunities. Not only are citizens and businesses 
offered the opportunity to work at higher efficiency in a well-
suited environment, but city governments are able to better 
push forward more suitable policies and plans for their 
residents. Indeed, opponents of regionalism regard this 
concept highly: a report from the Heritage Foundation states 
that economic freedom is linked to lower levels of poverty, 
higher levels per capita income, and lower government 
spending in the long-term (“Societies Thrive as Economic 
Freedom Grows.”). As a result, many critics of government 
consolidation argue that the economy would be better off if 
driven by individual local governments.

The claims of scholars such Hobbs are misplaced, however, 
because splitting residents up by their economic interests can 
serve to entrench economic inequality. While the rhetoric of 
opponents of regionalism wrongfully portrays the different 
options provided by small governments as choices, in reality, 
these “choices” are only available to the rich, relegating the 
poor to less favorable locations. Benedict Jimenez, a 
researcher from the State University of New York writes that 
“the presence of numerous governments...allows citizens to 
pursue preferred lifestyle choices, including the desire to live in 
a socially and racially homogenous community” (Jimenez). In 
other words, splitting up governments further widens social 
divides which are already incredibly pervasive. The empirical 

evidence overwhelmingly backs this notion, as studies 
conducted by scholars on local governance such as David 
Morgan, Gregory Weiher, David Rusk, Nancy Burns, and Alan 
Altshuler all confirm that a large number of local governments 
contributes to economic and racial segregation (Jimenez). 
While a select group of municipalities flourish, the rest suffer 
without any hope of greater integration or cooperation. In fact, 
commonly cited statistics about lower spending in highly 
fragmented regions can likely be attributed to “extreme 
concentrations of poverty” and a scarcity of resources rather 
than increased government competition or efficiency 
(Jimenez). Even if opponents of regionalism can point to some 
economic benefits of smaller governments, these benefits are 
reserved only for the rich.

Other skeptics contend that getting rid of individual city 
governments undermines regional competition. Adam Millsap 
of Forbes Magazine argues that cities are driven compete with 
each other to attract potential residents and business 
opportunities, forcing them to differentiate themselves in order 
to gain a unique advantage. In short, opponents of regionalism 
believe that competition provides the greatest incentive for 
nearby governments to invest in new, innovative ideas 
regarding governance and efficiency. Critics point to studies 
such as that of Andrew Young of Cambridge University, who 
concludes that regions with more municipal bodies are 
statistically associated with faster per capita income growth 



439

and more entrepreneurial activity (Young). As a result, many 
opponents of regionalism believe that a multitude of 
governments can produce a more efficient economic system.

While critics may argue that consolidation hurts local economic 
growth by hampering competition, there are a number of 
reasons why a larger, consolidated government system is 
more advantageous. First, competition between municipalities 
creates redundancies in government services. While cities can 
certainly compete over certain aspects of governance, 
duplicating basic services such as police and fire stations as 
well as county jails is both wasteful for and burdensome on 
municipal budgets. Allowing local governments to merge and 
share the burdens of these programs can increase overall 
efficiency and limit waste in government spending. In other 
words, larger, consolidated governments have the advantage 
of economies of scale - an economic term that describes the 
advantage larger entities have to perform the same tasks as 
smaller entities, but with increased efficiency (Amadeo). 
Government management expert, Richard Greene, confirms, 
finding that governmental consolidation not only improves the 
efficiency of services, but often the quality of services as well 
(Greene). Indeed, competition between smaller, fractured 
governments makes it difficult to agree on large projects and 
policies that focus on critical subjects such as regional 
infrastructure that could benefit the region as a whole. This 
compromises long-term growth, as “without comprehensive, 

forward-looking plans that are consistent across 
municipalities...economic growth will suffer” and businesses 
will lack long-term certainty (Millsap). Conversely, adopting a 
policy of regionalism would streamline the decision-making 
process, leading to more benefits to residents. While 
competition may lead to short-term benefits, adopting a 
common approach between different localities in a region is 
the only way to sustain long-term growth.

Finally, opponents argue that the consolidation of 
municipalities could spread the government too thin, leading to 
worse constituent care. Richard Bird of the University of 
Chicago contends that “a large-scale...government may 
reduce access and accountability because the jurisdiction 
becomes too large and bureaucratic” (Bird). Moreover, others 
worry that a larger municipal government “may be...more 
prone to capture by special interest groups” (Bird). Indeed, 
many critics believe that a smaller government that is closer to 
its population must be more accountable and more likely to 
serve the interests of its people. Under such logic, a 
government with less people to manage could hypothetically 
focus its attention more carefully on the specific issues that ail 
its community.

The critics’ argument, however, is fundamentally misplaced 
because it does not account for the fact that a consolidated 
government will have increased resources to look after its 
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larger population. This notion is backed empirically in 
numerous sectors. For example, larger governments tend to 
spend more on education: a study conducted by the University 
of Oslo uncovered that local government mergers in Norway 
increased educational attainment by 0.1 years through 
increased government revenue allocated to the education 
budget (Falch). More broadly, the University of Gothenberg 
found that regional consolidation led to increased access to 
“elementary and middle schools, social relief, nursing homes 
for the elderly,” and infrastructure development, clearly 
demonstrating that larger governments are better able to 
address the needs of its people (Suzuki). In short, not only 
does regionalism lead to increased resources for the 
government, but the empirical evidence also indicates that this 
increase leads to benefits for citizens.

Because it promotes equality, increases governmental 
efficiency, and better serves the interests of the people, the 
Cleveland area should adopt a policy of regional consolidation. 
While many people doubt that local governments are the root 
cause for blame in struggling areas, solving the issue at its 
core from the bottom is essential for rebuilding. The local 
government plays a large role in fostering economic growth 
and reducing poverty. This often raises the question how 
increasing the efficiency of local governments can effectively 
support struggling citizens. While government consolidation 
has historically worked for the aforementioned reasons, each 

city government should work to derive the most fitting solutions 
and plans for its own people.
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Cesspool
Poetry
Grade: 11
Beachwood High School
Instructor: Josh Davis
"

Cesspool
cesspool- 
what a nation /  
lifeguard this inferno  
of languish reeking with rancor- 
help us, 
help us 
as fear reigns here- 
crass and spread ‘round like spit / 

impure- whether intentional  
or not. 
 
or not- 
our true suffix / 
gossip and ask- are we  
free or not? united or not?  
question, 
question  
all that we think- 
freedom comes at a cost / 
hide our beliefs- and our bodies- 
don’t speak. 
 
don’t speak- 
weaken your words / 
you are always guilty 
(‘til proven innocent)- selfish  
and foul- 
and foul  
is our diction / 
the déjà vu’s and sighs- 
anachronistic behaviors- 
toxic. 
 
toxic- 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word of the year, 
word of our culture- gross / 
nothing will change in this sorry 
cesspool.
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Death of the Government
Flash Fiction
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: John Somers
"

Death of the Government
He never thought he’d have to do this alone.

He hugged the icy metal wall, cooling down his burning, 
panting body. Sweat bathed his back, staining his shirt with a 
moist mosaic. He sniffled, coating his nostrils with a thin layer 
of salty mucus. His arms drooped at his sides like vines in a 
jungle. His left hand clenched and unclenched repeatedly. He 
slipped the black leather glove off of his left hand, feeling the 

cool pre-winter breeze bristle the hairs on the back of his hand. 
He couldn’t take off his right glove, however, for in that hand, 
he held a pitch-black pistol.

He slipped the gun into its holster and ripped off his white ski 
mask. He resembled a mechanic who worked in his family’s 
garage, earning a meager income. Charcoal grey jeans, a 
tattered tank top, black combat boots, and a vintage leather 
jacket concealed his muscular body. He maintained a clean 
trim that contributed to his approachable demeanor. He always 
wore a soft smile and calming coffee-brown eyes that radiated 
a feeling of warmth. Yet, no fire burned behind his irises. He 
didn’t work in a garage, and he had even less of a family. 
Instead, he had been homeless when the government found 
him alone in a grocery store’s storage section, nibbling on 
expired granola bars and sleeping on unopened paper towel 
rolls. They hired him, hoping for a lack of emotion. He was 
good at hiding it.

He had never killed before – alone, at least. He had executed 
prisoners and convicted felons in the past, but that was 
alongside other military officers. Some of their guns had been 
loaded with blanks, so he never felt guilty, even if he fired the 
killing bullet. However, this mission gave him the chance to 
prove himself. His task: to assassinate a local terrorist. 
Terrorist, he thought to himself. She had only stirred up a local 
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bar. Nobody even got hurt. He had been more of a terrorist, 
according to those standards. Was he a killer? Or was he just 
doing his duty?

He perked up as she darted across the street in her notable 
black outfit doused with neon green and pink paint. He exhaled 
deeply, tugged on his gloves and mask, and crawled to the 
edge of the street. Slowly he raised the pistol level and closed 
one eye. He stabilized his quivering hand with his left arm. His 
index finger crept toward the trigger. He blinked. A drop of 
sweat tickled the side of his face.

He lowered his arm. He couldn’t make himself do it. Murder 
wasn’t meant to be. Meanwhile, the terrorist ran along the 
sidewalk, as if she were completing a casual evening jog. He 
decided to leave, satisfied. He would show up to work the next 
day, and nobody would know he didn’t shoot her. Suddenly, a 
soldier who secretly watched the incident came out of the 
shadows, pushed a gun into his forehead and fired.
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The Fence
Poetry
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: John Somers
"

The Fence
Invited to a pool party, I walk inside  
Alongside my friends who were so gracious. 
Two blue-eyed blonde brothers and I 
Sat next to their family and friends 
They welcomed me with homemade brownies and sweet, fluffy 
donuts 
Like biting through a cloud. 
Chips and salsa, pita and hummus, cheese and crackers, 
pasta  
Like a poorly executed buffet. 
Happy and joyous, flowing conversation  
I felt different, though. 
Oddly confused, 
I looked to the left, and saw through the fence  
Black boys and men dribbling a rubber orange sphere. 

They dribbled and hollered as the ball clinked down the metal 
chains. 
I wondered  
Why aren’t they splashing in the water?  
Why aren’t they eating the Mexican or Middle-Eastern or 
Italian food? 
Why are they outside the fence and we within?  
Why am I here?  
What am I here?  
And though the court was on higher ground, 
The pool suddenly felt so much more elevated with its barbed 
wire fence. 
I stopped thinking. 
I stood and grabbed a plate for some sweets 
When one white lady approached and offered me, 
The Asian man with black hair and hazel eyes, 
Chocolate-covered crispy noodles.



3
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Doubting Your Echo
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Doubting Your Echo
I want to be like the pebbles that slow your path
Gently hitting against their smooth surface,
River, you cease your days of exhaustion and
Instead send out a slow ripple
The slow beckoning, welcoming and asking for appreciation
I want to be the sun’s glassy reflection on your imperfect 
surface
It views itself with crystal clearness; although, you,

The one reflecting the image are far from it
I want to be you in the moments of stillness
The moments after the burning rage subsided once again
River, did you wonder if your ripple would return?
Could others hear your echo?

Honorable Mention

ALISE ADORNATO
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The Ugly Duckling
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

The Ugly Duckling
She dragged me to the open fields. Arms intertwined, we 
shuffled briskly down the loose stone path towards the 
animated game of duck, duck, goose ensuing in the vastness 
in front of us. I slightly fumbled on the way down, so she 
tightened her grip and kept me balanced. After finding our way 
to the game, she asked me to take pictures of both the 
American and ashram girls playing, but to take them “quickly” 
so we could join in on the fun. I followed her wishes, but asked 
to take a photograph of her before I put my camera away. She 
cocked a coy, engaging smile and showcased the elephant 
tooth hanging flawlessly straight around her neck. Her alluring 
green eyes were complimented by the light blue sky and tall 
yellow-green pines in the background. The day was March 23 
of this year; a day that I now view as one of my happiest. The 

subject of the photo, my didi, who has left a mark on my heart 
is a 12-year-old girl named Neha.

It was a perfect day in the mountains. Unlike the day before, 
the rain hid from the Himalayas, instead of the people of the 
mountains hiding from it. If someone would have described to 
me the complete and utter beauty of the reflection of the sun 
against the copper soil, I would not have believed them. I 
needed to see it for myself. I needed to travel to India to garner 
a greater understanding of the world. How some live excessive 
lifestyles, while a man in tattered clothes a block away calls 
the streets home. I had read many stories about the 
complexity of India, the very good and the very bad, but 
research is nothing compared to experience. A friend of mine 
once said that if someone could write exactly what you will 
experience in a certain place, there would be no reason to 
travel. This picture serves as a testament to this.

The girl in the purple and white striped, hand-knit sweater, 
sitting to my right on the manure covered grass influenced my 
love and open-mindedness towards other people. She remains 
my computer desktop screen because I cannot manage to 
clump this photo along with all of my other “not-good enough” 
ones. Each day I open my computer, I see much more than 
just a girl I met once. Instead, I am reminded of the time she 
ushered me into the empty bedroom she shared with several 
other girls her age. Devoid of light, we sat in the darkness, 
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while the singing from our American and Indian counterparts 
floated in the distance. We were strangers, completely alone, 
told by society that we could not connect to each other, and yet 
we bonded. She pulled out a small comb from her cache of 
limited belongings and proceeded to brush out the intricate 
knots that had been building in my hair, then passing me to 5 
other girls to braid it. I picture her asking me to say my name 
and to write it in her journal. We spoke with the common words 
we shared about our families, lives, and even Donald Trump-
she was not a fan. But after every few minutes as the music 
grew more and more hush, she would ask me what her name 
is and then repeat mine. She wanted to remember me and for 
me to remember her.

At the time, I was given only a hint of how the moments I spent 
with her would leave an impact on me. The picture reminds me 
that the people most content with themselves will selflessly 
give as she did for me in many accounts. I am brought back to 
her running up from the fields to wish me a safe trip. Handing 
me her only copy of the Ugly Duckling, she hugged me for the 
last time and told me that she loved me, her “very best friend”. 
I am brought back to the first full day I spent in my homestay in 
a village hours from Neha’s, and wishing I could be reunited 
with her. Reading the brittle, water-marked pages of the Ugly 
Duckling, I remember acknowledging how easy it is to love 
someone. Like the mother duck in the Ugly Duckling, I 
understood that flaws and all, love is simple. Deepika found a 

place for me in her heart because a full heart is better than an 
empty one. The picture, today, serves as a reminder for me to 
love rather than hate, to give not out of necessity or custom, 
but out of selfless desire.

Before meeting Neha, I never understood how powerful the 
connection could be between people. We have entirely 
different backgrounds and yet we shared such common 
ground. She made an effort to connect with me because she 
knew that I needed to experience it for myself, in order to see 
the beauty between humans. A stranger became my very best 
friend who became my didi — my sister — in a matter of 
moments, which I find extremely powerful.

My friends tell me that the girl in a purple and white striped 
sweater, with piercing green eyes and braids smiling at me on 
my computer screen looks like me. I cock a coy smile and tell 
them she is my mini-me. They don’t know our story, but I 
wouldn’t have it any other way.



450

The Butterscotch in a Batch of Mints
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

The Butterscotch in a Batch of Mints
The creases and lines outlining the map of her face clenched 
and released
My grandmother, the sole vivid image, laughed
Like a banchee in the wild
Like the helium released from a filled-balloon
Her days of staying afloat were fleating
The chance meeting
A greeting come too late
The lush park had become a shopping mall
My elementary school, a bank
But she had remained unmaimed
Cheering and celebrating another year
Another year for someone that remains in obscurity
Another year sitting around a glass table circa 1975
But instead of lasagna there is pizza

The melodies of the tarantella replaced by intruding pop
But my grandmother's laugh will never change
It will always be the butterscotch in a batch of mints
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The Art of Braiding
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

The Art of Braiding
In my gym clothes from school that day, I would venture 
excitedly to my Nonna and Nonno’s house. Naturally, I was 
always greeted with a mountain of food because as I grew up 
knowing, good food from the garden will always make you feel 
better. As the Italians say, “Mangia che ti passa” – eat and it 
will be over, you’ll feel better. When the sacrament of eating 
approached its end, the looming thought of school would begin 
to encompass the room. However, it was always avoided until 
after my Nonna braided my hair. Plopping down on the little 
blue chair once used for time-outs, I recall feeling the 
gracefulness of my Nonna’s overused hands gently touch my 
head. I can remember the braids she donned me each night, 
but not our conversation beforehand. Each braid beared its 
own uniqueness. Some were loose, others tight, and of course 
there was always debate over how much hair would be left out 

of the braid. I favored less hair in the tail, my Nonna thought 
the opposite. Regardless, I cherished each one.

My mom loved when my Nonna braided my sisters’ and my 
hair because although beautiful, our long locks were rarely 
easy to deal with. Mine were especially prone to the dreadful 
fate of tangling. Secretly, I suppose this is why my mom 
brought us to my Nonni’s every night. I’d sit on that little blue 
chair and await the braiding process. My Nonna would begin 
by combining through my hair. Stroke after stroke, I eased into 
the realm of relaxation. She intertwined my delicate hair into 
intricate French braids, tying them with cloth, as she had done 
in Italy. My nightly rituals persisted throughout my grade school 
endeavors, until one day they didn’t.

When I was young, I had always wanted to grow older. I 
distinctly remember saying once that I was “six and a half” 
because the half distinguished me as older than other six year 
olds. Yet, when the time came to grow up, I didn’t realize what 
I would forfeit with it. Middle school brought with it more 
commitments and homework, and I found myself ceasing to 
visit my Nonni every night. This was my sacrifice. The wind of 
time gushes by and brings new enterprises. Fortunately, 
sometimes old ones blow back around.

In sixth grade, I reduced my hairstyles to down or in a ponytail. 
Quite boring if I say so myself. One day, I decided to be brave 
and braid my hair. However, I encountered one problem: I had 
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never learned how to. When I wanted braids before, I could 
count on my Nonna to satisfy my desire. But at this moment, at 
this new time, I lacked the privilege I once had. It was at this 
time that I understood that I must teach myself.

It is difficult to come to terms with the point in time in which you 
can no longer rely on someone. A part of me was excited for 
this small new opportunity, but the other was hesitant. To begin 
my journey with braiding, meant giving up the shared one with 
my Nonna. As a young girl, becoming independent seemed 
positive in its entirety. Independence, I firmly believed would 
broaden my horizon and allow me to delve further into all I 
already coveted. Never did I think that it included giving up 
certain aspects of my life. At times I wondered, “Once I give 
something up, can I get it back?” Despite my internal conflict, I 
looked to what any pre-teen would look to, YouTube. “How to 
French braid” was my first every hair tutorial search. These 4 
words initiated my mastery of braiding.

At a glance, I saw French braiding as a skill I could easily 
learn, a simple process, but I was mistaken in my presumption. 
Countless tries equated to countless failures. When I would 
weave my strands together, the overall product would look 
much more like a bird’s nest rather than a braid. My strands 
were always uneven and loose, messy and unorganized, 
simply stated, imperfect. Why was the simple process so 
troubling for me? I remember that my Nonna once showed me 

a black and white photo of her and her siblings, taken before 
they were planned to move to Argentina. The picture served as 
her passport photo for a trip that she eventually never went on, 
but she holds onto it dearly. It stunningly showcased her two 
tight French braids. It was all I aspired to emulate.

“See, I sewed my own outfit and braided my hair into two 
French braids. I was only fourteen.” She was about my age at 
the time of this picture, and her hair was perfect. Tightly woven 
strands of thick hair, tied with cloth, accentuating her curly hair 
emerging from the afore mentioned braids. This was what I 
wanted to emulate, and I would.

Each day, I desired to perfect a new braid. French braids soon 
become too simple for my increasing mastery. I moved on to 
Dutch braids, then flower braids, lace breads, and of course, 
the Katniss Everdeen braids. Confidently, I could say I 
developed into a master of braiding. I had developed into a 
young woman proud of her craft. Within a year, I had learned 
to distinguish different hair types: thick, fine, coarse, etc. and 
easily identify which braids work best with each hair type. 
Some braids, I could only execute on myself, others were 
challenging to accomplish on my own hair. My little sister 
became my guinea pig. I tested each new braid I studied on 
her thick, long, dark brown hair. Although she may have 
complained that I was pulling her hair, she cannot deny the 
many compliments she received on them. I had finally 
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accomplished what I had set out to do, and with great respect 
too.

I always offered to braid others’ hair; however, I knew that my 
braids were only perfect when I braided my own. In essence 
braiding was always for me. I am a master at braiding because 
I wanted to be. I put in the time and the effort. Hard work at 
something not required is a strange idea to grasp. To put so 
much effort into a craft you solely see the true beauty in is 
frustrating, like when I would finish a French braid and 
recognize to my dismay that I had forgotten a strand of hair.

Frequently throughout my journey I compared my braids to my 
Nonna’s in her black and white picture. As close as they came, 
they were never exact in beauty; they couldn’t be. I unfairly 
placed that picture on a pedestal, in the hopes of reconnecting 
to my braiding childhood, to my Nonna. If independence 
likened to a slight detach with her over braiding, then I must be 
able to perfectly mirror it, right? Otherwise, how could I 
measure my success? What was the sacrifice for?

I’m well aware that braiding is a beautiful craft that deserves to 
be valued. Each small strand coming together as one 
symbolizes this, and yet I only braid my hair on occasion now. 
In sixth grade, I embarked on my braiding journey. Braiding 
started out for myself and only myself, out of desire and the 
need to become independent. Each respective braid pieced 
together a lesson I was familiar with, but had to teach myself. 

As I’ve learned, true endurance can only come from within. It 
erupted from the moments when I struggled to see my 
endeavor as a glass half-full. Through endurance my mastery 
blossomed. My foundation was laid after watching the first 
YouTube video, and after I quickly began to build my château 
in the French Alps. However now, though I know my 
capabilities with braiding, I feel no obligation to do it. Success 
is measured by however you want to measure it, and 
sometimes you can decide to stop measuring it. Once a 
master, must you always practice your craft?

It was a Thursday night in August of this year and my hair was 
lusciously smooth, rare for the natural tangly state of it. It was 
late, and although I was exhausted from school and soccer, I 
began to braid my hair. Attentively, I watched my hands grasp 
micro-strands of hair through my weary reflection. Under, 
under, under, and add these steps I heeded more so than ever 
before. Slowly, two tightly woven Dutch braids with my curly 
hair emerging from their tails, materialized before my eyes. 
Beauty, pure beauty, and underneath pride. The next day, I 
combined the braids into one bun. My Nonna came over that 
night and observant as she is, noticed my braids.

“Wow. You look like me in that picture with your hair like that.”

“I know. I did it myself.”
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in the trash
Poetry
Grade: 9
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

in the trash
gum adorned with hair. 
tissues crusted into shape. 
half eaten candy bars. bloodied  
bandaids. a discarded razor 
that left its mark. 
crumpled notes rehearsing  
breakups. abandoned  
pens, someone’s prized  

mascara. a girl’s 
failed test blurred with  
tears. my poems, trashed  
for the secrets they 
hold, sit under a  
moldy sandwich. 
 
and the day is carried away and  
replaced, the dutiful can ready 
to be filled once more.

Honorable Mention

SHEREEN AHMAD
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time
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

time
My mom convinced me to let her cut my hair in the bath tub 
again and now it doesn’t touch my shoulders 
             and I only have one friend  
 
I wear my hair in a bun everyday 
             and I just told my parents I’m gay 
 
My hair grazes my collar bone, 

             I got into college  
 
My hair is blond  
             and I don’t know how I am 
 
My hair’s in a bun again  
             and Emily’s in the hospital  
 
My hair is straight
and my whole body is pretending
 
My hair curls around my ears 
             I think I know who I am 
 
My hair curls around my ears 
             I am wrong  
 
The tips of my hair are red
but I don’t know anyone  
 
My hair’s still in a bun
and we have a new president 
 
My hair’s still in a bun
and people think I agree with them 
 

Honorable Mention

GRACE AMJAD
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My hair’s still in a bun
but I don’t know how the survive  
 
My hair grazes my collar bone  
             and I think I might be happy now
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Eyes on You
Poetry
Grade: 12
Mayfield High School
Instructor: Kari Beery
"

Eyes on You
Eyes on You
Leaves fly by like fire
The world blurred like a monet painting
Music blasts through the speakers and trails like dust
A familiar tune like you winds its way to my ears
The melody eases my lips into a smile,
releases the tension in my shoulders,and floods my heart,
Just one peek,

You‘ve got to be there,
Your beautiful eyes must be waiting to lock with mine,
Just one look,
One look and it will be nirvana
My worries will be carried out by the tide of your presence,
I turn my head to an empty passenger seat,
My heart stops, dejected,
I turn my head forward to refocus on my task
Immediately faced with bright yellow lights
I adjust the steering wheel to reality,
Back to the safety of my lane
There’s a mistake in thinking the tide could settle.
There’s a mistake in thinking the tide would stay.

Honorable Mention

ANNA ARUNSKI



458

Tides
Poetry
Grade: 12
Mayfield High School
Instructor: Kari Beery
"

Tides
Tides
The sound of your voice rolls into my ears,
Eyes of clear crystal blue sweep me away
Your luscious lips crash against mine  
As the smell of you drags me back
When you drift in,
Your tidal consumes me,
You envelop me in a refreshing wave,
In these moments you are all I care to know
When you leave however, your strong will is felt,
You pull at my heart like pebbles under you,
I want to fly by you but instead I am lost
Riding your powerful wave defeats me
I cannot hold onto a thing so wild
Instead I sit on the sandy beach

Here, I can admire you from a distance
Safe from harm, I can watch your magnificent beauty
If I am feeling brave I allow my feet to carry me to the edge
My hand dips in your shallow waters, I only touch you briefly
You come back, always constant but never the same.
When the sun begins to set I am faced with a choice,
I can take a familiar journey across the cooling sand,
Or
I can return to you, your waves consuming me into a hug,
Dragging me out with you once again,
Like a beast with its prey.
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A Sexist President
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

A Sexist President
“Trump is Beginning to Lose His Grip.” An alluring yet 
polarizing title that, with such little context, gives readers just 
enough information to speculate. Despite using a wildly 
interpretive title for his opinion piece, leading Democratic 
pollster and political strategist Stanley B. Greenberg of The 
New York Times expresses one way in which Trump has lost 
his grip: in the polls. His piece illustrates how Trump’s 
misogynistic behavior, which was highlighted during his 

campaign and has only grown during his presidency, turned 
women further away from the Republican Party. Greenberg 
provides visual comparisons of women’s votes in the 2016 
presidential election to the 2018 midterm elections through 
statistical graphs and various surveys. However, his piece fails 
to explain the reasoning behind the results he presents and 
does not provide the readers with the further insight that ought 
to be accompanied with the research. Although Greenberg 
presents a credible, coherent, and well-supported opinion in 
his piece, he fails to envision the real impact of his thorough 
statistics.

Greenberg’s diligence and the thoroughness of his research 
are undeniable. He explains the conclusions of Democracy 
Corp’s election night survey for Women’s Voice Women’s Vote 
Actions Fund through his focus on three separate groups of 
white women: unmarried white women, white women with a 
college degree, and white working-class women. This 
classification allows readers to compare the votes of women of 
different ages, levels of education, and socio-economic 
classes. Greenberg analyzes this data: “House Democrats 
increased their vote margin nationally among white women 
with at least a four-year degree by 13 points compared to the 
2016 Clinton-Trump margin. In 2018, unmarried white women 
pushed up their vote margin for Democrats by 10 points. In 
fact, white working class women raised their vote margin for 

Honorable Mention

ZEHRA ASHRUF
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Democrats by 13 points.” However, Greenberg does more than 
spew facts; he breaks them down, giving his own analysis and 
relating the research to the decrease in female Republican 
support, so his readers can fully comprehend the complexity of 
his argument. Greenberg further explains that, overall, women 
split their vote between Democrats and Republicans, but it’s 
becoming more and more clear which way they’re moving. He 
consistently alludes to specific events and dates to create a 
solid timeline for the audience to reference. Ultimately, 
Greenberg succeeds in simplifying his research, giving his 
audience a better grasp of his argument.

Where Greenberg’s argument falls short, however, is his 
inability to conceptualize his results, explain why women are 
leaving the Republican party. This flaw minimizes the effect of 
his opinion on the audience, as his piece seems more like a 
statistical analysis that simply presents information rather than 
powerful opinion piece that asks the audience to reconsider 
their own point of view and elicits an emotional response from 
the readers, and it is this response that measures the impact 
of his argument. His data is not only a strength, but also a 
weakness; the statistics establish the credibility of Greenberg’s 
argument, but it’s that same data that drowns out his opinion, 
downplays the importance of the loss of Republican female 
support, and undervalues the emotional impact of his piece. 
We understand that the Republican Party is turning women 

away, but Greenberg doesn’t address a key element of this 
discussion: why are these women leaving?

As a first-generation Muslim woman of color, I have struggled 
to accept (or even tolerate, frankly) our current political 
administration and its leadership. Over the course of its history, 
it’s evident that the United States has made a great deal of 
progress in its journey to achieve equal treatment of the sexes: 
suffrage, political representation, job opportunities, etc. 
Despite these incredible milestones, we can’t seem to do the 
most basic of them: treat women like real people. Not like 
physical objects, or damsels in distress, or servants to the 
male population, or sources of sexual pleasure. Like real 
human beings. It’s not a lot to ask for, but with Trump as 
president, it seems like we’ll never get there, like we’re actually 
taking steps backwards. Whether it’s the fight for equal pay, or 
the Me Too movement, or our next step in promoting social 
justice and initiating change for the better, our battle for gender 
equality becoming increasingly difficult. This is why fewer 
women are voting for Republican representation. Because 
Trump, the face of the Republican party, chooses to dwell in 
his own misogyny rather than recognize the collective value of 
women, to treat them as what they are: human beings. The 
person who is meant to lead and represent the "land of the 
free and the home of the brave", a country that presents 
opportunities to foreigners and thrives on diversity, a nation 
that claims to value unity above all else in the face of hardship, 
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is actually your friendly neighborhood sexist. Greenberg claims 
that Trump is only beginning to lose his grip, but the truth is: 
he’s already lost it.
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On Aging
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hawken School
Instructor: Steve Weiskopf
"

On Aging
What scares me most about getting older is reaching that point 
when no one wants to listen.

It’s customary for high school students that the spring of your 
junior year you visit colleges in preparation for application. 
Instead of colleges, however, my family and I visited assisted 
living facilities throughout Long Island and Connecticut. My 
classmates returned from break with an impressive recitation 

of admissions statistics while I returned with information on the 
skyrocketing rates of abuse and STDs in nursing homes. Just 
like my classmates, I too had been preparing for the future, 
just a more distant one.

It was hard to tell that my grandmother’s mind was unraveling 
into Dementia because she had been retelling stories for many 
years prior to her illness. By the time I was old enough to 
speak to her on the phone, I noticed that she had a penchant 
for telling me who she saw in town more than once. When the 
repetition increased, my father and his siblings barely noticed; 
they had stopped listening a while ago.

I am not close to my paternal grandmother. We never had the 
kind of relationship where I turned to her for comfort or wanted 
to share things with her. There was always distance. Perhaps 
it was geographic but more truthfully, I think there was 
something about the way my grandmother spoke to me and 
my family that made me think she liked us better at arm’s 
length. At first glance, this evaluation would never surface. In 
many ways, people regard my grandmother as a pillar of her 
Long Island community. She was a teacher’s aide for over 20 
years, provided after-school care for children who lost their 
parents in 9/11, and volunteered her Sundays to teach Hebrew 
school. For decades, countless neighbors attested to how my 
grandmother is the first one to call in a crisis and the last light 
to go out on her street; any time, day or night, she would be 

Honorable Mention
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there. However, whenever I interacted with my grandmother, 
she always chose to speak about neighbors and temple 
congregants and distant cousins and “her friend Freddy’s 
younger sister’s boyfriend’s dog sitter” before ever inquiring 
about my life or letting me inquire about hers. I remember 
moments of looking down at the phone, watching the time 
accumulate on the dark landline screen, and thinking that it 
was sort of odd that we had talked for an hour and forty-five 
minutes but that my grandmother had yet to say my name.

After a few unrelated injuries, my grandmother’s body and my 
father’s trust in his mother’s autonomy had grown bruised. 
Soon enough, the email chains started. “WORRIED ABOUT 
MOM.” For months my father and his siblings deliberated the 
right course of action. Was mom really sick? Hadn’t she 
always been a little forgetful? Certainly she could stay in her 
house, what with all of Long Island looking out for her. But 
when my aunt started to visit my grandmother, the situation 
grew urgent. The house was reported in disarray and my 
grandmother forgetful of meals and medication.

Soon discussion of what to do about my grandmother invaded 
our dinner table conversations. We circled round and round 
with talk of doctors, caregiving, and nursing homes. My 
mother, a first generation Syrian-American, turned her nose at 
the prospect of locking up the elderly, but my father insisted 
that moving my grandmother to a facility was the only way for 

his mother to live the end of her life comfortably. It was 
decided. For my father’s fiftieth birthday, and my Spring Break, 
we would visit assisted living facilities and share with my 
grandmother what my father and his siblings believed to be 
their decision.

We begin the conversation outside despite the stifling heat. 
First it’s just my family and my grandmother. We try for small 
talk, but everything my grandmother says feels like an 
enormous indication of her disease. Her blue eyes no one 
inherited are glassy. My aunt arrives fresh from the shower. 
She complains of traffic and sits on the patio step. 
Immediately, she pulls notebooks, binders, and loose papers 
from her bag; she means business. We wait. Finally, the chain 
link fence clinks and Lisa enters the scene. My father received 
Lisa’s name from a friend.

“She’s a lifesaver, really. Helped with Elaine’s mother like you 
wouldn’t believe.”

Lisa introduces herself as “an elder care specialist” and, 
without any solicitation, passes out her card. I take one. I 
guess it’s never too early to plan.

Lisa sits directly across from my grandmother and begins the 
interrogation.

“What have the past couple months been like for you?”
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“Well they’ve been like any other. I’m busy with school and 
temple. I like to stay busy, you know.”

“But your children told me the school let you go.”

I sit up straighter. No way did Lisa just go there.

“I don’t work there as much as I used to…I used to work a 
lot…I worked with all the kids. They live around here. I still see 
them and help out when they need me. I keep busy.”

“When’s the last time you had someone over here to clean 
up?”

“That would be me,” my aunt pipes in frustration.

“Yes, I get help around the house. But if I can’t, it’s still 
manageable.”

I watch the sweat pool on Lisa’s lip. Something tells me she 
had aspirations to be a lawyer.

“Don’t you think it’s a lot to ask your daughter to drive all the 
way from Connecticut to help you tidy up?”

“I can manage by myself.”

“Not from the looks of it. Do you know why I’m here?”

“No.”

“Your children called me here because it’s time for you to 
transition into the next phase of your life. From the looks it, you 
would function beautifully in an assisted care facility.”

“I don’t need that. I’m fine on my own.”

Lisa turns to my family. It’s the first time she’s broken eye 
contact with my grandmother. She smiles.

“Looks like someone needs a little convincing.”

What is it about Lisa’s statement that makes me feel like she’s 
breaking the third wall? I watch my grandmother look at us 
while we exchange smiles with Lisa. The discomfort, to me, is 
palpable. Lisa continues her belligerent questions with periodic 
remarks directed to us. After an hour of this, I look directly at 
my grandmother. Already petite, she looks like a child 
misplaced at the adult table. I think about how everyone is 
speaking about my grandmother without speaking to her. Even 
when Lisa was asking my grandmother questions, she didn’t 
care about the response; Lisa, like all of us, had given up on 
my grandmother’s story.

The dynamic of the backyard intervention speaks to the 
distance that exists in my father’s family. In many ways, we 
were a divided front that had commissioned a messenger to 
break the news. Everyone in my family feels distant from our 
matriarch, and for so long, I wondered why that was. Only in 
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that moment, did I realize that it’s because my grandmother 
knows things are safer when you severe yourself from what 
you can lose. My grandmother lived a life of a loss. She was a 
child of the Great Depression, a Jew in the 30s, and a victim of 
bankruptcy.

Uncharacteristically, I extend my hand to my grandmother’s 
shoulder. Finally, I understand why she can’t get to know me; 
it’s for our own protection.

Watching my grandmother’s journey has shown me that we 
will all reach our descent eventually. But it isn’t her disease 
that scares me. I hope that as I grow older, my children will 
resolve to listen to me until the end. If they don’t, I fear they 
won’t know me until it’s too late.
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28 Green Street
Lily pressed the charcoal pencil on the outline of her eyelid. 
She blinked. It looked good, but could it be better? She pushed 
harder. The pencil splintered and smeared, leaving a gray 
shadow around her eye. She needed a towel, something to 
wet and clean up her mess. No towel in sight, she looked for 
toilet paper. The barren cardboard tube was a skeleton on her 
bathroom floor, the charcoal pencil rolled off the vanity and into 
the graveyard.

She knocked three times on his door before jiggling the 
doorknob in frustration.

“Mom told you not to lock your door anymore. Remember?”

Lily could hear Pacino’s voice from inside her brother’s room. 
Every Sunday, he watched The Godfather on a portable DVD 
player. When Lily had tried to tell every one of her brother’s 

weekend tradition, he had grabbed at her shoulder and pushed 
her against the wall. “Tell someone else, and I’ll decapitate 
you.”

“Earnest, I’m in crisis. I need towels. Please! The blood is 
everywhere!”

She heard the movie stop.

“Blood from what? If it’s your period, mom will be home from 
her shift soon.”

“It’s not my period.”

“What is it then?”

“Just let me come in, okay?”

She could hear him lumber up from the champagne shag. He 
had fallen for her tricks. She would raid his towels, clean her 
face, and figure out another way to waste away the Sunday. 
The door swung open.

“Shit, your face, looks like shit.” Earnest smiled, revealing the 
tooth he chipped on a soda can, the one he told everyone he 
nearly lost in a neighborhood fight.

“I was trying something new. Towels, please.”
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Earnest motioned to a pile of clothes at the foot of his bed. As 
Lily rooted through the clothes, Earnest unfolded his body into 
a pushup position, hit play on the DVD player, and began a 
set. He breathed heavier for Lily, putting on a show for his 
sister to convince her, and himself, of something he didn’t quite 
understand. He just knew it was important that she peak out of 
the corner of her eye and see him doing these pushups and he 
pretend that he couldn’t see her watching him.

Lily slowed her search for a towel, glancing around the room. It 
was smaller than she remembered it, smelled different too. 
The bed was unmade but his desk, as always, was 
impeccable. He had taken down the pictures of him playing 
baseball because he had quit that summer. The photo of him 
with mom was gone too. Lily frowned at the changes, 
struggling to imagine her brother coming home from school 
with the intention of cleansing his room of photographs he no 
longer wanted to see. But she knew where to look to find the 
stuff that never went anywhere. The Manilla folder sat thick 
under his bookshelf. Lily knew better than to ever read the 
loose papers, but she was pleased to see that he was still 
writing poems. When Earnest was younger, he would read the 
poems at dinner, but that was when they lived in a bigger 
house on a different street and mom had paid the neighbor girl 
to teach him about verse.

Lily was bored with her search. She stole a glance at Earnest. 
She wondered how he could watch the movie and do pushups 
at the same time. She thought about jumping on his back.

“Ernie, I’m bored.”

He grumbled about homework or TV. She ignored his 
suggestions. Instead, she peeled back the curtains and stared 
out at the melting snow that was starting to reveal the garbage 
that had been obscured for January

“I know what we can do. Think we’ll make it to the 1:30 bus?”

Brother and sister descended on the streets. She hadn’t wiped 
the makeup off and he hadn’t bothered with a coat. They 
walked briskly to make the bus and found seats separate from 
each other, but if she bent forward and he tilted to the left, they 
could still make out each other’s faces. They raised eyebrows 
at the Jamaican woman in a yellow velvet tank top, her bosom 
spilling over the seams and made faces at the Korean man 
reading an upside-down book. Earnest motioned as if he was 
going to tell the man that his ruse was up, but Lily laughed and 
blew their anonymity.

The passengers thinned, but Lily and Earnest stayed separate. 
They stared out the windows and watched as the houses grew 
further apart. Lily knew that Earnest was listening to Louis 
Armstrong in his head and Earnest knew that Lily was thinking 
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about how much she had liked buying travel sized shampoo 
from the pharmacy they had just passed. The bus reached its 
last stop until it would turn around to take more passengers 
through the shopping plazas and polluting factories to the 
manicured lawns and lost dog signs.

Lily and Earnest stepped off the bus. He shivered at the 
remnants of winter and she offered him her blue knit scarf. He 
took it and tied it expertly.

They stayed across the street because they both knew they 
would get too close to the past if they walked any closer. They 
watched white sedans pile into the driveway and navy SUVs 
tear at the grass. Some families took their shoes off at the 
door, others proceeded without caution, bringing wintery 
sludge into the house Lily and Earnest chose to remember as 
existing in perpetual summer.

Lily beamed. “It’s more beautiful than I remember it.”

“Yeah, time has that effect.”

“Ernie, you think we’ll ever come back here?”

Earnest flexed his arms in the sun cresting the roof of the 
house. He shrugged in response to Lily’s question.

They watched the house until it was time to go. Diligently, they 
turned around, trudging back to the bus that would take them 
home.
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Scrambled Eggs
December 17th, 2015# 7:04 am

I wake up, stretch, then roll out of bed. My braid from last night 
had come undone and my hair is a tangled mess. It’s winter 
break but for some reason, I wake up early every day. I slip my 
fuzzy pink robe on over my matching pajama set and head 
downstairs. Mom and Dad are still asleep as I put on my brown 
moccasin slippers and walk towards the pantry. The door 

creaks open and I tilt my head back to look at the top shelf. 
Tony the Frosted Flakes Tiger smiles at me from the front of 
the blue cereal box and I’m standing on my tiptoes, reaching 
for it. The box falls forward and into my arms, upside down. A 
flood of cereal cascades onto the floor and by the time I right 
the box, it’s empty. I throw the box into the recycling bin and 
hurry to the garage to grab a broom. As I sweep up the spilled 
cereal, my eyes dart across the kitchen, looking for something 
else to eat. Then my eyes land on the stove and the perfect 
breakfast comes to mind: scrambled eggs.

I’d seen Mom do it so many times before. She would grab a 
knife from one cupboard and a bowl from another, then tap the 
egg gently until the shell cracked in half. When whisking the 
yolk and white together, she never splashed a drop on herself. 
The motion had been done so often that it was almost second 
nature to her. It was done so effortlessly, it seemed she could 
do it in her sleep. She turned on the stove and grabbed a 
frying pan in one swift motion before drizzling oil until the pan 
was fully covered. She would pour the mixture onto the sizzling 
pan and would glide her spatula across, evenly cooking the 
eggs. Her product was delicious; thick, creamy scrambled 
eggs, perfect for eating with a slice of toast.

I start off the same way she did, by grabbing a bowl, a knife, 
and an egg. I hold the egg in my left hand and the knife in the 
other, dull side facing down. I breathe in deeply and raise the 
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knife. I come down hard and before I know it, yolk and white 
are all over my fuzzy robe. “Ughh,” I exclaim while watching 
yellow yolk drip from my fingers. I wash my hands and inch out 
of my robe, careful not to sully my shirt. I start to pour oil onto 
the dull, red pan, careful not to pour too much. “Plop!” The lid 
of the oil can falls into the mix and a thick stream of oil has left 
my pan with nearly a half inch of oil. I discard of the extra oil 
and add another egg when a call from my sister arrives. “I’m 
making eggs,” I proudly state, “they look so good!” I smell 
burning from behind me and turn around. My eggs are burning.

I use my spatula to scrape my “delicious” concoction off of the 
pan before it burns even more. It falls onto my plate as a hard 
lump. The eggs are more orange and black than a creamy mix 
of yellow and white and are most definitely overcooked. I poke 
them with my fork and the mass jiggles before settling back to 
its incredibly flawed state. The salt has crystalized on one side, 
while the black pepper I had sprinkled on as a finishing touch 
made it look like bugs were attacking my inedible breakfast. I 
frown at the distasteful breakfast I’ve made and decide to eat a 
banana instead.

December 20th, 2017# 7:13 am

My dad is getting ready for work and my mom is still asleep, so 
I’m on breakfast duty. I swing open the pots and pan cupboard, 

filled to the brim with all sorts of cooking supplies, then search 
for my favorite cooking pan, the red one I use every time I 
make eggs. I pour just the right amount of oil onto the pan and 
crack and egg on the side of the pan and let yolk and white fall 
in. I mix them together using a well-loved wooden spoon and 
add a splash of milk to make the eggs creamy. I let them cook 
for a few minutes and put a slice of bread in the toaster. 
“Ching!” The bread pops up and I lay it on a plate, and the 
scrambled eggs slides onto the toast, making the perfect 
breakfast.

It has been two years since I first tried to make scrambled 
eggs, and I am pleased to say that my technique has greatly 
improved after much experimentation. The quality of my 
scrambled eggs has surpassed my mother’s and if someone in 
my family wants scrambled eggs, they come to me. Being a 
master at something is a very unfamiliar feeling since I’ve 
never excelled at anything to the level where someone would 
come to me as the best person for the job. Being average at 
what I did had become habit, but now that I am the number 
one pick, I feel different. The cereal box emptying itself on the 
floor must have been a sign since now I excel at making 
scrambled eggs. It seems childish to boast about being able to 
make good scrambled eggs, but I think about how much I have 
advanced, from the very first time to now. Mastering that 
simple task was the beginning of realizing that if my eggs 
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progressed from being a sloppy mess to a family favorite, that I 
could make the same growth at anything else I chose to do.
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Jewelry: the epitome of class
“The only thing that does any good is to jump in a cab and go 
to Tiffany’s. Calms me down right away. The quietness and the 
proud look of it; nothing very bad can ever happen to you 
there.”
-Holly Golightly, Breakfast at Tiffany’s

Breakfast at Tiffany’s is one of the most beloved movies of all 
time, but, despite its title, it resonates with most for topics other 

than jewelry from the namesake store. For me, however, Holly 
Golightly and Paul Varjak’s epic turbulent relationship, and the 
many adventures that come along with it, will always fall 
second to my love for the movie’s portrayal of jewelry and 
Tiffany’s itself. The famed actress of the film, Audrey Hepburn, 
is a symbol of classic poise and grace. In my eyes, she 
perfectly personifies Tiffany’s with her effortless style, class, 
and sophistication. The opening scene of the film, with 
Hepburn eating her danish and drinking her coffee outside of 
Tiffany’s in opera gloves, a black Givenchy gown, and an 
enormous strand of pearls, epitomizes fashion and beauty in a 
manner that I never thought was possible before watching the 
film. Several moments in the film use jewelry to symbolize the 
love between Holly and Paul, but the one that resonates with 
me most is when Paul manages to get the simple silver metal 
ring from his cracker jack box engraved at Tiffany’s with Holly’s 
initials, H.G., to give it to her. While it was the cheapest ring 
money could buy, Tiffany’s was willing to engrave it for them 
for the sake of expressing their romance through jewelry no 
matter the price. It is then when Holly reminds Paul by saying 
“Didn’t I tell you this is a lovely place?” It was indeed lovely, 
and the film was easily able to portray it in that manner. The 
idealistic image of the store offered a sense of an alternate 
reality and escape from the crowded and bustling New York 
streets upon arrival. The music shifted to the famous 
backtrack, the mood lightened, the main characters were 
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greeted with a warm welcome from the workers, and the 
jewelry shone throughout the store and reflected so much 
blinding light that it looked as if one was entering heaven from 
the sight of it all.

“Jewelry is like a biography. A story that tells the many 
chapters of our life.”
-Anonymous

My parents have now been married for twenty seven years. 
When they first got engaged, my father refused for anyone to 
help him pay for the ring. The extravagant wedding 
overlooking the Nile in the heart of Cairo with enough flowers 
to fill a botanical garden was acceptable to help fund, no 
problem, but the ring was a completely different story. Because 
of this, the ring was relatively small, but it was beautiful 
nonetheless. A little diamond mounted upon an ornately 
designed golden band fit my mother’s finger perfectly. It was 
purchased, of course, from the family’s go-to jewelry store. 
While the whole family’s careers remained geared towards 
medicine, engineering, dentistry, and pharmacy, that by no 
means meant they did not know how to appreciate the artistic 
aspects of life, especially jewelry. Eiffel jewelry shop, as it was 
called, illuminated its fake Eiffel Tower lights through the 
crowded streets of Cairo and shone through the night. The 
store was small and personal, but inside lay hundreds of rings 
that my dad would spend weeks sifting through in order to find 

the perfect one that he would actually be able to afford. This 
was an incredibly tough task since the store was geared 
towards people much more established financially than he had 
been at the time. However, the personal connection with the 
owner, whose official title of “Monsieur Albeir” clearly 
expressed the French theme of the store, made the hefty sum 
easier to swallow. He did not offer discounts, as that was 
against his store policy, but he stayed with my father for hours 
on end as he looked through his collection. The countless 
hours at the store and the romantic gesture of not accepting 
help to purchase it made the ring seem even more beautiful 
than it would have seemed otherwise.

After the wedding came the two daughters and the move from 
a family of seventy to a family of four. Together they moved 
from the heart of Cairo to the suburbs of Mayfield, Ohio. As the 
years went on together, they grew more comfortable, and after 
living twenty four years an ocean away from the rest of our 
large family, my father decided that it was time for a change. 
Something to symbolize how far they had come in this time 
and truly had achieved all they wished for and more. This new 
chapter was not to be marked with a new house or a new car, 
but with a new ring for my mother. My sister was completing 
dental school in New York

City at the time, and each time we went to visit we spent 
countless hours in the renowned diamond district of the city. 
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We moved from Cartier and Tiffany’s to the small business 
owners with stores right under the famous diamond shaped 
lampposts on 47th street. He finally found the perfect fit after 
months of searching, and the new ring compared to the old 
truly represented just how far they had come. This piece of 
jewelry symbolized a new era, a new chapter in their 
relationship. This new ring consisted of a huge diamond that 
lay propped on top of a thick silver ring that sat in between two 
diamond bands: once again all perfectly fit to my mother’s 
hand. The diamond shone so much that my mother, not a 
materialistic person, still gets nervous to this day to wear it in 
public. She gets worried that the ring makes her look spoiled. 
This is particularly because the first time she wore it on the 
drive back from New York, the drive through worker at 
McDonald’s could not stop staring and complimenting her 
about it. While she was worried about the image it portrayed, 
my dad worked hard –as he still does- to remind her that it is 
not truly about the ring itself. The ring to him, and hopefully to 
her, represents their tale from struggle to success and their 
growth together. It represents their story in which they always 
remained connected together despite how many other people 
have come and gone throughout their journey. Sticking to his 
traditions of course, he paid for it all on his own, but now that 
didn’t seem to be as big of an issue as it once was.

“Into every girl’s life a little diamond should fall.”
- Elizabeth Taylor

“Every piece of jewelry tells a story”
- Gem Hunt

My grandmother and grandfather, teta and gido in Arabic, 
came from Cairo to Cleveland to stay with my family when I 
was born, and stayed until my baptism three months later. 
Already well prepared for the future, my teta bought me a 
diamond cross necklace from the jewelry store

where the whole family makes all their jewelry purchases. 
Each little diamond shone through the necklace, and my mom 
told me that my teta said it represented Jesus shining through 
the piece of jewelry. The beautiful religious symbol lay 
connected to a delicate gold chain that had the smallest clasp 
known to man. It seems to be a recurring theme in expensive 
jewelry that the clasp is so incredibly small that another person 
needs to assist to put it on. I have always wondered whether 
this was on purpose, so much that it symbolizes the deep 
personal connection that lies in jewelry and who gifts it to you. 
Clearly, I would not have been able to wear it as an infant, but 
this necklace was seen more as an investment in my older self 
and her jewelry collection. The necklace stood in sharp 
contrast to the several toys and clothes that I received for the 
special occasion, but managed to be much more valuable and 
worth the wait. My teta passed away when I was nine months 
old, my gido when I was four years. I have a few memories of 
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my gido when he would come to visit and take me to preschool 
with my mom, but clearly none remained of my teta. Luckily, I 
got to remember her through this necklace, a very worthwhile 
long term investment. My mother finally gave it to me when I 
was about thirteen and deemed responsible enough to take 
care of it. More so than the pictures of her propped up around 
the house or in photo albums collecting dust in the basement 
which I sometimes go down to look at, I learned who my teta 
was through this necklace. For instance, I learned that she had 
an impeccable sense of style, for I get complimented for the 
necklace nearly every time I wear it. I also learned that she 
knew the value of an investment. However much the necklace 
cost, which I will never know, I do know that the price did not 
signify the value of it to her. The value was in the sentiment, in 
the emotion attached to the object. I have since learned that 
she was a very emotional person, and she knew each person 
through their thoughts instead of their actions. After learning 
this, the emotional connection to the gift resonated with me 
even more than it had before. As cliché as it may sound; I truly 
do feel like I have a piece of her with me each time that I wear 
the necklace, as this is exactly what I think she would have 
wanted. She knew that no matter what happened, I would 
always have this necklace to remember her by; which is clearly 
more worthwhile than a tickle me Elmo doll that I received for 
my baptism from my parent’s friends. She also clearly knew 
the power of a defining piece of jewelry, a trait which may as 

well be genetic, as it runs through our family. With one small 
necklace, I got to learn who my teta was as a person. Of 
course, I had learned all about her from my mom and dad and 
sisters and aunts and uncles and cousins, but this was so 
different. This time her connection was with me, and I never 
got to share my memories with her the way they all could, but I 
did get my own unique connection with her. This is one that will 
outlast the tests of time and loss: one that I can hold on to 
forever.

“Jewelry has the power to be the one little thing that can make 
you feel unique.”
- Jennie Kwan

My sisters and I all have our own jewelry boxes that lay 
trapped in our parents’ room with no intention of ever leaving it. 
These are not small dainty jewelry boxes, but boxes large 
enough to hold entire photo albums from the pre-cell phone 
age, and like these photo albums each piece tells its own 
story. Each box is filled with rings, necklaces, bracelets, and 
earrings which haven’t seen the light of day in several years. 
My mother thinks it’s safer this way, so that we don’t lose all of 
our gifts, but after fighting her on it with the logic that the gifts 
are worthless to us if they are never worn, I finally convinced 
her to open the boxes up. Each box contains unique pieces of 
jewelry for all three daughters: given for special occasions and 
placed straight into “the boxes” by mom. Clearly she had been 



476

looking at them recently or had a remarkable memory, 
because she could tell exactly when I took a piece out of one 
of my sisters’ boxes and would make me return it to them. I 
collected what I wanted, took it to my room, and left the rest in 
the box for mom to keep a watchful eye over. While some of 
the jewelry inside is valuable, some is not, but they are placed 
together because they all hold sentimental value because of 
those who gave them to us. One that resonated with me 
specifically was given to me by my aunt during one of our visits 
to Egypt. It was a gold bracelet with two sparkling diamond 
beads on each side, and it twisted around my wrist like a 
snake reaching up my arm. I fell in love with it from the 
moment I saw it, but little did I know that I would not see it for 
another five years until I finally opened my jewelry box. In a 
way, the box represented a sense of stillness through

the ever changing moments of life. I had all but forgotten about 
the bracelet, but when I saw it sitting on the velvet bedding I 
automatically felt as if I was nine years old and it was being 
given

to me all over again. In my mind at that time absolutely nothing 
in my life had changed from the moment I was first given the 
piece to when I saw it again at home five years later. Each 
piece represents a unique person, time, and place where all 
the stars aligned to allow me to be given this piece of jewelry. 
Each memory, like a photograph, stands still through that piece 

of jewelry: with no piece of the outside world able to affect it. It 
belongs to me, and while I still

don’t see most of it and should probably exchange it next time 
we are in Egypt at the beloved family jewelry store for some 
pieces that I will actually use, the idea of them is a gift in and 
of itself.

“Jewelry is a personal thing… It should tell a story about the 
person who is wearing it.”
-Garance Daré

With travel comes obligatory presents, and with these presents 
come a need to connect whatever object you choose to get 
with the place in which you bought it. While I am more than 
willing to purchase gifts for others who were not there with me, 
the idea of buying something for myself remains incredibly 
difficult. I often feel that if I was already there, what could 
possibly be a good enough reason to spend even more money 
on something from there. I am

already taking away with me new memories, life experiences, 
and photographs. What could possibly represent all of that in 
one object? I thought of this while we walked through the

crowded Monasteraki square in the heart of Athens. This was 
with my hands dirty from eating my street car gyro, and with 
vendors shouting from left and right drowning out all sound 
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unless it pertained to the once in a lifetime deal they’re offering 
on a “Hercules is my Hero” t-shirt. My family was buying gifts 
and deep in price bargaining with the salesmen while I 
wandered through the endless souvenirs: wishing for the 
whole thing to be over. It was then that my hands stumbled 
across a bright blue beaded bracelet with a hamsa hand with a 
blue evil eye in the middle of it. The beauty of the small piece 
of jewelry was oddly overwhelming, and it was then that I 
finally understood what this souvenir business was all about. I 
suddenly could not see myself living without this bracelet. 
When I asked to buy it, my parents were so deep in souvenir 
shopping that the extra five Euros made no difference to them. 
The bracelet was

nothing extravagant, but the simplicity in its beauty drew me 
into it the way that most jewelry tends to. With this came my 
inherent trait of connecting beauty to emotion and personal 
connection. This time, however, the jewelry did not connect me 
to my teta, or my parents, or even to Greece. This bracelet 
connected me to myself, and my simple love for jewelry and 
the possibility to express yourself through it.

Since we came back from Greece last July I have rarely taken 
it off. I get complimented for it constantly and always receive a 
disgruntled and subtly jealous sigh after my response to “So 
where did you get it from?”. “Greece”, I would say, or “Athens”, 
or “Monasteraki Square”:

depending on how specific the conversation was becoming at 
the time. Each of these answers, though, do not truly represent 
the origin of the bracelet for me. To me, the bracelet was a gift

from me to myself. Something which I chose myself, in order to 
represent myself and my personality. If I were to answer the 
question truthfully, I would say I got it from myself. I have 
learned over the years how jewelry can affect somebody in all 
aspects of their personality. It can represent growth, pain, 
change, and so much more. This bracelet is just one way that I 
was able to describe who I am, but it is an incredibly important 
one to me.

“Jewelry is a way of keeping memories alive.”
-Anonymous
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Mastering the Language Barrier
We were sitting in our family beach house with at least thirty 
family members present. We just finished our daily feast of a 
dinner, and the adults sat drinking their tea while the kids sat 
on the outskirts of the table slurping up their mango popsicles. 
This was when my uncle Ashraf went on to share a twenty 
minute monologue about an extraordinarily unrelated topic to 
the current discussion: what time we would go to the beach 
tomorrow and where we would be eating our 5 course seafood 
meal the next day. Everybody knew that this was exactly to 
schedule, and that no discussion point could finish in its 
entirety without Ashraf bringing up a new and uncorrelated 
topic of conversation. My uncle is around 5’7”, relatively thin 
besides a big belly, and has a mustache perfectly groomed as 
if out of an old black and white movie. Along with all of these 
definitive characteristics comes a personality that never fails to 

captivate your attention for hours on end. The whole family sat 
to listen to his overdramatized monologue, with aunts and 
uncles and my dad shouting out things in rapid Arabic that I 
would ask people to translate such as “That is so 
overdramatized” or “He did not try to rob you, he was just 
asking you where the nearest bathroom was, you just didn’t 
understand his English well enough.” Despite the interjections 
distracting from the story, my uncle Ashraf continued his 
dialogue along with extremely demonstrative hand gestures, 
prop usage, and “volunteer” (very much forced) actors in our 
family to help him recreate the captivating scenes he 
described.

All of this was happening while I was going through my usual 
routine, following along with the emotions of the crowd while 
trying to pick up small phrases that I could actually understand. 
I suddenly realized, as if having an epiphany, that nobody in 
the room thinks in English except for me. My sisters hadn’t 
come with us that time, my mom and dad still found Arabic 
more comfortable than English after spending over half of their 
lives in America, and the rest of the family all lived in Egypt. I 
realized then what a minority I was, even in my own family. I 
was not like the rest of my cousins, as they could connect to 
each other much easier than they could connect to me. In my 
own family, the place where one should feel most comfortable 
and most at home, I managed to feel like a complete outsider. 
There was something that they all knew that I simply was not 
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in on, and this was depriving me of so many bonding 
experiences that I could share with them. I remained frustrated 
and felt that I had to initiate a change if I actually wanted 
anything to change. I sought to learn as much Arabic as I could 
in order to close the language barrier as much as possible and 
be able to connect with my family in ways that I was not 
capable of before.

I begged and pleaded with my parents to have real 
conversations with me in the language, not just phrases like 
“come here” or “what do you want for dinner?”, but real 
language. Sure enough, slowly but surely, I became more 
immersed in the language. My main source of help was not my 
parents, but my younger cousins. I always got nervous, and 
still do to some extent, when I speak Arabic in front of the 
adults or my older cousins, but with the younger ones I felt as 
if they wouldn’t judge me and wouldn’t be so quick to point out 
my language flaws as the adults were. It was because of this 
that I used them as my most valuable resource when learning 
the language.

I prepped myself in front of these cousins with basic 
conversation topics before going to talk to the older members 
of the family. I would spend my summer nights on facetime 
with them for hours: practicing and prepping for our trip. I used 
to walk my uncle Ashraf’s son and daughter, David and 
Mariam, through my house on a virtual tour through my first 

generation Ipad. Through the grainy camera quality, I would 
point at things around the house and try to say the name for it 
in Arabic. Pointing out the “kanaba” (couch), “sofrah” (table), 
“telega” (refrigerator), and the “karasi” (chairs) among other 
things. At first, my pronunciation of words was completely 
butchered, and the two of them would try to hide their laughing 
while I would try to hide my complete and utter 
embarrassment. I instead shifted to practicing the words and 
phrases in my head first and trying to impress them with my 
perfect pronunciation on the “first try.” They were impressed 
and I was accomplished, but I later learned that my sisters had 
told them how much I practiced on my own to impress them. 
Of course they did not care. They were devoting all of this time 
to help me learn, so why would they want to just sit on 
facetime for hours listening to me pronounce words properly? 
They decided that they needed to speed up my learning 
process, and our daily facetime calls switched from 
meaningless object naming to real conversation. It was 
incredibly difficult for me, but day by day my wall of fear and 
embarrassment would continue to tear down. Eventually the 
embarrassment was replaced by a sense of pride and 
accomplishment along with endless gratitude to my cousins.

It was even with these cousins that I started learning how to 
read, which I eventually completed by reading newspapers 
and facebook posts with my dad.
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Reading was something that I never thought I would be able to 
learn, and the written language had always looked like random 
lines to me. The fact that I had the ambition and desire to learn 
how to read Arabic truly demonstrated, to both myself and 
others, that I took a great interest in the language and was 
willing to put in the effort to excel in it. Again I went through the 
same range of emotions that I did when I first learned how to 
speak. I went from confusion to embarrassment to pride and 
eventually to relief that the process was finally over. I was and 
still am beyond grateful to my family for even being willing to 
put in the effort to teach my something that came so naturally 
to them. Literacy in the language, to them, was not an 
impressive feat. I, however, was held to different terms. They 
all told me that they never expected me to have any interest in 
learning the language, and they certainly did not think I would 
put in enough effort to learn how to read. I, somehow, was 
more shocked with myself than they were with me. I knew the 
root of the interest and why I wanted to learn to speak and 
write, but I certainly never thought that I would actually go 
through with it. The aspect of perseverance and determination 
was one part of the journey that I had not envisioned, but I 
acknowledged it nonetheless and continued on the journey 
regardless of how many pitfalls it brought along with it.

I have come much further in the language than I ever 
expected, even to some degree surpassing the Arabic 
knowledge of my sisters, both of whom spent their full 

summers in Egypt with the family for over a decade, which was 
a formative language experience that I never received to such 
a great extent. Finally I am able to understand most (still not 
all) of what is being said in the post-dinner nighttime 
discussion sessions, and can sometimes contribute my own 
thoughts, though I sometimes have to switch back to English 
and hope everyone gets the basis of what I am saying. While I 
may not know all the ins and outs of the language and 
storytelling that the rest of my family does, I consider myself a 
master at the art in my own realm. I worked hard in order to 
bridge the language gap, and hope to continue doing so and 
become fully immersed in the family discussions each full night 
we all stay awake together.
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Mary: Underrated Intellectual
Underrated Intellectual: Mary Bennet

Despite being the odd preachy Bennet sister, Mary Bennet is 
used to communicate a greater message to the reader in Pride 
and Prejudice. She is known for her intelligence and 
intellectual sayings, but suffers from constant dismissal by her 
family. Although Mary plays a minor role in the novel, her 
sporadic moments are effective and captivating since they illicit 

an interesting response from the other characters. Jane 
Austen inserts subtle critiques of the society and spices up the 
Bennet family dynamic through Mary, the expression of 
societal ideals is the most compelling use of her character. In 
all of Mary’s significant appearances in the story, societal 
views can clearly be drawn from her observations.

Mary delivers long-winded responses in conversations which 
emphasize how entrenched the ideals of society are in the 
daily lives of each character. After meeting with Mr. Darcy and 
Mr. Bingley for the first time, the Bennet girls and Charlotte 
Lucas discuss the event. The other girls simply comment on 
their impressions of Mr. Darcy and his negative qualities, but 
Mary notes the role of pride in the Mr. Darcy’s personality. She 
stated:

“’Pride,’ observed Mary, who piqued herself upon the solidity of 
her reflections, ‘is a very common failing, I believe. By all that I 
have ever read, I am convinced that it is very common indeed; 
that human nature is particularly prone to it, and that there are 
very few of us who do not cherish a feeling of self-
complacency on the score of some quality or other, real or 
imaginary.’” (12)

Abstract words such as “human nature” (12) and length of 
Mary’s response highlight the philosophical, turgid tone used in 
the passage. Austen utilized this specific tone to understate 
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the importance of Mary’s thoughts in the conversation. 
Therefore, Austen took the opportunity to use Mary thinking as 
a way to enforce that pride was considered normal by society 
at the time and subtly corroborates men’s pride as a driving 
factor in their personality. Her sisters and Charlotte does not 
think more of the comment as it agrees with their views of Mr. 
Darcy and explains his ego seen in the night before. In this 
subtle dismissal, they fail to realize that Mary is showing how 
an expectation of society unknowingly controls their 
impressions of Mr. Darcy.

“Said”, “Replied” or “Cried” is the typical language employed to 
convey how characters responses are vocalized in the story. 
With Mary, Austen uses “Observed” or “Whispers” before any 
of Mary’s responses in order to indicate the role of women in 
society. Mary whispers a jaw-dropping comment to Elizabeth 
as the family reconciles Lydia’s marriage to Mr. Wickham: “We 
may draw from it this useful lesson: that loss of virtue in a 
female is irretrievable; that one false step involves her in 
endless ruin; that her reputation is no less brittle than it is 
beautiful; and that she cannot be too much guarded in her 
behavior towards the undeserving of the other sex” (193). 
From a societal perspective, Mary provides a probable cause 
for Lydia’s decision since she discloses ideals of female virtue 
and behavior. How come such an intuitive comment is 
overlooked by the Bennet family? Mary’s depth of thinking 
could never move beyond a simple whisper since it shows a 

woman thinking about more than love, marriage and social 
status, something society did not endorse at the time. 
Women’s intelligence could never culminate into anything 
significant as it is viewed as shocking and is frequently 
disregarded. This insightful comment demonstrate that women 
were isolated to domesticity and social interactions and only 
exposed their true intelligence in whispers.

Austen’s description of Mary in the novel differs completely 
from her sisters. Mary is depicted in the story as having “…
neither genius nor taste; and though vanity had given her 
application, it had given her likewise a pedantic air and 
conceited manner, which would have injured a higher degree 
of excellence than she had reached” (16). On the other hand, 
Elizabeth considers herself and Jane: “They were in fact very 
fine ladies; not deficient in good humour when they were 
pleased, nor in the power of making themselves agreeable 
when they chose it, but proud and conceited. They were rather 
handsome” (9). These two contradictory descriptions of the 
three of the Bennet sisters demonstrates how much of an 
outsider Mary is in her own family. She lacks the upbeat and 
kind disposition associated with the image of the Bennet girls.

Moreover, simplistic language and minimal use of literary 
devices characterizes Austen’s depiction of the other Bennet 
sisters. Contrastingly, Mary is rarely seen in the novel without 
either a literary device or sophisticated verbiage. In doing so, 



483

Austen communicates that Mary differs from the norm of 
society and should be treated as inferior to the other 
characters. While her sisters utilize pages of the novel to 
agonize over their love interests, Mary spends her time in 
“deep in the study of thorough-bass and human nature” (41) in 
a few paragraphs. Mary’s infrequency in the novel suggest that 
society frowned upon people like her. Since Mary does not 
subscribe to ideals of the society, her character is only given 
the time of day as society would give someone like her during 
that time period.

Mary Bennet is often an overlooked character in the novel in 
spite of her many contributions to Austen’s purpose of the 
story. Even though she is a member of the Bennet family, she 
does not uphold the same persona as the rest of the family. 
Known for being charming, handsome girls with a marriage-
obsessed mother and father of few words and emotions, the 
Bennet sisters are what everyone else in town wants to be. 
They are on their way to achieving everything society wants 
them to do: increase in their social status. Mary, however, does 
not fit this image of her family since her intelligence enables 
her to see there is more to life. Consequently, Mary acts as foil 
to rest of her family, particularly for her sisters, since she is an 
outsider in her family. The role of Mary in the novel was only 
way for Austen to demonstrate how society shapes the story 
without overstating it. Had Mary played a larger role in the 
novel, the story would have been the opposite of reality for 

intelligent, strong women at the time. Therefore, Austen would 
never had been able to highlight slight, but significant 
influences of societal ideals in the novel.
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There's a Picture of Me and Dad in a 
Scrapbook that Mom Made
I’m standing on a tall wooden chair at the kitchen breakfast bar 
wearing denim overalls and a long-sleeved, pink shirt. My hair 
is in pigtails and my face is lit up and my mouth is the shape of 
an “O”, as if I were surprised.

Dad is standing to left. He’s wearing black athletic shorts and a 
navy blue, crew neck sweatshirt with a small yellow “M” on the 
front. I couldn’t tell you why he’s wearing a University of 
Michigan shirt. Mom went to OSU, and so did most of my 
cousins. Wolverines aren’t tolerated in this family. Despite the 
traitorous top, he’s smiling, and most of his now-fleeting red 
hair is still intact.

Between us, on the granite countertop of 9530, Graystone 
Parkway, there is a tall tower of Legos. They’re the Duplo 
Legos, the ones that are ten times larger for little kids. At the 
top of the tower, there is a long, flat, white piece. It’s a little 
wider than a driver’s license, and about twice the length. That’s 
the diving board.

On the counter behind me, in a Rubbermaid bin, there are a 
variety of “Little People” toys. Now, I guess they make 
superheroes and princes and princesses, but circa 2005, all 
we had were generic plastic children, parents, teachers, and 
farmers. I had a school bus, and a farm for the animals that 
came in a special set.

The most fun Little People toy was the clear bucket of water on 
the floor at the feet of my 6’5” father. From the top of the Lego 
tower, Little People would dive into the water. The drop was at 
least six feet. They tumbled down off the flat white piece and, 
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after plunging to the bottom of the bucket, they bobbed back to 
the top.

***

Over a decade after that photo was taken, I forgot to turn the 
page after multiple-choice question 50 on my AP US History 
exam. I spent ten minutes checking my answers, and with 15 
seconds left, I realized that I had missed the final five 
questions. Filled with panic, I bubbled in C for the remaining 
questions.

I cried while the proctors came around and collected the 
answer sheet, and I hurried to wipe my tears aside before 
anyone noticed. Fifty-five minutes ago, I had been confident 
and prepared. Now I felt defeated.

Dad liked to talk about resilience. A lot. He was always trying 
to teach me how to compartmentalize, trying to teach me how 
to bob back up. We didn’t start talking about that kind of thing 
until years after we built the Lego diving board, and I couldn’t 
quite figure it out for a long time, but I knew I couldn’t give up 
right now. I didn’t want to let myself fail, not after spending 
hours crafting my tower of U.S. History knowledge

I took a deep breath, cleared my head, and focused on the 
next task. I tackled the short answer questions one by one, my 
confidence returning with each sentence. There was nothing I 

could do about the botched multiple choice now. My answer 
sheet was already packed into the box that would be sent off 
the abhorred College Board for grading. As I exited the library 
for the ten-minute break before the uninterrupted hours of 
writing, I was once again excited for the challenge ahead. 
Despite the possibility of hand cramps- an issue faced by 
anyone, even those who, unlike myself, hold their pen 
correctly- I felt like I could handle this.

After hundreds of long talks in the car and inspirational tweets 
shared via direct message, I think I figured it out. It was a small 
victory, perhaps not the grand show of resilience that I had 
thought was expected of me, but I’ll take it. It didn’t have to be 
big.

I had a choice:

I could melt, and allow this mistake to annihilate my year of 
preparation.

Or, I could let this motivate me to write my best essays yet.

And I bobbed back up.
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'89
I don’t really understand death. No one close to me has ever 
died. But long before I was born, my grandmother passed 
away. My dad was a lanky, immature, 17 year old kid at the 
time, spending his afternoons helping his mother inside as she 
threw up in the driveway after chemotherapy, losing her battle 
with breast cancer. My grandpa was be down the road, 
working in his printshop to support four kids and sick wife. On 
days like that, Dad would show up late to basketball practice 
and stay late to make up for it; he never gave excuses. I don’t 
know how he did that. She died 9 days before his 18th 
birthday. I only know that because I googled her name in 
search of an obituary, and discovered the day of her death 
reported in an old Akron Beacon Journal, where my 
grandfather once worked as a photographer.

Grandpa is 84 now, and for a man that emails his entire family 
about every shocking news story he finds on facebook and 
eats fast food nearly every night, he’s pretty sharp. When you 
ask him the right questions, his depressed eyes light up. His 
jowls lift slightly as he smiles, recalling stories about Grandma 
Phyllis from over 40 years ago. As he speaks, he grows 
excited, and you can hear it in his voice. And then you hear it 
crack into tears as he wipes them away from under his bifocals 
with the sleeve his XXL red sweatshirt.

We think Grandma Phyllis went to Hathaway Brown, the same 
school I attend, and we think she was kicked out. Back when 
HB was a boarding school, she told the school she was going 
home for the weekend, told her parents she was staying at 
school for the weekend, and instead she spent the night 
partying at a friend’s house. At least, that’s the story Grandpa 
remembers. My aunts verify it with vague nods. They comment 
that it sounds right, that it sounds like something they might 
have heard years and years and years ago. To me, it’s the 
truth, because I don’t know any differently.

I guess she was the smartest person ever. We have a 
yellowed newspaper clipping in a box of my dad’s stuff that 
shows her as a spelling bee champion. Once, in the early days 
of computers, my grandpa went into a little shop on Brecksville 
Road to get his fixed. When the owners read his name, they 
asked “Beiswenger, any relation to Phyllis?”. They proceeded 
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to report she was the smartest person they ever met. She 
knew something about everything, they said, and they were 
sorry to hear that she had passed away.

I don’t know if I believe in a God that watches over the earth 
and curates a shining, utopian afterlife, but when I think about 
my grandmother, I believe in something like that. I’ve spent 
hours grasping at nothing as I try to formulate an idea of what 
comes after life. In bed, in the dark, after everyone else has 
fallen asleep, I try to contemplate human existence and 
eternity. I don’t understand death. I haven’t experienced it 
enough to have any understanding of it outside of a theoretical 
one, and I’m grateful for that. I have no idea what it was like to 
know her and lose her, but I wish more than anything that I 
could have known my grandmother. Dad and Grandpa have 
both told me that she would be proud of me, and I want to 
know if she really is. I want to hear her stories about our 
school from her. I want to have a conversation with the woman 
who knows something about everything. Maybe I wouldn’t 
have failed every spelling test my whole life if she had been 
around to help me study. Maybe there isn’t a God that cares 
about every moment of everyone’s day, but maybe, once in 
while, she’s caring about mine.
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Loss
Loss is the fresh gap between my teeth that my tongue was 
drawn to like a magnet an open wound i cannot allow myself to 
let heal  
after I lost you, my eyes could find you in a crowd instantly, like 
I became a Where’s Waldo? champion after we were together 
when we were not together 
it is hard  
day in, day out 

to act like you are nothing  
and to know I am nothing to you  
Loss is the most breathtakingly beautiful seashell  
being swept away by the tide  
just as you reach for it 
leaving you with nothing but sand that trickles through your 
fingers 
it is constant what-ifs and wondering about alternative 
universes 
where things may be different, where we may not be nothing to 
each other more than nothing  
better than nothing  
my ability to handle it— 
it being an absence, a skip  
a misstep that leaves my heart in my throat 
choking me— 
my ability to handle it varies day by day 
sometimes i look at you and wish i could read your mind 
wondering if I would see myself inside  
leaving me sad, because I know I would not 
other days you are a pothole in my vision  
a flesh toned blur to my eyes 
Loss is not a vacuum 
now that you get none of my time it is redistributed
reassigned to other people  
better people  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people who know what’s good for me and know that you are 
not that  
people who can see you are  
dirt and dust and smog  
polluting my pores 
clogging my heart 
leaving me wheezing and  
gasping for air 
other people  
better people  
are the ocean breeze and pink lemonade people made of rose 
colored glass 
who remind me that I did not lose you you lost me
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fireflies
i’m tired
it’s been a long day
too tired for seventeen
i’m tired of schools telling me i’m not good enough
for their insane educations
and equally insane price tags
that are supposed to help me make a living
or maybe not even
who knows anymore

im tired of tests making my friends feel like failures
i’m tired of choruses of “oh me me please please” in response 
to “if someone dies during the AP we all get a 5”
why does no one else thinks it’s bad that students want to die

am i the only one
with my radio turned on
to the correct station
and i can hear everyone
we laugh and we joke
but there is a thread of fear underneath
of complete rejection
of failure

why is getting out of bed not celebrated
on days when you feel stuck
at the bottom of an hourglass
sand pouring over you
suffocating you
drowning in thoughts and fears
as numerous as sand specks on a beach
or stars in the sky
being able to dig yourself
out of the sand, hoist yourself to the top
conquering it
should secure you survival
being born should secure your survival
no one should be worrying about
where their next meal is coming from
when we didn’t ask
for this
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we are kids
babies, compared to the earth
and the trees, and the ocean
and the stars
we should be thinking about
wiping the mud and grass off our knees
or catching the most fireflies
100%s are the new fireflies
or Pokemon balls
who can catch them all
it’s impossible to catch them all
just like it’s impossible to hold a firefly in your hand
forever
as its tiny wings beat
beat
beat
against your flesh
anxious to be free
from the prison you made
yourself
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pinocchio the puppet
Some call this place an oasis
A bubble
A hidden gem
The sparkling cement steps leading to the glass enclosed 
atrium
Is where I sit
And wonder
If the person who will break this glass ceiling
Will get punished or praised

Others still call this place a prison
A house of snobs

I am indifferent
Great, sure.

Not a prison.

But who am I to speak on this matter?
The girl who goes here is not
The girl who wakes up in the morning
I am the one who wakes up

I groan, open my eyes
Stay in bed, then rise
Brush my teeth
Wash my face
Look in the mirror, stare.
Freckles, thick eyebrows
Big nose, uneven teeth despite the braces
Sometimes I look a little different
Sometimes I look completely
Unrecognizable

I touch my nose
And so does she
I mean… me
Is that me?
I blink, and so does she
I leave her alone; she needs to rest
I get dressed
I pause in front of a photo with curled edges
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Taped to the wall
A girl in a blue cotton dress
Printed with dogs
Playing with clay
Smiling
She is me
But am I her?
I go downstairs

I pet my dog
Talk to my parents
They talk about a girl
Smart, funny, kind, talented
They infer she is me, but I don’t believe it
I’m none of those things
I don’t tell them that though
I don’t tell them she only breathes
Inside the marble and brick
Walls of the building on north park

I don’t tell them I’m not her
I’m not the one cracking jokes with the other girls
Or who smiles at strangers
I wish I was her
I wish I could be who they wanted me to be
Who they thought I am

The girl in the mirror
Looks like me
But isn’t

I leave my house
I go to school
Out of nowhere she
Appears
Startling me at first
She elbows me out of the way
I submit
I am very tired
I watch from my corner as she smiles
And waves
And bounces around
I am proud of her
I am jealous of her

I think she’s getting tired though
Because lately
She doesn’t push me to the corner anymore
I sit beside her
And sometimes, I even have to take over
During her coffee breaks

It’s frighteningly obvious, the change
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I pity my friends
I mean her friends
Our friends
Who have to witness this
The dimming of the lights behind our eyes
The slump in our shoulders

I don’t blame her for getting tired
Being a puppet master is hard
Especially controlling a puppet made of
Lead
what my bones feel like

I wish, wish, wish
I could be a real girl
Without a java-obsessed puppet master
But I’ll take what I can get
It’s easier on everyone else
To deal with her
Instead of me
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drowning
Drowning is a very
Conscious
Feeling
Sinking, weightless
Yet more than the water can bear
Nothing can be done
So I do nothing
My thoughts towards the end are
Frantic
Chaotic
Then… blank
I would sigh in defeat
If I had any oxygen left

The juxtaposition strikes me as ironic

Almost comical
That as I lay
Motionless
My brain is sprinting laps
Around my prone form
I didn’t think it would be like this
I thought
Hoped
Dreamed
That when it finally happened
My brain would stop too
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Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: 
Twain's Straw Man
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain has been 
shrouded in controversy since its publication in 1884. Both 
those in the late 19th century and contemporaries have 
attacked this The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn for its 
supposed lack of substance and racist dialogue. For example, 

The Concord Public Library banned the book in March 1885, 
less than a year after its publication, deeming the book as 
“trash… rough, coarse and inelegant” and declaring it to be 
“more suited to the slums than to the intelligent, respectable 
people” (Twain 308). More recently, contemporary critics such 
as John H. Wallace, a public school official, argue against the 
reading of Huck Finn due to its underlying racist stereotypes 
and speech. Similar to the Concord Public Library, he labels it 
“the most grotesque example of racist trash ever 
written” (Twain 309). He supported its removal from New York 
City Public Schools in 1957 “because it uses the term 
‘[n*****]’… [which] creates an emotional block for black 
students which inhibits learning, … [it is] humiliating and 
insulting to black students [and] contributes to their feelings of 
low self-esteem” (Twain 310). This recent uprising against 
Huckleberry Finn on accounts of racism is, on the surface, 
factually true. However, such critics refuse to dive into the 
implied messages in such “racist discourse” and critically 
examine Twain’s intentions through a 19th-century lens. 
Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is on the surface 
a racist novel. However, Twain, ever so subtly, undermines the 
Southern racist ideals of the time by using racist stereotypes 
and language to build a house of straw to, in turn, plow 
through it. He does so by showing Huck break away from the 
racist ideas which he learned during his upbringing and by 
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characterizing Jim as intelligent and savvy, characteristics 
which contrast those held by racists of the time.

To fairly analyze The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, one 
must remember that it was written in the late 1800s and 
analyze it through such a lens. Racism is defined as 
“prejudice, discrimination, or antagonism directed against 
someone of a different race based on the belief that one's own 
race is superior” (Oxford Dictionary). In other words, the mere 
uses of “racist language” does not immediately imply that the 
character is racist or supporting southern racist ideas; i.e. a 
character who uses the term “n******” and one who is 
fundamentally racist are independent events. This small, yet 
powerful, distinction is where critics, such as Wallace, are led 
astray. In the 1800s, even though the term “n******” was still 
established as demeaning and vile, it was also a widely used 
term by both whites and blacks, especially those from lower 
classes (where the majority of this story takes place). For 
example, black characters use the term “n******” throughout 
the novel, such Jim on page 89 or Nat on page 244 (Twain 89 
& 244). Even though these characters are using the term 
“n******”, they do not fulfill the prerequisites for racism: they do 
not, necessarily, believe that whites are superior to them on a 
fundamental level. By extension, Huck’s repeated use of the 
term does not automatically confine him to a box of racism or 
racist ideology.

In fact, as evidenced by his actions and friendship pertaining to 
Jim, Huck is shown to stand in stark contrast with a “typical” 
white racist of his time. Throughout the novel, Huck grows to 
view Jim as a friend, mentor, or possibly even the affectionate 
father figure he never had. Such a relationship would have 
been revolutionary in antebellum America. John Locke, a 
predominant enlightenment philosopher, believed in a concept 
known as tabula rasa, or “blank slate”: This meant that a 
person is shaped by his or her environment rather than preset 
ideas. Huck is first introduced while living with Miss Watson, 
the slave owner of Jim and one of two main sources from 
whom Huck developed his sense of morals. Though there is 
very little information regarding Miss Watson’s morals besides 
the facts that she was a slave owner and also felt remorseful 
for even considering selling Jim to New Orleans, it is fair to 
extrapolate that living in a slave-owning house most likely 
conditioned Huck to view slavery as an acceptable practice. 
Huck also was, presumably, strongly influenced by his father, 
Pap, an undeniable racist as evidenced by his rant regarding a 
free and successful “n*****” from Ohio (Twain 39-40). Having 
been raised on the shores of the Mississippi (where slave-
owning was quite prevalent) by Pap, Huck was surrounded by 
such racist language during these formative years. This 
upbringing presumably is why he uses “n*****” throughout the 
novel: he does not know any better.
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Throughout the novel, Huck tries to break out of this mold and 
form his own opinions. Huck is quick to realize Jim’s 
intelligence, even commenting, “he was most always right; he 
had an uncommon level head, for a [n*****]” (Twain 86). Due to 
the environment which he was brought up in, the addition of 
the prepositional phrase “for a [n*****]” is his father’s racist 
imprint rearing its ugly head without any intent on Huck’s part; 
here, Huck intends to praise Jim rather than be racist. 
Throughout the book, in fact, Huck tests people’s character, 
especially checking whether or not they are racist. One such 
example occurs during his meeting of Aunt Sally. When 
describing the steamboat accident, he declares that no one 
was hurt but it “Killed a [n*****]” to which Aunt Sally responds, 
“Well, it’s lucky; because sometimes people do get 
hurt” (Twain 230). Though Huck’s dialogue at first appears 
racist, upon a closer examination of its context, it is clearly a 
subtle test to see if, and to what extent, Aunt Sally is racist. As 
David L. Smith puts it, “Huck’s offhand remark is intended to 
exploit Aunt Sally’s attitudes, not to express Huck’s 
own” (Smith 365). In other words, by the end of the book, Huck 
is able to suppress much of Pap’s imprint and put on a façade 
to use racist language as a tool even though he does not truly 
believe in it. It was absolutely necessary, therefore, for Twain 
to use racist language throughout the novel to show a 
divergence behind the purpose of Huck’s language and 
society’s. Both use the same words; however, Huck does not 

believe in whites’ supposed supremacy over blacks. If Twain 
would not have used the term “n*****”, the novel would not 
have been historically accurate for antebellum America and he 
would not have been able to show Huck forming opinions 
about race which are different from what he was originally 
taught.

Twain also undermined the racist notions of the time by 
portraying Jim contrary to stereotypical, racists beliefs of the 
time. As Smith argues, “Twain recognized that racial discourse 
depends upon the development of a system of stereotypes 
which constitute ‘the Negro’ as fundamentally different from 
and inferior to Euro-Americans… Twain’s strategy with racial 
stereotypes is to elaborate them in order to undermine 
them” (Smith 367). One example where Twain uses 
stereotypes as his straw house is the fictitious story Jim makes 
up to explain why his hat ended up in the tree while he was 
sleeping. The reader obviously knows that this was a trick 
played by Tom on Huck and there is no supernatural force 
acting at all. However, Jim does not know this and, instead of 
letting it go, devises a story that he was rode around the state 
by witches. On the surface, Twain appears to support the then 
stereotype that blacks were superstitious. Upon closer 
inspection, however, Smith points out that Jim is monopolizing 
on the situation. By creating such a story, he gains popularity 
and money among the slave community: “[N******] would come 
from all around there and give Jim anything they had” (Twain 
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19). In other words, Jim took a neutral situation and profited off 
of it, or, as Smith puts it, “Jim elevated himself above his 
prescribed station in life” (Smith 369). This is just one example 
where “Jim clearly possesses a subtlety and intelligence which 
‘the Negro’ allegedly lacks” (Smith 370). Twain needed to use 
racial stereotypes in order to undermine them. Without them, 
Twain would not have been able to contrast Jim’s 
characterization with the “typical n*****” during that time. Twain 
uses racial stereotypes not to support them but as yet another 
example of him building a straw house.

Nonetheless, Earl F. Briden, a strong critic of The Adventures 
of Huckleberry Finn, points to Kemble’s (the illustrator’s) 
stereotypical drawings as evidence for Twain’s supposed racist 
intents. Briden argues that Kemble built a career around 
drawing stereotypical illustrations of black characters, 
predating the Huck Finn commission. He draws similarities 
between Huckleberry Finn and multiple drawings in Life as well 
as his two later books titled “Comical Coons” and “A Coon 
Alphabet”. Briden claims that Kemble’s portfolio of illustrations 
of black characters “show[s] obvious stylistic consistency… as 
a comic type bordering on caricature, [thier] features and 
postures exaggerated, with the result that any distinct 
personality and individuality reality are absorbed into what 
amounts to a racial abstraction” (Briden 313). He expounded 
that “[t]hus Jim is flattened out emotionally and intellectually 
and rendered as an image of whole-souled astonishment or 

delight or earnestness or humility” (Briden 315). Briden argues 
that, since Twain most likely knew of Kemble’s stereotypical 
drawings, he was effectively ensuring a series of stereotypical 
and caricature illustrations as the result. This exact scenario is 
what effectively played out.

Kemble indisputably had a set mental template regarding what 
a black character should look like in his drawings: this 
stereotyping may have even bordered on racism. However, his 
personal beliefs should not affect how a reader interprets the 
novel. It is also true that his drawings are at odds with Twain’s 
narrative, most likely due to the fact that Kemble was rushed to 
produce drawings so that the book could be published sooner. 
For example, he does not portray Jim as the intelligent and 
shrewd character like Twain does but instead reverts back to 
his known stereotypes. Whether intended or not, this 
unmistakable contrast between the illustrations and text raises 
an interesting juxtaposition. One might argue that, if intended, 
Kemble’s illustrations may have been just another series of 
straw houses which Twain knocks down. Typically, throughout 
the novel, the illustration is placed after the scene it depicts. 
Therefore, by the time the reader reaches the picture, he or 
she already understands the context and racist 
misinterpretations can be avoided. For example, the illustration 
titled “Jim advises a Doctor” on page 280 depicts Jim in an 
almost caricature fashion which, when examined without the 
context of the text, could easily be interpreted as racism on 
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Kemble’s part (Twain 280). However, in the paragraphs 
leading up to the illustration, Jim steps outside his societally 
prescribed box and takes a strong, independent stance in 
seeking a doctor for Tom’s bullet wound. By southern 
antebellum standards, Jim’s actions here would be considered 
most revolting but Twain paints Jim as a strong and wise 
character who defies these racial stereotypes of his time; 
Twain portrays Jim as human. Without Kemble’s questionable 
illustration, the gravity of Twain’s point would lose its context; 
the reader could easily forget that Twain is trying to portray a 
better world, not mimic the racist one he lived in. In summary, 
Kemble’s stereotypical caricatures stand in contrast with the 
rest of the novel to juxtapose the racist reality and near utopian 
fiction.

In the illustration on page 54 titled “Jim and the Ghost”, 
Kemble’s illustration may be able to stand alone in 
condemning the racism of the time (Twain 54). At first, the 
picture rouses ideas of Southern slavery as a black man is on 
his knees pleading to a white boy with a rifle. However, upon 
closer inspection, this illustration in no way condones slavery. 
Rather than pointing the rifle at Jim, it lays dormant in Huck’s 
limp arms, pointed away from Jim. Huck’s face clearly shows 
confusion at the situation, almost as if he does not know why 
Jim is begging to him. Furthermore, Huck is labeled “the 
Ghost” in the title, implying that he has no power over Jim. All 
of the above stand in stark contrast to the picture that would 

have actually played out on a Southern plantation: a white 
master would have asserted his supremacy over his slave 
further encouraging the pleading with the gun cocked in his 
shoulder. Huck is drawn in contrast to a normal Southern white 
man of the time. Huck does not use his race to assert 
supremacy over Jim in this illustration since he is still largely 
pure from the distorted notion that whites are superior to 
blacks. Such purity would also explain why Huck is able to 
form a friendship with Jim, a feat which was exceedingly rare 
for the time. When one reads the text associated with the 
illustration, it becomes evident that Jim is only on his knees 
pleading because he believed Huck was dead; i.e. there is 
absolutely nothing racist about the illustration when 
contextualized. By having the image stands in contrast with the 
text with its allusion to a slave/master relationship, Kemble is 
able to remind the reader just how far Huck and Jim’s 
relationship is from those in the real world. The novel portrays 
a fictional world were the racial harmony is far better than that 
in the real world. Therefore, this illustration helps to further 
Twain’s critique of racial discourse and objections to slavery.

Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is on the surface 
a racist novel. However, Twain ever so subtly undermines the 
Southern racist ideals of the time by using racist stereotypes 
and language in forming a “straw-man” argument. He does so 
by showing Huck break away from the racist ideology which he 
learned during his upbringing and by characterizing Jim as 
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intelligent and savvy, characteristics which contrast those held 
by racists of the time. Besides The Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn, Mark Twain was never accused of writing racist 
propaganda or supporting a racist ideology. It is, therefore, 
suspicious that he would decide to write a “racist novel” out of 
the blue. Furthermore, critics have been unable to explain 
Huck and Jim’s complex inter-racial relationship or why all of 
the racist characters are characterized unsympathetically. 
There are too many incidents where Twain subtly undermines 
racist ideas to be accidents or consciences. Moreover, the 
main plot of the novel itself, an adventure where a white boy 
and black man become close friends, is radical for its time. 
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is a novel which uses 
racist language and stereotypes as tools to further its 
discussion on racial discourse and criticize the bigotry of the 
time.
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Grade: 11
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Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

In response to The Kavanaugh Stakes
Three weeks after the Ford-Kavanaugh hearing took place, an 
editorial written by The Wall Street Journal columnist 
Kimberley A. Strassel was published, titled The Kavanaugh 
Stakes. Strassel makes clear her view that Christine Blasey 
Ford’s sexual assault allegations against Brett Kavanaugh are 
“uncorroborated,” and that the process overall has been 
nothing more than, “crazy accusations, runarounds, delays, 

threats and obstruction,” which go against the “basic 
principles” of the Supreme Court. I strongly disagree.

To open, Strassel defends Kavanaugh’s credibility by citing his 
“persuasive emotion” while giving his testimony. I assume she 
is referring to his several emotional outbursts during his 
reading of his statement, in which he referenced the 2016 
election, and even called out the Clintons by name. I would 
argue that Kavanaugh’s outbursts not only bring in to question 
the credibility of his denial, but also his ability to maintain the 
calm and non-partisan temperament that is required of a 
Supreme Court justice during highly tense and often emotional 
court cases.

Strassel proceeds to make several claims about the 
implications of voting no on Kavanaugh’s appointment. She 
asserts that a vote no is a vote “to overthrow due process.” 
Strassel reasons that under due process, the accuser must 
provide proof, and, in her opinion, Dr. Ford did not provide 
adequate evidence to substantiate her claims. The truth is, 
sexual assault can be very difficult to prove, especially when 
the assault took place thirty years prior to its hearing. However, 
out of a list of twenty-six people who may have been able to 
provide information on the incident -- the majority of whom 
were high school or college classmates of Ford and/or 
Kavanaugh -- only nine were questioned throughout the 
duration of the brief FBI investigation that followed the hearing. 
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I would argue that what truly went against due process was the 
refusal to interview people who could speak to the allegations, 
in an effort to end the investigation as quickly as possible.

Strassel also stresses that “a ‘no’ vote now equals public 
approval of every underhanded tactic deployed” over the 
course of Kavanaugh’s confirmation. On October 6, however, 
we saw the yes votes outweigh the no votes 51-49. So then 
what are the implications of these 51 yeses? I would argue 
that a vote yes equals public approval of the dismissal of a 
sexual assault survivor who has made the difficult decision to 
speak out about what happened to her. With the rapid growth 
of the MeToo movement over the past year, we have taken a 
step forward as a society towards putting an end to the 
normalcy of sexual assault, especially in the work place. 
However, Kavanaugh’s appointment was a big step back. 
Those 51 “yes” votes give the message to sexual assault 
survivors all over the country that, should they choose to come 
forward, they will not be taken seriously.

Strassel emphasizes the weight of the Senates’ decision by 
stating that “the logical implication of a ‘no’ vote is that a man 
with a flawless record of public service lied not only to the 
public but to his wife, his children, and his community,” and “A 
‘no’ vote on Judge Kavanaugh is an authorization to renew 
calls for a Justice Clarence Thomas to step down.” I don’t 
disagree with either of these statements, but in my opinion, it’s 

not quite so black and white. Those 49 “no” votes were an 
acknowledgement that, despite Kavanaugh’s “flawless public 
record,” he is not inherently entitled to a seat on the supreme 
court, and he still must be held accountable for his actions. 
Those “no” votes were an affirmation that the justices chosen 
to sit for life on the highest court in the United States should be 
held to the highest of standards. Most importantly, those “no” 
votes were an admission that we, as a country, need to treat 
sexual assault as the serious issue it is.
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Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

When the Beatles Met Shostakovich
Music has always been a staple in my family, a result of 
growing up with classical musicians for parents and seven or 
so instruments played by three different kids. It appears as 
near-constant background noise at home, always as company 
in the car, and marks holidays, birthdays, and other special 
occasions. At any given time, my father could be practicing 
flute in his office, my mother singing opera in the living room, 
my brother Aryeh practicing on his keyboard in the basement, 

and I might be playing electric guitar in my room. When my 
oldest brother Amnon was home, he would stand at the piano 
and belt show tunes from whatever musical he was in at the 
time, getting them stuck in everyone’s head. However, I 
personally began to actively listen and analyze music roughly 
only four years ago.

When my mother was my age she listened to music on vinyl. I 
can picture her flipping through her best friend’s record 
collection, pulling out a new album for them to listen to, and 
putting the needle down. But times and technology have 
changed, so when I got curious about music, I went through 
my mother’s iTunes library on her computer. Though less 
hands-on than listening to music on a record player, this was a 
more daunting task than it might seem; there are a couple 
thousand songs on my mother’s computer. Most of them were 
ripped from various CDs burned and mailed across the country 
by the same best friend from her youth, who had also 
graduated from records to digital music. Armed with an iPod 
shuffle, I went through the songs carefully and methodically, 
downloading new songs onto the iPod to listen to whenever I 
grew to know the previous batch well. In this way, I developed 
an appreciation for icons of classic rock like the Beatles, David 
Bowie, Led Zeppelin, the Rolling Stones, and many others. 
These were the artists my brothers and I had grown up with. 
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They provided our musical starting points, even though we 
would all develop our own tastes, preferences, and styles.

My oldest brother Amnon is eight years older than me and, by 
the time I began my music explorations, was already an adult. 
He started going to college and then moved out while I was in 
middle school, so I didn’t see him much for a while. I did find 
his Pink Floyd collection, though. The albums were explosive 
for me, complicated, sometimes beautiful, sometimes weird, 
and filled with with an amount of angst that felt appropriate for 
a young teenager. I especially liked Dark Side of the Moon and 
The Wall, listening to them religiously. Sometimes I wondered 
if a song that especially spoke to me or made me feel a certain 
way had been the same for my brother when he was my age, 
discovering them for the first time. Pink Floyd was just one of 
the things he left behind that I grew into (others include more 
recent bands like Radiohead and the Black Keys, his comic 
book collection, and a car). It left me with an appreciation of 
the experiences we have shared, even if they happened eight 
years apart.

My second brother Aryeh is two years older than me. We both 
grew up listening to our mom’s music collection, but as I 
started listening to more rock and indie music, he began 
listening to jazz and hip-hop. One of his responsibilities after 
he got his license was driving me around to practices and 
music lessons. In the car, we listened to artists like Kendrick 

Lamar, Childish Gambino, and Kanye West. Rap was an 
unfamiliar genre for me, but I eventually grew to like it. Often 
my brother and I would bump into each other in the kitchen 
fixing late night snacks during homework breaks, and we 
would show each other new music or recent releases. The 
high-intensity, fast-paced music seemed appropriate as I had 
just begun high school and a busier, more hectic time in my 
life.

Classical music took me the longest to understand, surprising 
both because of my parents’ backgrounds and the violin 
lessons I’ve been taking for years. It is the only kind of music 
my father listens to. However, my own brain couldn’t make 
sense of works of music that lasted for hours, written by 
people who’d died hundreds of years ago, that were named 
with seemingly random combinations of letters, numbers, and 
Italian. Despite this, two years ago he took me to hear the 
Cleveland Orchestra play Shostakovich’s Concerto No. 1 in A 
Minor. That piece completely changed the way I thought about 
classical music; it wasn’t boring and stuffy at all, but filled with 
as much emotion and politics as the punk rock I had also just 
started exploring. The second movement haunted me for 
weeks, and it is still one of my all-time favorite pieces of music. 
I was still slow to warm to classical music, but I began to pay 
attention to what I heard, especially this summer while I 
worked at a chamber music festival, and gradually developed 
tastes and preferences in a genre that used to sound all the 
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same to me. It enabled me to discuss pieces and composers 
with my father, spend hours on projects like comparing the 
same work by Rachmaninoff played by different orchestras, 
and pick out interesting sheet music together.

Listening to music is one of the things I have been doing for 
the longest, am the best at, and, when I truly pay attention, is 
the source of my greatest education. It has allowed me to 
relate to history, places, and people in different ways, including 
the people to whom I am closest and myself.
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Man is a Political Animal: How daily 
life has become suffused with politics
When Aristotle wrote, more than 2300 years ago, “Man is by 
nature a political animal,” he meant that participation in the 
polis was an integral part of fulfilling human potential. He was 
not implying that politics pervaded every aspect of human life, 
yet today such a statement might be justified. Television and 

movies, the use of gender-specific pronouns, and even one’s 
choice of sauce - Heinz or “W” Ketchup - have become objects 
of politicization. To understand the extent to which modern life 
has been suffused with politics, we must examine the reasons 
why such an expansion of the political realm might take place.

Millennia of development, political and economic, have led to a 
society in which reason purportedly determines practices. 
Particularly since the Enlightenment, thinkers have felt 
empowered, believing that the application of reason to human 
society will result in progress towards a more virtuous world. 
This zealous undertaking, however, has led to a questioning of 
everything, including the things we take for granted or ascribe 
to common sense. The simplest actions are subjected to 
scrutiny by reason that is all too unreasonable. When one 
goes to a Sean Penn movie, one is implicitly endorsing the 
leftist anti-war stance of Hollywood liberals. Even the classic 
squeeze bottle of ketchup with the “Heinz 57” label is no longer 
sacred: by using Heinz products, the argument goes, one is 
increasing the profits of the Heinz corporation, making Teresa 
Heinz Kerry wealthier, and improving the political fortunes of 
John Kerry.

These somewhat trivial cases are instances of a newer trend, 
where an increased accessibility to politics has caused the 
application of meticulous analysis to all things, even the 
mundane. The extension and progression of Enlightenment 
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ideals have supplanted the old rule of authority with a new 
worship of rational efficiency. The dominant tool for gaining 
political power in the old style of authority-based politics was 
military might; in the new politics of persuasion in an 
increasingly democratic world, the soft power of an appealing 
idea can be more important than traditional hard power in 
gaining authority. Now, the only barrier to entry for politics is an 
appealing idea, lowering the floodgates and allowing all sorts 
of matters previously left alone into the political realm. 
Everything - from the trivial to the critical - is, today, subject to 
politicization because of the growing ease of entry and size of 
the politic.

Some contend that this type of politicization has led to a 
decrease in human autonomy. When everything undergoes 
stringent scrutiny, little remains for human choice. Attaching 
political meaning to everyday actions stigmatizes certain 
choices. The politicization of the mundane serves as a 
normalizing influence on human behavior. Practices as basic 
as the use of the third-person pronouns are carefully 
constrained, compelling certain courses of action. A male 
writer who uses the pronoun “he” is seen as either insensitive 
or consciously chauvinistic. Left with the awkward alternative 
of “he or she” in the singular, many writers - including the 
author of this essay - resort to constructing plural sentences to 
utilize the gender-neutral “they.” (Presumably, nobody objects 
to the fact that “they” contains “he” within it.) The freedom to 

choose the number behind one’s pronouns is lost in this 
politicization.

Still, the pervasiveness of the political is not all bad. In fact, it is 
a symptom of a larger trend that is generally considered 
desirable. The expansion of politics into ordinary, bread-and-
butter activities has occurred largely because of the spread of 
political power to the mainstream. When political power was 
concentrated among aristocratic elites, the mundane stood 
outside the political realm because it was in the sphere of the 
powerless masses, who had little to do with politics. Many 
things became issues only because those who were primarily 
affected by them were granted political power. It is difficult to 
imagine that academic departments like African-American 
studies or feminist studies would exist if it were not for the 
twentieth-century inclusion of blacks and women into the 
franchise.

Moreover, political action is invoked when claimants feel that 
they are not receiving what they are due. Feminists protest 
gender-specific language because, they argue, such language 
serves to reinforce ingrained biases, preventing them from 
receiving the equal treatment that they deserve. The existence 
of any such political argument is contingent upon some sense 
of desert, and this sense in turn points to a society 
characterized by the promise of equality and empowerment. 
The fact that minority groups politicize issues and lobby for 
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what they perceive to be their rights implies at least two 
positive developments: first, that such minority groups are 
psychologically empowered to believe that they deserve equal 
treatment; and, second, that they have been granted a 
possibility of success sufficient to make the advocacy efforts 
seem worthwhile to them. Whether the expansion of politics 
into everyday life on its own merit is positive or negative, it is 
difficult to argue against the justice of the trend of 
democratization underlying such politicization.
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Counting, Overflowing
I am driving in the rain,
That slams against the windshield, so heavily
I worry the wipers would break.
Eventually, wouldn’t they break? They must. I must
Be careful, with dad in the passenger seat, mom and siblings 
in the back,
All asleep, but me, alone.
I must stay awake.

Corn fields pass outside the blurry windows;
Radio signals don’t reach this far.
All is silent, except for the occasional, rumbling, distant 
thunder.
Nature does what nature wants, and
I have no control, but
I am in control of
This choice to keep driving on, observing
Hazy views of sleek road, and the stunning, broken sky.
People count sheep before sleeping
Why not count raindrops instead?
 
I close my eyes and envision droplets, so many droplets,
And a memory of Lake Michigan floats into mind:
The water: so vast; horizon: so far;
Beckoning me to join the gently splashing tide.
But I stayed on the beach because I was cold
And counted minutes before we would leave, counted sheep 
and slept on sand, I was
Counting the splashes of my siblings in the shallow water, 2 
feet deep.
But 2 feet is not deep, Lake Michigan is 922 feet deep
But in the Pacific, James Cameron, sea-explorer, broke a 
record, going 35,756 feet deep –
Furthest into water man has ever traveled,
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To the bottom of the Mariana Trench, deepest known point in 
Earth's oceans.
But what about
The splashes of waters in places
We don’t even know we don’t know?
 
As people insist on knowing things,
I go to school and study
Things such as hydrogen bonds
That give water traits of cohesion and adhesion.
Water molecules stick to each other,
Even defying gravity, moving uproots and trunks,
Only to arrive, eventually, to where it needs to be,
In the branches, in the leaves, trapped in rotation.
I count passing minutes before biology ends
So I can drift away, having nowhere I need to be until
The next class begins.
I only stop to fill my water bottle.
I cannot defy, disappear, I am filled to the brim,
Overflowing, I am devoid.
Anna Freud, psychoanalyst, said we are
“Imprisoned in the realm of life, like a sailor on his tiny boat, on 
an infinite ocean.”
We are sailors in tiny boats, divers in wetsuits, explorers in 
submarines,

Going 35,756 feet deep, reaching no end, for eternity, moving 
on, moving up,
Moving down.
Are we back at the roots in this nonexistent end?
 
Some do not like driving in the rain –
Understandable, as 1.3 million die in car accidents every year.
My dad was in a crash once, before I was born, on the 
skidding highway,
On the kind of day where snow melts into water,
Then freezes to ice, then melts again, and freezes again.
My dad drove his wrecked car to the airport to pick up a friend, 
who said,
“Uh… Hi Joseph, thanks for picking me up,” and
The car was declared totaled afterwards.
So when I began driving,
My dad took me out to practice in rainstorms, in snow,
Skidding out of control
Across icy parking lots, dense with water molecules,
Dense with apprehension,
Because my dad had decided that
I am not to be part of the 1.3 million.
Joseph Stalin, a man who shared my father’s Biblical name, 
understands.
“The death of one man is a tragedy;
The death of millions is a statistic.”
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Two; 922; 35,756; 1,300,000;
Why count all these numbers?
 
The original Joseph, from the Bible, was sold as a slave, by 
jealous brothers,
But went on to become one of the most famous rulers of 
Egypt, rags to riches,
Was the ancestor of Moses, the Moses of Exodus, who
Led the Israelites out of bondage,
Headed to the Promised Land,
Walked through God-parted waters of the Red Sea
That crashed down upon the pursuing Egyptians:
Roaring, drowning, washing, gone.
All water on earth remains the same, only looping, endlessly 
cycling –
Perhaps the Red Sea waters have fallen on me.
The waves crash as raindrops upon my windshield,
And I am counting the years, the centuries, the millennia
That has passed between those parting, liquid, deathly walls
And the storm that is churning overhead, and within.
Counting the time that is passing, and the water that remains.
How long can one count for?
 
A decade before I was born,
On April 30, 1991, 138,000 people drowned in Bangladesh.
Annie Dillard, author, told her daughter

It is hard to imagine 138,000 people drowning.
The seven year old replied,
“Just lots and lots of dots, in blue water.”
Is that all we are? Just dots in water,
Bound to the sea; breaking waves; spitting foam.
Dillard quotes Ralph Touchett:
“Nothing makes us feel so much alive as to see others die.
That’s the sensation of life – the sense that we remain,”
She continues: “So I watch from the stern; I attend the wake.”
I myself stay awake, but close my eyes
To see the stern, the back of the ship, parting water in a V 
shape.
I count so many droplets of water
From white foam splitting at the tip of the V – the wake:
Bubbling as evidence, something the tiny boat left behind,
Proof that we existed.
Yet seconds later, the wake dissolves, the funeral ends,
Another dot is added to the statistic,
And all we have is the surface of the sea.
I count as evaporated droplets cycle back to the sky,
And I, a sailor, sense that I remain,
As the Red Sea falls again, and again.
See how the V disappears,
As it spills back into the current, overflowing within itself?
 
I must stay awake
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And observe the broken sky, my numbered days, hazy views, 
the sleek road.
I am bobbing on the waves of an infinite ocean.
Oscar Wilde, poet, said
“To live is the rarest thing in the world. Most people exist, that 
is all.”
So we prevail – exploring, learning, knowing, counting –
In rotation for the average 79 years.
With 7.5 billion people in the world,
That seems to be so many years of life: numerous, 
innumerable, infinite.
Yet in just one storm, in only one square mile,
One and a half trillion raindrops fall: 1,500,000,000,000 drops 
of water, cycling.
Too many raindrops to count as the torrents come,
Drowning out each individual splash.
And in one of these storms there is one car;
One sleeping, sheep-counting family;
One girl, awake.
A roaring, silent, downpour; windshields and corn fields; radio 
static.
And so I drive on,
Red Sea parting,
Water falling,
Losing count
As each blue dot is washed away.
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I Scream For Ice Cream
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 9
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

I Scream For Ice Cream
My dad is the one who introduced me to ice cream. When he 
was younger, he worked at an ice cream store, and he brought 
his expert scooping to the family. Unlike the rest of my family 
he is tall, almost 6 foot, with blue eyes. I did not inherit either of 
these genes. He is one of those people that can be the life of 
the party, a loud speaker, funny when he wants, and the 
hardest worker I have ever known. However, he has a 
tendency to hold his feelings in, and never show signs of 

weakness. A gene I most definitely inherited. People say we 
look alike, and people say we act alike, so I guess this is why 
he has always been my biggest role model.

Because of my dad, ice cream will always be this bond 
between us, and between my family. When the perfect 
combination of cold and sweet hits my tongue, I can hear the 
music blasting in my kitchen as my mom, dad, and I dance 
around the table. I flash back to watching my dad cook his 
famous wings, or my mom trying to get work done but failing 
because Sally and I would not leave her alone. Ice cream 
reminds me of love, and seeing a huge smile light up on my 
dad’s face when he handed me and my sister, Sally, our 
sundaes. Ice cream reminds me of hope, simplicity, and 
innocence. Ice cream reminds me of family.

Vanilla Caramel Drumstick. I will never forget the day ice 
cream gave me stitches. I was six years old at the time, 
standing in the kitchen, and my babysitter was holding a 
vanilla caramel drumstick over my head. Of course at this age, 
ice cream was the most precious reward I could receive, so I 
began excitedly jumping up and down. She was tauntingly 
holding it above my head, saying that I needed to go get 
changed for tennis camp before I could be given the treat. 
Since I was probably the most strong-headed six-year old 
ever, I refused to listen, saying that I would only get dressed if I 
could eat the ice cream first. In the process of this exuberant 
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jumping and screaming, I hit my chin on a bench. The last 
thing I remember before waking up in the hospital was 
watching my precious ice cream cone drop to the floor. The 
hard chocolate coating crumbled into pieces as the vanilla ice 
cream leaked out, followed by the delicious caramel filling. 
After waiting in the hospital for hours, and receiving about six 
stiches on my lower chin, my parents took me to Mitchell’s and 
bought me a freshly scooped double-chocolate cone with 
sprinkles on top. After devouring that cone, and about three 
more, all was right again in my perfect six-year old world.

Vanilla Heath-Bar Crunch. Once I reached age eight, I decided 
I needed a change in ice cream, so my dad began to make me 
and my sister, Sally, ice cream sundaes. Every night it would 
be the same routine: dinner with my mom and dad, followed by 
Vanilla Heath Bar Crunch sundaes with whipped cream and 
sprinkles. We would sit side-by-side, devouring our bowls 
while our eyes were glued to the movie we had chosen for the 
night. Once I got into second grade, the flavor of ice cream 
changed to Coffee Heath Bar Crunch, but the routine stayed 
the same. Dinner, ice cream, movie, bedtime. At this time in 
my life, my dad was my rock. We hiked together, and watched 
movies together. I told him everything, and he always listened.

Vanilla Chocolate Chip. I grew accustomed to this lifestyle, and 
it seemed like nothing in my world could ever shatter it, until 
the day that something did. It started just like every other night. 

My dad cooked dinner while blasting his music. My mom was 
upstairs working, and Sally and I danced around our living 
room. After dinner I was sitting on the couch, excitedly waiting 
to be given my sundae, but it never came. Instead, my parents 
both sat down on the couches, and began to speak to Sally 
and I in a serious tone, one I had never heard before. They 
talked and talked, and finally the prolonged words came out: 
“We are getting a divorce.” With those words, the routine was 
dead, the ice cream sundaes shattered, the family broken.

Directly after dinner, I began bringing pints of vanilla chocolate 
chip ice cream to my room. I no longer yearned to be around 
my family. Instead, I wanted to devour my ice cream in private. 
With this, a new routine was born. Dinner, followed by pints of 
ice cream in my room while I completed my homework. I 
isolated myself from my dad more than my mom. I think I 
blamed him because my mom was the one who moved out 
and slipped away, but I know now that it was a mutual choice.

Cookies and Cream. As I got older, my middle school 
insecurities kicked in. I stopped eating ice cream every night 
because I began to feel guilty after each bite. Instead of having 
my daily doses of this cold treat, it became weekly or even 
monthly ones. Every other weekend I went to Ben and Jerry’s 
with my friends and ordered one scoop of cookies and cream 
in a sugar cone. While this did increase the feeling of joy when 
I got these delicious cones, I missed those naïve childhood 
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days when I could gulp down sundaes or pints without my 
stomach fluttering with regret. My mom was now my go-to 
person, because she knew what it was like to be a girl. Boys, 
friend drama, school; she could relate. My dad fell behind in 
this category, and because of this I rarely spoke to him. He 
became over-protective. He just did not understand me 
anymore.

Chocolate Peanut Butter Chunk. In eighth grade, my dad 
announced that he was seeing someone. All of a sudden it 
was like the fast forward button was pressed, and I was 
standing at their wedding next to my three new step siblings; 
Jack, Jess, and Paige. Jack was someone I looked up to 
greatly since he was two-years older. He became the rock for 
all of us, and I no longer had that burden. Jess was my age, 
and became almost a best friend. We built forts together, and 
were always on the trampoline showing each other new tricks. 
Paige was the baby in the family, and I think my sister missed 
having that role. She was no longer the center of attention, she 
was now the older sister who had to be tough. After they 
moved in, the routine of my childhood reestablished itself. 
Around six we ate dinner, and then the ice cream would 
normally be taken out and devoured by Sally, Jack, Jess, 
Paige, and I. As we grew more and more into a family, ice 
cream began becoming a constant in my life once again. We 
started off eating pints of cookies and cream until Jack 
introduced us to Mitchell’s Chocolate Peanut Butter Chunk. I 

fell in love. My dad also slowly became part of my life again. 
Rather than always wanting to be at my mom’s, I had this 
perfect family life at my dad’s that I cherished so much.

My heart shattered once again when my dad divorced my step 
mom after two years. Another family dynamic crushed. Another 
life altered. I resented him for a very long time. I could not 
understand how he could put me and Sally through this again, 
as if once wasn’t bad enough. All the kids were told separately. 
My dad told me on the way home from lacrosse practice. I 
looked out the window and cried. I had so much anger and 
sadness in my heart. It took me so long to adjust, so long to 
accept this new family, and once I started to love it, it too 
slipped away.

I love you: three words I used to say to my dad every night 
before bed. Now I can hardly get the words out. “I love you,” 
my dad used to say to my mom. “I love you,” my dad used to 
say to my stepmom. This cannot be love if he lets it go so 
quickly. One minute it brings him joy and the next sadness. Ice 
cream melts; it is there one second and then it is gone, and I 
have come to realize that families are like this too. Ice cream 
holds high expectations, and sometimes these are not met. Ice 
cream comes in many different flavors. The flavor can grow 
along with you, or it can fall behind. Each flavor was a fresh 
start. Each flavor held its own promise. Each flavor held its 
own “I love you”.
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Who is the Killer Angel
Critical Essay
Grade: 10
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett
"

Who is the Killer Angel
In Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels, Joshua Lawrence 
Chamberlain, the main character portrayed on the Union side, 
reminisces about his time home. He reflects on how he recited 
to his father an excerpt from Shakespeare’s Hamlet: “What a 
piece of work is man… in action how like an angel!” (Shaara, 
126). After pondering the quote for a few moments, his father 
replies, “Well, boy, if he’s an angel, he’s sure a murdering 
angel” (Shaara, 126). This idea of a killer angel is oxymoronic, 

for how could something as advanced as an angel be reduced 
to something as barbaric as a killer? Literature has been 
known to grapple with this question before, such as in the 
“Book of Exodus,” in which God sends down his angel of death 
to kill the first-born son of every non-Jew. In the context of The 
Killer Angels, a killer angel is an ambivalent force who sends 
thousands to their death without any personal responsibility, as 
they are beyond the petty flaws of man. Although multiple 
leaders can be interpreted as “killer angels,” the most 
prevalent of these is General Robert E. Lee, the leader of the 
Confederate Army. Over the course of the Battle of Gettysburg, 
Lee proves himself to be a killer angel because he sends 
thousands to their deaths, yet remains justifiably blameless 
and beyond man.

Throughout the encounter at Gettysburg, Robert E. Lee 
condemns thousands of Confederate soldiers to their deaths 
because of his failed charges, despite the urging of General 
James Longstreet to move to a defensible position to reduce 
casualties. Robert E. Lee is from the older school of generals, 
the ones that still believe in the older ways of combat. 
According to Longstreet, generals such as Lee have made the 
war “old Napoleon and a hell of a lot of chivalry” (Shaara, 267). 
These old ideals cause Lee to see warfare in a solely 
antiquated fashion. Using the French terms of Napoleonic 
Warfare, Lee orders Longstreet to attack “en echelon” up a 
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heavily fortified hill (Shaara 194). This suicidal attack and the 
charge the subsequent day would lead to casualties that the 
Rebels could not afford. By the end of the battle, General 
George Pickett, a general whose division was forced to sit on 
the sidelines for the majority of war, was forced to inform Lee 
that he has “No division… Armistead is gone. Garnett is gone. 
Kemper is gone. All my colonels are gone. General, every one. 
Most of my men are gone” (Shaara, 354). This devastating 
loss may have been avoided if General Lee listened to 
Longstreet’s advice. Longstreet was Lee’s sole confidant, the 
only person he could trust in opinion; Longstreet was Lee’s 
“old war horse” (Shaara, xi). Longstreet not only knew the 
dangers of modern warfare, but also how to solve them. He 
believed that the Little Round Top, Cemetery Hill, and all of the 
other Union positions were impregnable at their angle. He 
believed that the army should “swing round between him 
[Union Army] and Washington and get astride some nice thick 
rocks and make him come to us, and we’ve got him in the 
open” (Shaara, 89). This maneuvering would allow the CSA 
another victory similar to Fredericksburg, where the 
Confederates were able to take a defensive position behind a 
wall and massacre the oncoming forces. Lee believed this 
strategy to be cowardly, even exclaiming, “you want me to 
disengage?” (Shaara, 118). The idea of tactical maneuvering 
was so foreign to Lee, that he wouldn’t even consider an 

action so cowardly. Instead, Lee had attacked head on, 
destroying his own forces.

Lee also hurts his army’s chances at survival because he does 
not punish fellow leaders who doom the Confederate Army to 
failure, such as General J.E.B. Stuart. Lee also showed an 
overabundance of mercy to someone who betrayed the army 
with their egotism, J.E.B. Stuart. Stuart, who was supposed to 
scout for Union movements before the battle, instead spent his 
time gallivanting around Pennsylvania in order so sooth his 
own needs. Without Stuart’s information, Lee knows “nothing 
of what’s in front of me. It may be the entire federal 
army” (Shaara, 106). Even though this lack of information sent 
the army into a position unfavorable to their figures, Lee shows 
mercy to his subordinate. Instead of court-martialing Stuart for 
his insolence as he should have, Lee instead chooses to 
pardon Stuart of all wrong doings, saying of the matter, “There 
has been a mistake. It will not happen again” (Shaara, 282). 
This act of mercy may be good for Stuart’s self-esteem, but it 
does not help the army, as keeping incompetent generals in 
charge spurs further incompetence. When reflecting on the 
loss at Gettysburg, one can conclude that Lee lost the battle, 
and even he will lament that “I am alone to blame” (Shaara, 
369).

Although Lee doomed the army to failure, he remains 
justifiably blameless because his fellow generals try to 
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exonerate him, his men still believe in him, and he was the 
sole reason that the Confederates have a chance of victory. 
Although Longstreet and Pickett remain bitter about the failure 
at Gettysburg, many other generals feel otherwise. General 
Ewell, a loyal supporter of Lee, blames himself for the loss, 
saying that “It took a great many mistakes to lose that battle. 
And I myself made most of them” (Shaara, 371). Other 
generals blame Longstreet, such as James Early. In fact, 
James Early, a general who worked in tandem with Longstreet 
for many battles, is “the Southern Officer most involved in 
trying to probe that Longstreet was responsible for the loss at 
Gettysburg.” (Shaara, 372). Longstreet, the most prevalent 
opposition to this theory of Lee’s innocence, loses all respect 
in the South, for they never forgive him for “the insult to Lee’s 
name” (Shaara, 370). If most of his generals are in the opinion 
of his blamelessness, then it is hard to give Lee blame. While 
Lee was lamenting about his failure as a general after the last 
disastrous charge, common soldiers try to console him: “A tall 
man in a gray beard was pleading with Lee to let them attack 
again. A bony boy in a ripped and bloody shirt… was insisting 
that the general move to the rear” (Shaara, 353). The soldiers’ 
love for Lee was immense, and even after losing so many of 
their comrades, they still care for Lee above all things. Earlier, 
a British observer hears that when “General Lee was asleep, 
and the army was marching by, and fifteen thousand men went 
by on tiptoe so as not to wake him” (Shaara, 138). Lee’s 

soldiers love him, and if they don’t believe that Lee doomed 
them for failure, and that they could have succeeded with more 
heart, then Lee remains blameless, at least amongst the men. 
Lee was also the primary reason the South lasted in the war. 
Being the morale of the Southern cause, Lee was able to bring 
his men to impossible victory after impossible victory. Lewis 
Armistead, another general for the CSA, muses that because 
of Lee, “I never saw troops anywhere so ready for a brawl. And 
they’re not just kids either. Most of them are veterans and 
they’ll know what to do. But the morale is simply amazing. 
Really is. Never saw anything like it in the old army. They’re off 
on a holy war” (Shaara, 67). If Lee is able to rally his men to 
fight to win such impossible victories, and is able to prolong 
the lives of his men in the process, then he remains blameless 
for their deaths, as he was simply delaying an inevitable.

Lee also is above the normal man, much like an angel, 
because he is worshipped by people both inside and outside 
his country. When discussing the theory of evolution, one 
soldier quips, “Well, maybe you are come from an ape, and 
maybe Iam come from an ape, but General Lee, hedidn’t come 
from no ape”(Shaara, 138). Although this comment may seem 
like a simple joke denouncing evolution, it has a deeper 
meaning. Lee is not simply one of the soldiers, he is something 
else entirely. In a description of Lee, Shaara notes that Lee 
has “no ‘vices’” (Shaara, x). Part of the human condition 
requires flaws, yet Lee manages to rise above them. His 
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soldiers are in constant awe of his greatness, as “They hush 
when he passes, like an angel of the lord.” (Shaara, 67). If his 
soldiers believe wholeheartedly that he isn’t an ordinary man, 
or even man at all, then perhaps they are right, and Lee is a 
step higher than common humanity on the hierarchy of all life, 
an angel. Lee is also respected by European spectators, 
especially Arthur Freemantle, an observer for Queen Victoria 
of Great Britain. Freemantle believes that “that General Lee 
shall become the world’s foremost authority on military matters 
when this war is over… I suspect all Europe will be turning to 
him for lessons.” (Shaara, 265). Freemantle is but an emblem 
of the larger European interest in Lee; he seems to be both 
American, and civilized, a complete contradiction to European 
presumptions. If Lee manages to appear European and 
American in the same fashion that Christ was God and man, 
then Lee is truly above man, as he fits an impossible.

In The Killer Angels by Michael Shaara, Robert E. Lee is the 
archetype of the “killer angel” because he condemns 
thousands to death through his decisions, but remains 
justifiably blameless and beyond man nonetheless. Lee is a 
rare figure in history. Much like Alexander, Caesar, and 
Hannibal, Lee was able to get his men to do things that others 
couldn’t dream of. He gave the South a “fighting chance,” and 
was extremely close to winning the war, but reality set in. 
There seems to be no angels in warfare. Once an angel is 
reduced to killing in such barbarity, are they truly an angel 

anymore? The only way to solve this paradox is to accept that 
angels are not always a force of good, but simply a higher 
power. An angel is nothing but a man with better means of 
enacting their will, and Lee exemplifies this with his ability to 
lead his men into certain death, and to almost win by sheer 
willpower.
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How to Properly Die
Flash Fiction
Grade: 10
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett
"

How to Properly Die
The crackling of the fire surrounded us. Charlie Erikson looked 
down in shame. Anne Gretinsky held Bobby Isenhover out of 
fear. I just sat there, dumbfound at our mistake. Finally, Scott 
Protochinsky, the only positive person in the group, asked "So 
how did you guys want to go?" Charlie began to violently 
shake, Anne buried her face into Bobby's shirt and wept softly, 
and Bobby gave Scott a dirty look. Scott got defensive, and 
said, "What? It's going to happen eventually!" Charlie began to 
cough harshly, as if he was going to throw up. Bobby began to 
stand up, but was weighed down by both Anne, and the 
debilitating smoke three feet above us. I just awkwardly 
smiled; I thought at least Scott is trying to be positive.

Eventually, I spoke up. "Well... I always thought that I would 
die in a war, somewhere in the Middle East. I'm sitting there, 
behind some cover, in the heat of battle. Then I see my friend 

about to be shot. I jump in front of the bullet, just like a movie, 
and sacrifice myself. As my friend holds my dying body, we 
begin to sing a previously irrelevant song that was sung when I 
first joined the force, but has so much more meaning now. 
Then, I die. Yeah, that's how I want to go." The group looks at 
me, and I am forced to analyze each face to get a reaction. 
Anne was still crying. Bobby was distraught. Charlie was 
shaking even harder now. Scott was grinning. Then, I looked 
past some of the smoke. Stephanie Müller, never one to give 
up, was still scratching at the walls. We all were trying that two 
minutes ago, but had no luck. There was no reason to take this 
away from her though; it’s best if she has hope until the end.

Finally, she kicked the wall one last time, and stomped over to 
us. She sat down defeated, and proclaimed "You know what? 
Do you want to know how I want to die? I have been planning 
it out for years. I marry some rich guy, watch him have an 
'accident' and tragically die, and then marry some Caribbean 
dude half my age and live out the next twenty years or so in 
relative luxury. Then, I found out that he was planning to do the 
same thing to me to marry a girl half his age, and I would kill 
him. Then, as the S.W.A.T. team surrounds our cabana, I try to 
take out as many S.W.A.T. guys as I can before going out in a 
blaze of bullet-y glory!" Everyone stared at her incredulously; 
she was always the quiet one, but apparently being locked in a 
room with us for God knows how long will do things to a girl. 
Charlie continued to convulse. Scott still had that dumb grin on 
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his face, and Bobby was slowly passing out. Anne had stopped 
crying though.

As Anne stopped crying, she gained a peaceful expression. 
Her mouth neither smiled nor frowned, her brows were 
relaxed, and her body was laying comfortably on two hands 
propped up behind her. She began to divulge on her preferred 
death. "You know what? I always wanted to be famous. I would 
become a famous actress. I would marry an actor for two 
weeks, and then divorce him. Due to the pressures of acting, I 
would probably get hooked on drugs. I'd go quietly, and only 
my manager would find me lying on the kitchen floor. It'd be 
real peaceful for me, but a pain in the ass for that manager. 
But screw him! Damn pervert always trying to look at my butt!"

Scott laughed, and made fun of us. "You guys are crazy 
bastards! I was expecting 'oh I want to die old in my sleep' or 
some crap, but Jesus! I want to die in my sleep when I'm 92, 
not kill my lover or overdose you sickos!"

Bobby then chimed in. "I wanted... to... die from some freak 
accident... I finally want to have some wacky death not be 
reported in the newspaper as 'Florida man does this.' I would 
love that... That or die in a fire. Which... I guess... is..." Bobby 
then passed out. None of us were concerned, there was no 
point anymore.

Scott looked at Charlie, who had ceased shaking. He smirked 
and asked, "How about you Charlie?"

"..."

"Come on Charlie."

"..."

Scott was getting irritated. He began to move towards Charlie 
began to speak. "I honestly always wanted to die with you 
guys. Not this soon of course, but you get the point. This is fine 
by me now."

Charlie then stood up, and was about to say something 
inciteful when a BOOM knocked him to the ground. He did not 
get up. Scott looked at me and we knew the same thing; the 
fire has reached the gas pipeline. I looked at Charlie's corpse 
as another BOOM ended my thoughts.
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FRED and the Magical Thinker
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik
"

FRED and the Magical Thinker
Anorexia Nervosa was my first — and current — love. How did 
you two meet? you ask. Well, reader, our love story was not a 
sappy, predictable teenage summer romance; nor was it a 
tear-jerking tragedy. It is a story that has evolved over the last 
year and a half and still lives on today.

It began in the summer of 2017. I was 15. At 5 foot 2 ½ inches 
and 120 pounds, I was considered average size. I was not 

overweight, but knew I would not fit into a size 0000 (my 
favorite size, not sold in stores). I secretly yearned for a 
change. I dreamed of having leaner thighs and muscular arms. 
I scrutinized the way my thighs rubbed against each other for 
many intense minutes.

At first my fear of dieting kept me away from it. I grew up in a 
household where dieting was a taboo. You see, my mother 
was anorexic and so was well aware of its dire consequences. 
Her story of fainting at 15 was enough to put the fear of God in 
me. But even her determination was no match to the insidious 
power of Anorexia Nervosa; before I knew it, I fell deeply in 
love with him.

Ironically, I despised Anorexia Nervosa when I first met him 
through my sister. In May of 2017, my sister developed an 
interest in plant-based eating. She was intrigued by articles 
that said eating less meat and more plants would increase 
speed in runners. My sister cut her meat intake and stopped 
eating all processed foods. I continued to devour my Chinese 
take-out while my sister ate endless piles of lettuce. My mother 
initially supported my sister’s “healthy” choices, but quickly 
became alarmed as she rapidly lost weight.

Family dinners became stressful as my mom eyed foods my 
sister ate and made less-than-subtle comments about her 
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weight loss. My mom was convinced that my sister became 
anorexic and increased her food intake. In a matter of weeks 
she gained eight pounds and so was allowed to continue to eat 
a mostly plant-based diet. Shortly after this “ Anorexia Scare,” 
my sister decided to pursue an entirely whole-food plant-based 
diet in hopes of taking her running to the next level. I was 
skeptical, but gave it a try. We naively experimented with a 
primarily plant-based diet during the summer. Although I lost 
over eight pounds from the significant increase in exercising 
and decrease in calories, I remained unaware that it could 
evolve into an eating disorder.

Anorexia reared its ugly head in August 2017 when I decided 
to fully adopt my sister’s whole-food plant-based method 
(WFPB) of eating only minimally processed vegan foods and 
cutting out all oils and sugar. While my sister had over two 
months to adjust to this way of eating, I had two weeks. I was 
charmed by the idea that eating vegan would make me a 
better runner. My belief was confirmed by a WFPB cookbook 
written by an ultramarathoner. My mom questioned the 
appropriateness of oil-free vegan cooking for teens, but 
conceded, believing it was healthy. (Note: At my physical my 
mother expressed concerns over my weight loss, but our 
pediatrician reassured her it was fine.)

I lost ten pounds over the course of two months. Although my 
mother and sister told me I looked thinner, I was oblivious. 
When a close friend wrote on social media that I had lost 
weight, I replied with a question mark. I gained confidence 
from these remarks. I decided to run in spandex shorts and a 
sports bra to flaunt my body. When I saw a friend I had not 
seen all summer, she stopped in her tracks and looked at me 
in shock. You look great, she told me, eyeing my newly toned 
legs. The friend next to her bobbed her head in agreement. I 
basked in the attention and applauded myself for attaining the 
body I had fantasized for months.

As my cross-country season progressed, my relationship with 
food worsened. Once when a friend asked me to go grab a 
bite with her I politely replied, No thanks. I was full. She eyed 
me suspiciously, as if she saw Anorexia standing beside me. 
They have vegan shakes there, you know, she said. They 
have added sugar in them, I replied. What I did not admit was 
my fear of foods strictly prohibited in the WFPB realm. I had 
similar thoughts about oil. At a cross-country dinner, I 
practically suffered from a heart attack when my sister ate 
zucchini cooked in--cue sharp intake of breath--oil. Yet, 
determined to consume the exact same calories as her, I 
hesitantly put some zucchini on my plate. I was curious why 
my sister chose to eat them. Perhaps she wasn’t aware of its 
oil content? No, that couldn’t be right. I informed her several 
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times the zucchini were cooked in oil but she shrugged me off. 
I imagined myself collapsing on the ground and being rushed 
to the hospital's intensive care unit. There, teary eyed, my 
mother would demand to know what had happened to me. The 
doctor would inform her that my kidneys failed because I ate 
oily food.

You will be relieved to hear, reader, that my imagination did not 
materialize. My physique and running speed seemed to 
suggest I was healthy. While on winter break, I easily ran 10 
miles and strength trained after. My sister and I posted pictures 
of our daily meals and workouts onto our social media 
account, Plant Powered PRs (personal records). However, as 
December turned into January my body began sending alerts 
that perhaps my excessive regimen was not going to get me to 
my PR.

My mind, of course, ignored my body’s distress signals. I didn’t 
notice when tiny hairs started growing along my stomach or 
when my hair started to thin. My brain told me that my locks 
magically moved to my stomach. I was elated when my period 
lasted two days. I did, however, worry about my emotional 
state and sensed that my brain was suffering serious internal 
disorder (Eating Disorder’s annoying second cousin). While I 
would typically be excited to see my friends, I felt isolated and 
depressed. I told my advisor that I yearned for a new 

experience, like moving to Japan where my grandparents 
lived. We agreed that Japan was not feasible--a huge 
surprise--and settled on possibly attending a semester-away 
program. I never went away anywhere, because nothing would 
have lifted my spirits. My school environment was not the 
cause of my isolation, Anorexia was.

I blamed my friends for my depression. They didn’t have 
anything in common with me, I told my mom. She suggested 
that I make new friends. I refused, telling her that no one in my 
grade understood my culture. You need to tell them about it, 
my mother said. I remember sighing dramatically. Even my 
mother didn’t understand me, I thought. This self-pitying 
routine continued, ultimately leading me to seperate myself 
from my friends. My closest friend became concerned and met 
with my advisor. They said my eating habits were affecting me. 
I was shocked, even offended; how could they think I had a 
problem? I was not thin enough to have an eating disorder, 
and I had a healthy relationship with food.

At least that was what I thought. My behavior suggested 
otherwise. At dinners, anorexia would appear as a different 
persona: FRED (Fricking Ridiculous Eating Disorder). He and I 
would record the minutes it took me to eat a meal. Some days 
we sat at the table for an hour, meticulously savoring each 
bite. When I reached for a fork, FRED would hand me 
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chopsticks so I could eat in tinier bites. If I stood up to get a 
second bowl of rice, FRED would shoot his hand in front of 
me. I don’t want you to gain weight because you’re prettier 
when you’re thinner, he told me. To ensure I had not gained 
weight, FRED forced me onto the scale after dinner. He also 
gave me a target weight--99 pounds. FRED allowed me to feel 
a sense of control over my food. Yet, FRED held the power in 
our relationship; he crowded my mind with thoughts about 
dieting and weight loss.

In February of 2018 I told my sister about my target weight. 
She “diagnosed” me with Orthorexia Nervosa (anorexia’s 
daughter who is obsessed with only eating foods considered 
healthy). Realizing that matters were beyond her control, my 
sister sought help from my mother. And so my mom began 
interrogating me at dinner. Some nights she would ask why I 
couldn’t take larger bites. You’re not a bird, she would say, so 
stop eating like one. Other evenings she would ask why I no 
longer ate as much as my sister did. She pointed out that I 
used to get second servings of rice when my sister did. “How 
was your day in school?” was quickly replaced by “Why can’t 
you just eat normally?” My answer was always the same, I was 
too full.

One night after dinner, my mom thrusted a scale in front of me. 
Step on this, she said. Afraid that I would weigh too much, I 

shook my head with the ferocity of an angry bull and curled up 
on the floor. Seeing my reaction, my mother went into the 
kitchen to get a spoonful of rice and demanded that I eat it. My 
sister looked amused by the absurdity of the situation, and 
also concerned by my panic over a measly spoon of rice. My 
mother shook her head and announced she was taking me to 
the pediatrician. (Note: this is the same pediatrician who told 
my mother only six months ago that my weight loss was not an 
issue.) This time the pediatrician immediately suggested that I 
see Dr. R (an expert in eating disorders) and also a therapist.

Dr. R weighed and examined my body, noting the hairs on my 
stomach (lanugo) and my bony chest (I looked like I had a six-
pack on my chest). She diagnosed my illness as anorexia 
nervosa and referred me to a nutritionist. The following week, 
my sister and I met with H, the nutritionist. I assumed H would 
recommend to increase our portions and cook with oil. Rather, 
she told us that we could no longer be vegan. I began tearing 
up (my sister looked perplexed while FRED glared at H) and 
attempted to convince her that my body did not need the 
protein from dairy and meat. Beans and legumes have protein 
too, I sputtered. My efforts to promote veganism were useless 
and my road to recovery and separation from FRED began.

I was reluctant but cooperative the first week of recovery. But, 
FRED got the better of me the following week and I spiraled. 
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One morning I was too tired to get out of bed from not eating 
enough. Luckily my sister had an appointment with Dr. R so 
my mom took me along. Dr. R took my heart rate and told my 
mom to go home and pack my bag. With a resting heart rate of 
41 beats per minute, I was at risk of suffering a cardiac arrest. 
I needed to be hospitalized immediately. I gave a reassuring 
smile to my sobbing mother and sister and got wheeled away.

I remained hospitalized for six days and slowly began to 
understand the dangers of anorexia. I had a nurse 24/7, who 
made sure I stayed in bed, ate all my food and didn’t throw up 
in the bathroom. While the constant supervision was unsettling 
at first, the nurses and doctors gave me support throughout 
the day. One nurse wheeled me around the hospital for two 
hours, telling me stories about herself. Another watched the 
Winter Olympics with me. I appreciated the nurses who sat in 
my room while I slept. Their presence alone was enough to 
scare FRED away. The best part was the late night milkshake 
prepared to my liking (slightly frozen and coffee flavored). 
When I was ready to be discharged, I secretly dreaded leaving 
the hospital, partly because I had not done any homework, but 
mostly because I feared my friends’ reactions when I returned 
to school.

Due to social media and the small size of my high school, most 
students knew I was hospitalized. Only a few, however, knew 

of my eating disorder. Those who were aware of FRED didn’t 
discuss food and veganism around me. They graciously 
expressed their support. When I complained that my mom 
packed too much food in my lunch, they said that it looked 
delicious. Teachers were lenient on due-dates for assignments 
and tests.

Despite the support I received from friends and teachers, I 
found myself losing focus on academics (do not be alarmed 
reader; I still finished the year with straight As). FRED was 
working his spell again. Instead of making up assignments, 
FRED and I spent the majority of my days worrying about 
eating and exercise. The lack of exercise quickly became my 
greatest worry.

Because of my low heart rate, my doctor prohibited me from 
running track and field. The privilege of running, which had 
given me the same sense of control as restricting food, was 
taken. I was desperate to return to my golden age (a term I 
gave my 2017 cross country season when I was vegan). At 
weekly weigh-ins with Dr. R I exclaimed that I would become 
obese unless I ate WFPB. When she assured me that I would 
not, I reminded her I was consuming 4,500 calories of 
‘unhealthy’ foods a day. She explained to me that my body 
needed every calorie to renourish my heart muscles, internal 
organs, and bones. It took two months for my heart muscle to 
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regenerate. When I was finally cleared to run in April of 2018, I 
was surprised by how much speed I had retained. Just when I 
was getting into my rhythm, Dr. R put a stop to my running 
because my heart rate dropped again. Devastated, I blamed 
FRED. He shrugged nonchalantly.

My weight plateaued in June and my bloating (caused by 
excess water) decreased significantly. My body returned to a 
healthy weight, but my relationship with food did not recover. I 
relied on my mother to tell me when to eat. I refused to eat 
anything that I deemed unhealthy (with the exception of oil, 
which I was required to eat). I began calling myself fat, blaming 
my father and his genes for the “rolls” of fat on my stomach. 
My irrational thinking caused great distress on my family. 
Family dinners at restaurants became a thing of the past. 
FRED became impossibly selfish, creating rifts in my family. 
He beamed when my mother and I fought over the amount of 
food she placed in front of me. He clapped excitedly when I 
rolled my eyes at my dad for saying something about my 
eating. He cheered when I threw food away or poured almond 
milk down the drain.

As August turned into September, my lengthy recovery inched 
forward. I was hypermetabolic, had lanugo on my stomach, 
and developed a horrible case of shin splints from running. My 
Magical Thinking persisted; I would stand in front of the mirror 

and feel dissatisfied with my body. My thighs, arms, and face 
are too fat, I thought to myself. I checked my body everyday, 
making sure that my fingers wrapped around my wrists. If they 
didn’t, it was a confirmation of my “fatness.” I began exercising 
in only leggings (only a size XS or XXS) because my spandex 
shorts no longer fit loosely. Although I no longer weighed 102 
pounds, FRED continued to remind me that with exercise and 
dieting I could get there again.

My mother and therapist told me I was not allowed to lose 
weight; that angered me. In November, I threw a peanut butter 
sandwich at a wall. You’re just trying to make me fat, I 
screamed at my mom. Everything my mother fed me became 
my worst enemy; turkey and salmon especially caused 
distress. Meat made me gain weight and slowed down my 
running. So why did I continue eating it? Well, reader, my 
mother gave me an ultimatum; if I didn’t eat, then I wouldn’t be 
able to run track or apply to colleges outside of my home state. 
I recognized that I had no other choice; I would have to make 
an effort to change.

And so my love story continues. My sister returned from 
college for Thanksgiving and said that meals at home felt more 
stressful. She was right. FRED has taken my sister’s seat at 
the dinner table and reminds me to negotiate meal portions 
with my mother. He manages to situate himself in my social life 
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as well. Dining out with friends has become impossible as my 
mother does not trust that I will eat. At school, when friends 
ask why I am always so hot or no longer vegan, I find myself at 
a loss for words. I desperately want to tell them of my 
anorexia, but can’t.

In all the chaos and confusion surrounding my eating disorder, 
there are moments of triumph that propel me forward. More 
than once, I have considered throwing away my packed 
lunches at school. Yet, I imagine my mother toiling in front of 
the stove and decide that it’s not worth it. While small, it is a 
significant change in my mindset. I may be far from recovery (I 
told my mother my favorite food was air last week), but I make 
a conscious effort everyday to separate myself from FRED and 
reclaim the independence and happiness that he took from me 
and my family. The road to recovery is bumpy and may take 
years to complete. But the reward is what makes the ride 
worthwhile: regaining the ability to love, respect, and care for 
the body I was born with.
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The Enfield Part I
I was born in Eddystone, Pennsylvania on July 16, 1917. The 
woman who birthed me didn’t scream or cry, or hug me close 
before swaddling me in a blanket and cooing over my newborn 
self. Instead, I was tossed on the cart and wheeled into a room 
full of others just like me. The place was hot and stuffy, I 
remember, and I could smell a metallic tang. I was stamped 
with a giant metal punch, right on my belly. ENFIELD, 
REMMINGTON 1917. I suppose that’s my name. Remington 

Enfield. At least that’s what my receiver says. Then I was 
haphazardly – almost frantically – dropped into a crate full of 
straw with the lid shut soundly above me. Everything became 
black.

Those first few days were quiet. Actually, I suppose quiet is the 
wrong word. Muffled is a better one. I could hear voices, but I 
couldn’t discern what they said. I could make out the tones, 
though. First there was one loud, deep voice ordering around a 
bunch of softer ones, and their hands slid across the boxes, 
giving each one a big THUNK. The nails in my box creaked 
when they came to my crate. Then there was the sound of 
heaving, and some bumps up and down, followed by a slam of 
a gate and then an engine. After that, I couldn’t really tell. 
There was the sound of rushing water, creaking, and men 
shouting in the distance, and occasionally a deep toot that 
shook the handle on my bolt. My crate became damp. A 
smooth rocking motion lulled me to sleep.

Honorable Mention

DAVID DIAZ
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The Enfield Part II
Thud. I snapped awake and my insides rattled. I woke up 
feeling like I had been dropped, but it was too real to be a 
dream. I began to panic, but remained confined to my wood 
and straw prison.

“Come on, open sesame!” I heard a boy shout. I could hear his 
every word, unlike before. The nails creaked once more and 
suddenly a huge beam of light shined on me for the first time in 
what felt like more than one day. It was then that I first saw a 
soldier. His hands were dirty. He wore a funny little green cap 
that matched the color of his clothes. He looked nothing like 
me. “Wow, she’s a beaut, fellas!” He picked me up and opened 
my bolt. “Check it out!” He held me up in front of a bunch of 
other soldiers. They looked just like him. Funny green caps, 
round faces.

“Now that’s a Hun-killing machine. Let’s use that one for the 
test,” another one said. I was carted out of the box in the 
hands of one of the soldiers.

I was outside somewhere. I saw trees and grass behind me 
and sky above me, but in front of me were piles and piles of 
boxes. They sat on motor lorries and on the ground and in the 
mud and everywhere. Some of the boxes were smaller than 
mine, others larger, but what I remember the most is how 
many there were.

I was gently placed down on one of the taller crates. “Here you 
go,” said the first soldier, handing the one holding me one of 
the smaller boxes.

“Thanks, pal.” He opened the box to reveal a huge pile of 
ammo. Stripper clips upon stripper clips of .30-06. I don’t know 
why, but somehow I knew I was designed for those finger-
sized chunks of brass and lead. The soldier shoved five of 
them into my magazine via stripper clip and then another loose 
round. My action snapped shut with two satisfying consecutive 
clicking sounds. I was picked up by those dirty but gentle and 
careful hands, and aimed at a pile of smaller, empty crates.

“Wait. Des, I’ll bet you two packs of smokes you can’t hit the 
crate on the first try,” one of the soldiers called out, met by a 
smattering of hollers and bets from a few others sitting on 
crates.”
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“You’re on Richmond. Better be Camels,” the soldier holding 
me retorted. Bang! One of the crates exploded in a shower of 
straw and wood splinters, much to the approval of everyone 
but Richmond. My bolt was pulled up and back as I spat out 
the shell, ready to shoot again. Des let five more rounds loose 
before nodding in satisfaction and placing me back in the 
crate.

“Hey Des, I hear the 77th needs more supplies.”

The one who just fired me nodded. “Our MGs are set to arrive 
tomorrow. We’ll send them to Whittlesey.” The lid closed above 
me.
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The Enfield Part IV
One day, Whittlesey and his comrades stood shoulder to 
shoulder in that long hole in the ground. Something felt 
different than the last few times I was here though.

“Major. Orders.” Some young kid, clearly out of breath, ran up 
to Whittlesey and handed him a slip of paper. Whittlesey 
unrolled it, stared at it for a brief minute, and then threw it on 
the floor of the hole and ground it into the mud with his boot. 
He looked at the kid and nodded. The boy then ran back the 
way he came.

Then, as if on cue, there were several deep booms sounding 
from somewhere behind me, each one soon followed by a thud 
way in front of me. The sound was distant, far off, but seemed 
to come from every direction like it surrounded us. I looked 
around the hole and noticed that the men were all moving 

slightly but rapidly. The boys with the BARs were fiddling with 
the carrying handle or the safety. Some picked their fingernails 
and some scratched their faces. Others flipped open and shut 
lighters and still others played with the dial on their watches.

The foreboding air of the situation made me uncomfortable as 
Whittlesey fingered the spot on my stock where he had 
branded me. “Fix bayonets!” he yelled, staring at his watch. All 
along the line, the soldiers snapped bayonets onto their rifles, 
and I felt the satisfying click as my bayonet lug met that 
familiar blade.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught an M1903. The sunlight 
bounced off of her shiny metal receiver and she gleamed from 
her bolt to her bayonet. The sight was quite comforting.

The booming stopped. Whittlesey blew a whistle. Then every 
man inside the trench started screaming and climbing out of 
that long hole. Immediately, I heard the crack of gunfire. I 
looked at my comrades, but they were still slung over the 
shoulders of their men. I realized with horror as Whittlesey 
unslung me and ran across that muddy, open ground that we 
were being shot at by another line of men not 100 yards away.

The enemy weapons looked quite similar to myself, but the 
soldiers were vastly different. They wore gray instead of green 
and their streamlined metal hats were much sleeker than the 
bowl-like helmet worn by our soldiers. They were more 
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professional, more methodical and organized in their 
movements. If they were nervous like our boys, they failed to 
show it.

Firearms I’d never seen before flashed their muzzles all across 
the enemy hole and rows upon rows of soldiers began to fall. I 
watched, helpless, as countless MGs, pistols, and rifles were 
exposed to mud and ruined. Another Enfield next to me took a 
bullet to the stock and I watched him drop his soldier and 
stumble into a puddle of mud, becoming totally submerged in 
seconds.

Before long, we were upon the enemy trench at the edge of a 
tree line. Whittlesey blew his whistle again and the soldiers 
hopped over the trench and made a run for the trees. As the 
men advanced, Whittlesey knelt behind a pile of sandbags. For 
the first time that day Whittlesey shouldered me. Through my 
aperture, I realized that Whittlesey was taking aim at one of 
the gray soldiers. He whispered to himself, muttering “come 
on, come on…” The closer my aperture came to the gray 
figure, the more frantic his breathing became.

Bang. I fired as ordered with a trigger pull and the soldier’s 
face ripped off and splattered all over his poor weapon. The 
once gleaming gun had fallen and was coated in a thin layer of 
red, and leaves and dirt stuck to the blood. Barbaric! 
Whittlesey seemed to show no aversion to killing his own kind. 

I would never destroy one of my comrades, but Whittlesey had 
no problem destroying his.

Whittlesey left cover and ran after his men, and passed 
through the narrow tree line.
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The Enfield Part V
After all that excitement, Whittlesey instructed the men to dig 
foxholes. He remained here, at the front of the line, to help 
Companies A and B with these holes, while he instructed the 
other companies to dig a trench on high ground behind us 
should we need to retreat. As I lay there in that shallow crater, 
mud seeping into the various crevasses on my stock, I could 
not take my mind off of the recent events. I couldn’t help but 
fixate on the fact that the soldiers were slaughtering each 
other, hunting each other for sport, murdering in cold blood. 
Then it dawned on me in horror that the soldiers were in 
control of me. I was simply a tool in their hands. I would never 
be the main character of my own experiences.

I had hardly a quarter of an hour to contemplate this before the 
battalion came under gunfire again. Not the crack of rifles this 
time – something else: a swarm of small, sharp pops like 

exploding bees. They sounded like pistol rounds, but I knew it 
wasn’t the M1911’s .45 ACP. The battalion perked up, and I 
was aimed out of the foxhole through a notch in the makeshift 
earthworks. “Stormtroopers! Hold the line, dammit!” Whittlesey 
screamed. He seemed vexed, but I wasn’t sure why.

“Sir, they’re armed with MP-18s!” someone yelled from a 
nearby foxhole. Whittlesey clenched his jaw and flicked off my 
safety.

Across the woods, figures began to emerge from the trees. 
They wore the same long gray uniform with red and gold trim 
that I had seen in the enemy trench and on bodies sinking into 
the damp leaves, but these ones moved differently. They 
darted like spooked chipmunks, weaving between trees 
frantically. Their helmets were not the standard gray color, but 
painted shades of green and brown and black to blend in with 
the forest. They carried weapons that appeared to be a 
Frankenstein of machine gun and pistol. An awkward, P-
shaped magazine stuck out of the side of the gun. Strangest of 
all, they carried baskets. At first, I thought these 
‘Stormtroopers’ ridiculous. There was no way they could be a 
threat.

Then the men started to fall. Our line was breached with brutal 
effectiveness. In the time that it took Whittlesey to cycle my 
bolt a single time, ten of our men would be cut down by what I 
would eventually learn were called sub-machine guns. The 
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Stormtroopers then flung themselves into the nearest foxholes, 
set down their baskets, and started lobbing sticks at our lines 
like madmen.

“Grenades!” someone yelled. The soldiers tried desperately to 
fling them out of their foxholes, but they just ended up passing 
the stick to their nearest comrade. One by one, the sticks 
began to explode, sending bits of wood, dirt, fabric, blood, and 
gun parts across the battlefield. The men screamed in panic 
and ran from their foxholes and soon even Whittlesey was 
falling back.

This put us in the half-finished trench. It was the last line we 
had. Any farther and we’d be right back in the enemy trenches, 
which had now been reoccupied. Our line had been hastily 
fortified with felled saplings and logs. It was no impenetrable 
defense, to be sure.

“Stand fast!” someone gasped, out of breath. “We’re 
surrounded!” Bayonets clicked onto the end of guns as the 
Stormtroopers raced towards us. Their spades and clubs were 
out, ready to smash us to bits. Obscenities in two languages 
rang out across the battlefield, but the closer the Germans got, 
the more the curses were in English.

They were on top of us now, their boots flinging mud and dirt 
and leaves into Whittlesey’s face. Some of them fell into the 
ditch when they were killed. I wasn’t even sure if I was hitting 

targets anymore; everything became a blur. I supposed this 
was it. I would be peppered any second now, sink into the 
mud, and be forgotten for eternity. The wood on my stock 
would rot and my metal rust away until there was nothing left. 
Water would seep into my chamber, the roots of trees would 
wrap around my barrel, and I’d spend eternity buried in some–

More gunfire. This shouldn’t have been a surprise, but I knew 
this particular round: .30-06. A deep, booming cry of “Clear the 
way, Company K!” rang out from across the forest. Bullets 
whizzed past me, but they were increasingly coming from the 
mysterious force behind me rather than the Germans in front 
of us. One of the Stormtroopers blew a whistle, and that was it. 
The enemy soldiers were limping back to their own lines.

Whittlesey finally whipped around, and I was able to see who 
had saved us. They seemed to emerge from between the rays 
of the setting sun, their faces obscured by shadows. More 
soldiers, each one armed with a Springfield M1903. What a 
beautiful sight it was! The orange-red sunbeams glinted off of 
their freshly polished, mud free bolts and stocks, shining like a 
dropped nickel during the summer.

“Evening, Major.” The tall one in front tipped the brim of his 
helmet up to reveal a grin. “I’m Captain Holderman, 307th.”
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The Enfield Part VI
We sat in our foxholes again. Whittlesey thanked the men who 
had come to our aid only for Holderman to shake his head. “I 
must confess, sir, that we weren’t looking for you. We got 
surrounded and were forced east towards your position. We’re 
trapped here same as you.”

Instantly, Whittlesey stood, tossing me off his lap. “Wait. What 
do you mean by trapped?”

Holderman gave him a curious look. “The French, sir. 
Guarding our rear. They fell back, and the Germans closed in 
around us.”

“GODDAMMIT!” Whittlesey tore off his helmet and flung it at a 
nearby oak tree, sending bits of bark flying and attracting the 
attention of every man in the battalion. “General Alexander told 
me the French were behind us! He sent us here to die!”

Captain Holderman ran over to Whittlesey, trying to regain his 
attention. “Listen to me! Sir, listen to me!” Everyone watched 
now, some standing straight up in their foxholes, others sitting 
and watching like it was a play on Broadway. Some were 
open-mouthed, others expressionless, and a select few silently 
weeping. “The rest of the 307th is coming for us! They know 
where we are, and that means they know where you are too! If 
we stay put, we can-”

“Shh.”

“Sir, I-”

“I said quiet,” Whittlesey hissed through gritted teeth, and even 
the faint voices from the German lines a few hundred yards 
away were silenced. “Do you hear that?”

The men shifted their focus to the skies. Deep booms echoed 
from behind us like thunder, but the sounds were gradually 
moving up and above us.

“That’s us!” One of the soldiers with a BAR stood up and 
pointed to the sky like an excited child. One by one, the men 
started to clap and cheer as the dull THUD, THUD, THUD of 
shells dropping on the German lines began to echo through 
the forest. I watched as the morale physically shifted in our 
favor. In the distance, splinters of tree and clods of dirt began 
to rain down and foreign screaming was clearly audible.
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The thuds were getting louder now. Men were encouraged out 
of their spider-holes and started to celebrate, cracking open 
mess tins and breaking out bottles of whiskey bestowed upon 
them by the British. The thuds were even louder now. The men 
were laughing, cheering, screaming. The thuds became 
deafening. Somebody yelled: “Scatter!” The thuds were on top 
of us now. We were being shelled by our own guns. How 
quickly the momentum changes in this era of modern combat.

Whittlesey grabbed me and dove into the nearest foxhole. One 
shell landed feet away from us, obliterating the BAR soldier 
who was the first to stand. I was struck by something solid – 
wood, rock, or bone – in the stock, leaving a large, finger-sized 
gash. I was coated in a fine mist of blood and my action 
became sticky.

“Where the fuck is the pigeon-carrier?!” Whittlesey had to 
scream to make himself heard. One of the machine-gunners 
was caught relieving himself when the bombardment arrived 
and was now running with his pants down. He ducked behind 
a large oak and a second later the tree exploded in a shower 
of bark and dirt. There were splinters of wood everywhere.

Whittlesey stood up and sprinted towards the reserve trench. 
As we ran, I noticed that there were lumps of flesh all along the 
forest floor. An arm. A leg. Half a ribcage. A head. A torso and 
head still alive but very much in pain, writhing around in the 
soil.

We arrived in the reserve and Whittlesey dove into the trench, 
practically on top of the pigeon carrier. He screamed 
something to him but I couldn’t hear anymore. The 
bombardment seemed to have increased in intensity. The 
carrier wrote something down frantically, tied it to a pigeon, 
and threw it into the air. It didn’t make it past the tree line 
before a German sniper shot it into a shower of feathers. 
Whittlesey demanded another pigeon, and the carrier showed 
him the basket, motioning that there was only one left. 
Whittlesey went to grab it but the damned bird hopped out of 
the basket and started to hobble around, no doubt frightened 
by the barrage.

“GET THE PIGEON!” Everyone in the trench clambered out to 
try to grab the avian messenger. The stupid thing just kept 
fluttering on the ground, using its wings to help it hop in meter-
long intervals. Whittlesey flung me to the side and dove, his 
fingertips just grazing the tail. Everyone was out now, chasing 
the bird. Two men made a mad dash for it from opposite 
directions, but the bird fled and perched itself on a fallen 
branch, leaving the two soldiers to bump their steel helmets 
and fall to the ground, dazed. Then another soldier ran for the 
branch but he slipped on a smoking lump of flesh and fell face-
first into a puddle of mud. It would have been something to 
laugh about were it not for the situation.
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Finally the bird was caught. The message was affixed and the 
pigeon released but like before it was hit. It still flew and a few 
minutes later the barrage decreased in intensity and eventually 
ceased completely.
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Trench Chess
Short Story
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett, Jack Somers
"

Trench Chess
“It all hinges on how many enemy pieces are left. So, you’ll 
soon be out of luck, old man.” Harry winked and made the first 
move, sliding one of the pawns up two spaces. An excited 
murmur buzzed through the dugout as everyone leaned closer.

It was a beautiful chess set. The pieces were marble and the 
board was mahogany and cherry, with sliding compartments 
for storage. It sat out in the open upon a big green crate used 
as a table but the whole British Army knew better than to try to 
take it. It had been a gift from Sargent Stuart’s wife. He’d been 
in the trenches since Mons and had more experience than all 
the rest of Baker Company combined. The only thing he was 
better at than fighting was playing chess. “You’re sadly 
mistaken son. This old dog has a few more tricks.” Stuart slid 
his pawn up to counter.

The two had been playing each other daily, and this game 
shouldn’t have been any different, but the whole regiment was 
going over the top tomorrow, and everyone needed a 
diversion. The men were divided over who would win were 
betting. Naturally, the stakes were alcohol. One would be 
shocked how much rum the British Army carried into battle.

Harry countered without looking, bringing another pawn 
forward. Both were playing conservatively. Three months is a 
long time to go without rum. Before long, the pawns were lined 
up but staggered so neither player could strike the other.

“Well, get on with it then!” someone jeered, and the company 
shouted out in agreement. All eighty or so stood shoulder to 
shoulder, forming a sea of khaki and green, peering over each 
other’s heads and helmets, spilling out into the trench, even 
sitting on both parts of the bunks. Even Captain Pritchard 
himself had shown up, dress hat and all.

Today was Y-Day. The artillery was supposed to have sent 
over 1.7 million shells so far onto a single section of the 
German trenches. Overall, it was nearly 500 million pounds of 
explosives. The bombardment had started U-Day and was to 
end tomorrow on Z-Day – five days later. Eleven regiments 
were expected to sweep past the enemy and occupy the now-
flattened trenches. If the boys with the artillery had done their 
job, it would be a cakewalk. If not, then the Jerries were about 
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to have a field day. It all hinged on how many enemies were 
left.

Harry smirked and put his hand on his queen, and the grungy 
lantern-lit shelter was quiet again. In one swift motion, he 
moved her to the middle of the playing field, and the men 
cheered. Few understood how chess worked, and most 
thought Harry was now winning.

Stuart laughed. “What in blazes are you going to do with that? 
You’d have to get through my pawns.” He casually brought out 
his knight.

Harry was clearly enjoying the attention from his mates. “Don’t 
worry. I’ll get every last one of your pawns.” He took three 
pawns over the next four turns, much to the excitement of the 
company.

But Harry had gotten too cocky. “What about pieces other than 
pawns, Private?” Stuart smiled and took out Harry’s queen 
with a bishop. The company roared.

Harry stood and quieted everyone down. “Careful what you 
wish for, old man,” he retorted, bringing out a rook. Stuart 
simply shrugged and flung his bishop to the far right. But Harry 
just moved his king to the corner.

“You’re in a hole, Sargent. Stop digging!” It was Captain 
Pritchard. Everyone laughed, their joy bolstered by extra 

portions of alcohol. All the old hands like Pritchard and Stuart 
knew that extra rum and whiskey from command was never a 
good thing. The army never gives any extra supplies unless 
they expect an abundance of unpleasantness in the army’s 
future. As the room quieted, the distant rumble of artillery 
became suddenly noticeable.

In the meantime, Harry had moved every one of his pieces into 
play except his king. The pawns were completely gone by now, 
and Stuart’s small force was no match for Harry’s combined 
piece count. Stuart’s bishop stood guard over his king, and 
that bishop was still in the corner, crippling his effort.

Harry was awful at chess. Stuart had been playing to lose in 
order to satisfy the boy’s genuine interest in the game, but 
after a streak of purposeful losses it was time to teach his 
apprentice a lesson.

The room began to roar for each of Stuart’s lost pieces. The 
Sargent casually placed a rook across from his queen, so he 
had a piece or two in three of the four corners. “So, Stuart.” 
Harry looked up with that stupid grin. “You said you were a 
chess champion, right?

“That’s right.” Stuart noticed Harry’s army of pawns left a 
desirable gap to his undefended king.
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“I’ve been thinking. After we win the war tomorrow, here at the 
Somme, how’s about I come back to England with you, join 
your chess club, and become the new leader?” The dugout 
clamored, and soldiers began to take their rum out of their 
packs, ready to distribute to the winners.

“I’ve got a better idea.” The soldiers turned to face Stuart, and 
the Captain shot him a knowing look. “How about I go back to 
my chess and my wife in England, but you stay here and 
volunteer for extra sandbagging duty.”

Harry froze. “Why’s that?”

“Well, so you can learn something about defense. 
Checkmate.” Stuart replaced Harry’s bishop with his queen. 
The dugout exploded as men started to jump and holler. Stuart 
received pats on the back, offers of free rum, handshakes, and 
even one man’s tin of corned beef, which he gladly accepted. 
Harry, on the other hand, received a shower of helmets pelted 
at him from his former supporters, enraged at their loss of 
three months of rum. The bombardment of steel hats rivaled 
their own artillery.

Harry still sat, openmouthed. “What the blazes… Sarge, what’s 
your bloody secret?”

The tired captain stretched and strolled to the dugout exit. 
There he stopped and turned back to face the men, the setting 

sun casting his shadow upon the whole room. “Here’s the 
secret, Harry. It never hinges on how many enemies are left.”

And then he was gone.
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Heart, Break, and Hope
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Heart, Break, and Hope
Alone Sometimes
I wish I could be alone sometimes, yet it never happens. The 
pounding in my head occupies every fiber of my being as I 
struggle to force it out. The words it repeats are always the 
same. Oddly intimate as they tear at my very soul and I 
wonder if I could ever escape.

Before the Worst

Before the worst could happen, I stopped. I took a breath and 
steadied my hand.

Can You Stay
My friend threw a party and asked me to stay and clean up. I 
owe her a lot, for all the times she’s taken care of me. She 
never had a second thought about it, so I shouldn’t either. But 
the pile of vomit in the corner doesn’t look too great. I stay 
anyway.

Depression
What does it feel like?
Do you know when you’ve messed up real bad, and it hurts 
your chest and you can’t breathe? It’s like that. A little more 
numb, but it aches more. And it’s always there. It’s staring at 
the wall for hours because you can’t even find the motivation 
to close your eyes. It’s always there.

Escape Artist
I remember Daria slipping on the orange jumpsuit before 
getting handcuffed to the person next to her as we walked into 
the escape room. She wasn’t helpful… at all. We made it out in 
the time limit. I don’t think I really helped because I was too 
busy living my life in the third person.

First Class

Honorable Mention
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One time a girl told me she only flew first class. When she 
didn’t, it was because she was on her private plane. I laughed, 
because this is the same girl that said poor people shouldn’t 
vote. Now it makes sense.

Genesis
/ˈjenəsəs/
noun
noun: genesis; plural noun: genesises
the origin or mode of formation of something.
"Tell me that it wasn't my fault and that I was enough for you. I 
liked to think that we had it all. And now we're back to 
Genesis"
synonyms: origin, source, root, beginning

How To Make You Smile
I haven’t seen you smile in a while. We’re similar in that way. 
And as I stand, telling a story of when I fell head-over-heels 
down the stairs to avoid stepping on a cat, you started to 
smile, and eventually laugh. And the sound made me smile, 
because for the first time in a long time, everything seemed 
okay. And for a time, it was.

If it Makes You Happy
If it makes you happy, then why the hell am I so sad?

Jolene
We sit in the car screaming the words of the song Jolene. 
“We’re leaving Ohio!” The empty highway seemed to echo our 
sentiments as we drove into the twilight. I never liked it here. It 
was too unstable, too unpredictable. When we would visit 
family in Pennsylvania, my dad announced our arrival into 
Pennsylvania by saying, “Welcome to the Himalayas!” 
because, at the time, I loved Monsters Inc. I used to think that 
the Himalayas were in Pennsylvania.

Keep Holding On
We’re playing tug-of-war in the mud. Letting go was the last 
thing I planned on doing. We were clearly going to lose, but 
miracles can happen. They just don’t happen for everyone. I 
learned that lesson too many times.

Loss
When you search the word loss, the first thing that comes up is 
the definition, “the state or feeling of grief when deprived of 
someone or something of value.” The second is the comic by 
Tim Buckley. When it was first published in 2008, it was widely 
mocked. Now it’s the iconic Loss Meme.

Michigan
I drove south on I-94, Michigan’s in the rear view now. It was 
silent. Slow music played in the background. The clouds loom 
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ominously above on all sides. Their silent thunder matches 
mine. And despite the turmoil, there is an uneasy peace.

New Skin
I ripped half the skin on the side of my leg off. It burned. It was 
a raw, ugly red. Days pass and I can barely put on pants, but 
that’s just how it goes sometimes. Eventually it stops hurting. I 
look at it and see new skin starting to fill out my leg. There’s 
still a scar.

One
One more chance. One more try. One more time. One more 
second, minute, day, year. One more. One more shot. One 
more game. One more, one more, one more. One more lIfe.

Pictures of You
The pictures of you and the pictures of me are hung up on the 
wall for the world to see. They remind us all of what we could 
have been and how we failed. It shows how we changed. This 
two dimensional photograph points out the flaws but it doesn’t 
do justice to our stories.

Queens
“Gin.” You lay down four queens and the rest of the cards. I still 
don’t understand the rules of gin, I’ll be honest. But it makes 
you happy, so I play, and get my ass handed to me everytime. 

I smiled as I put down my own cards and you ask why I didn’t 
knock for two. I still don’t know what that means.

Remember That Night
Do you remember that night I picked them up from a haunted 
house? And I came back and you were drunk and could barely 
stand up. Some other people asked for ride a little bit later and 
I had to carry you to my car. You were freezing so I gave you 
my jacket. Then you threw up on it. We stopped at the Steak 
‘N Shake to clean you up. It was the most fun we had in while.

Slow Dancing in a Burning Room
I watch the world burn around me and I don’t move. They say 
some people just wanna watch the world burn. I let it. Every 
day I inch closer and closer to my destruction. And I make no 
effort to stop it.

Time and I
Time and I don’t see eye to eye. It’s no friend of mine. It rolls 
forward but I’m stuck in my own universe. It moves around me 
with a current that I can’t fight and before I know it, I am swept 
away, drowning.

Unsteady
Your gaze was unfocused. You were unsteady. You screamed 
at me that you didn’t know what was happening to you. I tried 
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my best to help but I can only do so much. And in that, I failed 
you.

Vibes
I didn’t really like the vibe of the place, but you told me that we 
had to go. I felt sick to my stomach and couldn’t breathe. My 
vision went blurry, and I couldn’t focus. Everything seemed so 
far away. You dragged me away. apologizing. I’m sorry I ruined 
that adventure.

Wide-Eyed
Someone once told me I was cold weather company, because 
I never make an appearance in the summer. I think it’s 
because cold weather draws people together. Even I can’t 
resist the pull of people and a primitive need for safety in 
numbers when it gets darker.

XO
I always lost tic-tac-toe to my dad. On the kids’ menus of 
restaurants across the midwest, my dad mercilessly beat me 
at the game. I never understood why I kept trying. I thought 
maybe one day I could win, but I never did.

Youthemism

I won't fall asleep for fear of a creeping nightmare. A recurring 
dream where I'm no longer a child. But with every passing day, 
it becomes more and more my reality.

Zoloft
The generic name for Zoloft is Sertraline. It costs $2.23 on my 
insurance. It costs $2.23 and a twenty minute wait at CVS in 
the rain to start putting my life back together.
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Fever Dreaming
Poetry
Grade: 11
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne
"

Fever Dreaming
[It is 3:08 a.m.]

The fever activates.

Nothing to be heard, except the behemoth of unbearably 
cacophonous SILENCE.
Lungs filling with heartbeat, vibrations creeping up the chest 
and the spine.

Waves of silence crash onto your shore as you are hurled into 
an abrasive habitat of imagination.
With an army of one thousand men, a faint but crescendoing 
sizzling noise meets silence at the edge of no man's land.

Dis
soci
ation

Across the room he lies, seemingly confused eyes.
His own perspective looks at his eyes from the outside.
The intense black pupils contract, and the perspective 
expands once more.
The view turns 180 degrees inside of the head, peering 
through two holes.
The perspective is now one with the eyes it once peered into.

The two eyes being viewed through seem to expand at an 
unprecedented rate.
Parts of your consciousness seem to be floating, trying to 
escape the constricting chains of ice.
Your perception engulfs everything as your head becomes so 
overloaded with the pudding of reality and unreality that it 
begins to expand strenuously.
An invisible force of dread pushes down on your chest, 
seeming to collapse your air passage.

Honorable Mention
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It sounds the drums of agony from within….
They play deliberately and terrifyingly slow in order to make it 
last as long as possible.
Tap………..tap tap SLAM, it repeats. 
It doesn’t even seem to think about stopping.

Drowning in your own perception, everything begins to 
sharpen too much.
The crescendoing sizzle in your head is now ripping apart your 
sanity as the steady drum beat frantically speeds up.
Your efforts of escape are futile.
As your senses betray you, they begin to burst the seams of 
your existence.

Frigid waves of scorching black fire devour you.
The suffering is so potent that it prevents you from screaming.
There is no where for you to go.
The feverish hellhole of this point grazes your soul, causing it 
to cease for a fraction.
As your existence is about to cave in onto you, a strange light 
appears-

It is 3:09 a.m.
It all stops.
You groan.

“Can’t sleep.”
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Reminisce
Poetry
Grade: 9
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Elizabeth Telich
"

Reminisce
I remember
        Tattered hands,
Russet,
  Caressing|                     |chubby cheeks
                  |I n n o c e n t|
But behind closed doors
You put a stick,
That you lit, 

     In between rigid lips
“Death stick”
An inquisitive child
       Wanting to see what made her mother so happy
Took the stick-
       -Contemplated-
                     
Then 
B.
          L.
     E.
                     W.
I r.e.m.e-m.b.e.r 
Long arms,
Russet,
Wrapping the little cub
Tightly..
            ..too tightly
For fear of it running 
       too f     a   r
“Let me free!”  it cried
   *But freedom does not exist*
   
   

I

Honorable Mention
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R
   E
     M
        E
          M
        B
     E
  R
“Don't worry, Dear Child, I'm with you always..”
But when the darkest hours came
               You R-->A-->N--> 

That’s when I remembered
   You were always scared of the dark
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A Concert at the Agora
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

A Concert at the Agora
During the winter of my sophomore year, my dad would drive 
me to school everyday, as I watched the snow begin to fall as 
the autumn colors drifted out of my life. The bare trees looked 
sad, lifeless. The snow would quickly settle on their branches, 
desperate to replace the leaves and the color that the barren 
trees had lost so suddenly. But the snow was cold. I felt as if 
the icy flakes were slowly landing on my heart, in my veins, 
numbing my mind until I just couldn’t feel anymore. It was 

consuming, colorless, and it made me believe that it would 
never melt and this winter would never end, and the colors of 
my life would not return until I left and found them myself. It 
was a hard winter.

I walk into the Agora theater in downtown Cleveland. It is 
August 12, 2018. My best friend Callie, my older brother Cole, 
and his girlfriend Nadia are all here with me, to see one of our 
favorite rapper-singers, “Juice Wrld,” perform live. We 
practically run inside, dodging sweaty bodies left and right. We 
quickly open the black, shiny door to the mosh pit. A potent 
wave of heat, sweat, salt, and excitement slam into our chests 
so hard we nearly fall backward into the line of people simply 
wanting to continue walking into the concert area. My body 
nearly fell, as the autumn leaves seemed to do so quickly as 
the last winter began.

Appointment after disappointment, fake smile after gritting 
teeth, bright eyes after simple tears. I was sitting in a man’s 
office. A man that I had no desire of seeing and would never 
want to talk to. I blast my music through the cold, white 
earphones embedded in the sides of my head. Word after lyric, 
beat after silence, beginning after ending. It simply repeats, 
over and over. I close my eyes and try to be somewhere else, 
anywhere else; I imagine myself in the song. Yes, inside the 
world in which my earphones display to me. Suddenly one is 
pulled out of my ear, by my mother. She tells me that this will 
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help, it will be good. She means well. I do not feel well. The 
man, while a very kind and sad eyed one, still makes me want 
to vomit all over his desk. A therapist you see, he was a 
therapist. “One that would not help me, one that would not fix 
me, one that would change me.” Those words simply repeated 
over and over inside my head, replacing the music that was 
lost.

We make our way into the mosh pit. We push, shove, and 
squeeze through the massive crowd, struggling to breathe a 
breath of uncontaminated air. I am sweating, but not this much. 
I have come to a realization that 80% of the bodily fluids on my 
skin were not my own. Juice Wrld has still not come on stage, 
and I fear for the reaction of the crowd when he does. I fear 
the reactions of the people around me, but I desperately want 
to hear the music.

I am sitting on the purple shower mat in the corner of my 
bathroom floor. I am listening to Skywalker by Miguel, with a 
silky feeling slipping through my veins. It is 10pm on 
Wednesday night, and I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I can 
barely feel. Well, I could feel something. It was a feeling that is 
all consuming, it covered me like the icy snow that engulfed 
the bare trees outside. I needed warmth, life, or just to not feel 
anything at all. The song came to an end. I needed the snow 
to melt, but instead I got hit with a blizzard.

The crowd erupts. I feel myself start to rise off of the ground, 
grasping my best friend’s hand as we begin to be hit with 
bodies left and right. I can feel the pounding bass and 
screaming crowd inside my lungs, my whole body becoming 
filled with loud sensation. The music makes me someone I 
love to be, someone I wish was around more often. I laugh and 
water comes spraying down at us from the stage as the crowd 
becomes even more riled and I am barely touching the ground 
at this point. So many people press against me, yet I only see 
the singer, and hear the music.

It is February 25th, 2018. I am staring out my window on an 
early Sunday morning, as the snow begins to fall again. I feel 
disconnected, a little astray from the path I was supposed to 
be taking. My parents want me to be the little girl they used to 
know, “the sweet, caring, and good” person I used to be. What 
am I now? Mean. Sickening. A disappointment. My head 
swims as I listen to Kid Cudi hum from my Apple Music 
subscription. I do not know how to move on from this point. I 
do not know how to fix my relationship with my parents, or 
even how to fix myself. I decide that I do not need to focus on 
this right now. I fall back on my bed and let the slow song 
trickle into my brain. I breathe. I can feel now.

I let out a tired laugh as my friends and I walk out of the Agora 
theater. The concert just ended, and people are lined up by 
Juice Wrld’s tour bus, desperate to snap a photo or get the 
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chance to throw a few meaningless words his way. We 
stumble away from the crowd, and look for where we parked 
on the street. I glance down at my white adidas shoes, well, 
they used to be white. We jump into the car, and breathe. Just 
breathe. The air is not thick, and my mind is not buzzing. I 
sigh. My brother plugs the aux cord into his phone before we 
begin to drive away. We listen to his Indie playlist as we drive 
back to my house. The sound of guitar strings and little 
melodies serenade my ears as I close my eyes and rest my 
head against the car door. After 20 minutes, I open my eyes. I 
watch the trees pass by as we drive on, and everything is 
green. Everything is good. I smile. Suddenly, last winter jumps 
to my mind. I cringe, and feel a slight weight pressing into my 
chest. I shake my head and just listen. I just listen to the 
music. I smile.

I sip coffee with my father as we sit at the dining room table. It 
is March 10th, 2018. We talk. We talk about how I have not left 
my room other than when forced, how I just simply do not 
smile anymore, and how I am so cold with him and my mom 
now. I can’t explain the ice freezing in my veins, the pressing 
weight onto my chest. I do my best to talk to him. To explain 
that I am not happy, and have not been for a very long while. 
He nods. I sigh. I feel lighter. I feel heat spread through my 
body, and raise my head. Although I still feel winter looming 
nearby, spring has just begun. I walk upstairs and put in my 
earphones. I listen to a few songs, but one sticks out to me. 

There is one lyric that keeps running through my head, “I know 
it hurts sometimes, but, you’ll get over it. You’ll find another life 
to live. I swear that you’ll get over it,” from “The Way Life 
Goes,” by by Lil Uzi Vert. I breathe. I begin.
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Spaces in The Black Line
Poetry
Grade: 10
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Elizabeth Telich, Cari Thornton
"

Spaces in The Black Line
 Spaces in The Black Line

                                          Lit
                                                Wildy burning fire on a candle 
light
                                                                                                
 With fire there is always a burning         sacrifice

                                                                       Weighted burden 
upon a                    (lonely soul)
                                                        Heavy

                                 AND
                                                       I’m nothing but frozen |cold|
                
 
                                                                                                    
                          Top
                        I don’t believe in love anymore, no 1ne at the    
                            or                                   for me to
                                                                                                    
                                                                                      [hold]
                                                                                                    
                        Bottom

                                           Love is a wasteland                          
                                      and I still have
                                                                                                    
                       unanswered questions such as
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 https://www.WhatIsLoveIfItDoesn’tLastForever.com
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america
Poetry
Grade: 10
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Cari Thornton

america
Only the strong survive , only the wise excel in the words of 
MC LYTE
That was pretty bright
But still some can’t see the light
so us coming together yeah that’s tight
Everybody wants to be right
but in reality nobody can be right
So we look to fight

And violence was never the answer
but we have nobody to call on
So violence turned to be answer
And I think to myself why it has to be this way
Racism is real
but also a social spectrum
we all are the same
we all have genetics
we all have pain
And as your reading this
your probably thinking
another poem about racism
but no it’s not
It’s a message
A message to beware
beware of karma
Because that bitch is fair
And when the future comes
It’s going to be white men asking the black men to put that gun

Honorable Mention
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Full Circle
Poetry
Grade: 11
Mayfield High School
Instructor: Kari Beery
"

Full Circle
When you are here you feel nowhere near
When you are gone I wonder what I did that was so wrong
What I did to change the way
Your eyes met mine each day 
As your lips part to deliver those three simple words
That have now lost their meaning.
I loved the way your bicycle tries rolled across the steamy 
black top

The way your legs extended down the rocks and through 
the flowing waters
The way your hand reached out to mine and led me to the 
light at the end of my darkest tunnel.
I think of your back laying on my clean sheets, leaving 
behind a trace of your soft scent
I think of your fingers tapping the screen, sending 
messages to remind me of the love I never imagined I 
would receive
I think of your feet traveling up my front steps, strong and 
steady just as they were when they won the homecoming 
game. 
I think of my heart skipping a beat the first time you said 
my name
The shivers that ran down my spine the first time you 
called
And the tears on my pillow the first time you got angry.
Many months ago our spark was ignited
And just yesterday our flame ceased to exist.
You sit on the same couch 
But you fly in another universe
Your rocket sours quickly through the stars
As I stand in your driveway with my head facing the 
clouds anxiously waiting for you to come back home. 
The conversation is stuck on repeat
Yet it’s feeling is held within the deep 
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depths of a ship that refuses to sink in
And so the record does nothing but continue to spin
Stuck in the rotation of love without definition. 
It is almost as if a favor was asked of you
One that I can’t seem to grasp 
One that you long to grant.
And I simply don’t know in which direction I should turn.
The map in my glove compartment says straight
While you have me twisting in every possible way
And the truth is, the tank is running out of gas.

I Was Lost 

I was lost.
Lost in a forest covered by the darkness of its dense 
trees.
Lost in the gray clouds that hovered the ground before a 
thunderstorm.
Lost in my own thoughts and the endless amounts of 
confusion they always left with me.
But then I met you.

I met the feeling of my ears learning to survive simply off 
the sound of your laughter.
I met the beauty that filled your eyes whenever you looked 
at me.
I met what it’s like to finally be loved by another human 
being.
Once I was broken.
My heart was shattered into millions of pieces that nobody 
knew how to pick up.
My brain was haunted by the memories of my past and the 
realization that they were long gone.
My soul was let down so many times by meaningless 
games of trial and error.
Then your words healed me.
You turned my jagged edges into sides smoother than the 
skin of a newborn child.
You reminded me how to smile, after growing tired of my 
blank expressions and the frown lines on my forehead. 
You brought the sunshine to me when you knew I forgot 
all of the manys ways to find it myself.
I had never been taught how to fall into the arms of the 
right person.
I had always been too trusting in those who could not 
possibly deserve any less of my attention.
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I had never had the strength to keep looking when my 
eyelids couldn’t help themselves from closing in utter 
fatigue.
I had always been too anxious to focus on the up side of 
things, rather than the down.
I had never made the decision to dip even my baby toe 
into the pool.
I had always been too afraid of drowning.
At one point, I collapsed into the water, weak at the knees 
but even weaker in the mind.
But you wouldn’t let my demons consume me.
You were the lifeguard who saved me from myself.
I was lost,
And now I have been found.
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The Walls that Divide Us
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Brian Hess
"

The Walls that Divide Us
Trips to Pakistan with my mother have always been the most 
liberating. We have no schedule, no commitments, and no 
worries. I typically spend my entire day outside. The front lawn 
of our home serves as the prime spot to play cricket and 
soccer. My most recent trip to Pakistan was in the winter of 
2016. My grandfather is in the agriculture business, and he 
hires several workers to work for him on day-to-day business. 
In Pakistan, it is conventional for families of workers to stick 

with the same employer for generations at a time. My 
grandfather has employed one such family for years who work 
primarily in his home. Whenever I visit, there is always one boy 
who volunteers to help out. During my most recent trip, I met 
an 11-year-old boy named Rashid. I spent most of my time 
playing cricket and soccer with him outside. When you play 
with this boy, he seems carefree, relaxed, and unworried. Such 
characteristics are to be expected of any 11-year-old. My own 
childhood was relaxed and carefree. However, it is not until 
you sit down with him to talk do you realize everything you 
once thought was wrong.

My life and his life seemed alike in a topical sense, but deep 
down the divide could not be greater. Throughout our cricket 
matches, we at often times sat down and conversed while 
eating a handful of peanuts. He once invited me to visit his 
home, an invitation I immediately accepted. His home was not 
far, but it was on the other side of the gate that separated the 
workers’ quarters from our home. I was walking into a territory 
from which I had been shielded my entire life.

The sun-dried path to the workers’ quarters was a mere 
preface to the extreme poverty that lay ahead. As I jumped off 
the last step, I was engulfed in the air of burning trash and 
dust. I wiped off my glasses and took in my surroundings. 
Small mud-brick houses were spread out among the patch of 
land. Each house was occupied by one family. There was a 
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communal shower which was usually the meeting place for the 
little rascals who would use up all the warm water. Rashid’s 
house was the first one on the street. I knew his elder siblings 
well, as they had been among my best friends since childhood. 
The word, Masha’Allah was spray-painted in bold, black letters 
above the entryway. Masha’Allah directly translates to: “By the 
Grace of God.”

As I ducked down and headed in, I was welcomed in by 
Rashid’s father. He was nearing 70 years of age, and was bed-
ridden due to severe illness. Five of his smaller children were 
tucked in around him. Next to the rickety bed, I saw scraps of 
old paper, matches, and plates. The distressed state of his 
home illuminated a side of Rashid’s life which I had been 
oblivious to all my life. His father, despite being completely ill, 
was among of the kindest, most down-to-earth people I had 
ever met.

On my way out, Rashid stopped me one last time. He took me 
into one of the corners, where he brought out a small wooden 
box. He unraveled the string and opened the lid. He had two 
hundred rupees in the box, totaling to around two US dollars. 
He had been saving up for nearly a year for a music box he 
had seen at a toy store. We both walked back, and I was 
utterly speechless. They say, “Don’t judge until you’ve walked 
a mile in someone else’s shoes.” Such a phrase never seemed 
more prominent than in this instance. I had rarely ever seen 

the world outside our own home’s boundaries. However, the 
music box represents the struggle that every person in those 
mud-brick houses had to deal with. There is always a gap 
between necessity and desire. But for some people, like 
Rashid and his family, the gap is much larger. That’s the price 
one must pay for being poor in Pakistan.

The story of the impoverished boy is neither unique, nor 
uncommon in a country like Pakistan. To understand this story, 
you have to understand the circumstances into which this boy, 
and millions of others like him, are born into. Pakistan, since 
it’s independence in 1947, has been a poverty-stricken, 
impecunious, and necessitous nation. The burden of rebuilding 
Pakistan never fell upon the government, nor its people. On 
the contrary, Pakistan has become a retreat for wealthy 
politicians who choose to exploit their people, instead of 
directing the country towards a track to success. The 
repercussions of such negligence have fallen directly onto the 
people themselves. Thus, an overwhelming majority of the 
Pakistani population lives below the poverty line. Poverty has 
become a societal norm, an inevitable sight wherever you go. 
Conquering poverty in a country like Pakistan is not a simple 
task, nor is it likely to occur in the near future. Pockets of 
destitute communities are spread out throughout the country.

It eventually comes down to a game of wealth linked with 
inevitable circumstance. Families that are wealthier, tend to 
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have better opportunities. When families do not have to worry 
about money, they never have to worry about food, clothing, 
shelter, electricity, or even their own health. Everyone has 
aspirations, but only some can achieve them. In Pakistan, a 
country with very little resources, it is extremely difficult to 
sustain yourself, or your family with little or no money. In my 
life, there was always a wall that divided us, but this wall only 
represented one thing, and that was circumstance. “Us,” 
because there was no substantive difference between Rashid 
and me. He and I both enjoyed the same things in life: the 
outdoors, soccer, and of course, cricket. There was only a 
mere difference in circumstance, which, in the end, dictates 
the lives of many.
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Counting Boxes
Dramatic Script
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Counting Boxes
Lights up. Mia is in a storage room in the back of her family’s 
store. She is taking stock with her clipboard.

Voice over Radio
You’ve tuned into radio channel 328.7, your favorite local radio 
channel for music, news, and more. Up next is Girls Just Want 
to Have Fun by Cyndi Lauper, a classic favorite.

The song starts playing and Mia casually dances and sings 
along while working. Mia’s mother enters, carrying a large 
bundle of stuff.

Ms. Jasdan 
Hey Mia, how’s it going?

Mia
Oh, hi!
Mia leans over and turns down the radio.
What’s up?

Ms. Jasdan 
Not much. And by not much I mean Mrs. Caleb came in 
wanting fifty different colors of yarn and the whole McHalen 
family came in with their plethora of children all running 
around… it’s been a busy day. Busier that we’ve had in a 
while…
Ms. Jasdan drifts into thought, but then snaps back into the 
conversation

Ms. Jasdan 
How is it back here?

Mia
I’m through 105 boxes already.  We need more chicken broth, 
marshmallows, and pickles.

Ms. Jasdan 
That’s quite a combination.
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Mia
I guess. No, but it’s going well.

Ms. Jasdan 
Good. (pause) Look, thanks for taking stock. I know it’s not the 
most fun job, but it’s really helpful.
Mia
Yeah, no problem, I guess.

Ms. Jasdan 
Look, I have to go back to help some customers. Are you okay 
back here?

Mia
I’m fine. Counting boxes isn’t that hard, mom.

Ms. Jasdan 
Okay, sweetie.
Ms. Jasdan exits

Mia
(under her breath) Cornflakes, biscuits, and…. What are 
those?
Mia notices an odd box in the corner of the shelf. She pulls it 
out and examines it, but is unable to open it.

Mia
This isn’t on my list…
Mia’s sibling, Blaise enters, carrying boxes. She is 
preoccupied with sorting through them and putting them away, 
so she doesn’t immediately see the box. 

Blaise 
Hey Mia, how’s it going?

Mia
Good, I guess.

Blaise
Good?

Mia 
Yeah, it’s good.

Blaise 
So. I was thinking-

Mia 
You were?

Blaise 
(laughing) Mia! I was thinking. Anyway, I wanted to ask for 
your advice about colleges.

Mia 
What about them?

Blaise 
I don’t even know what I’m doing. Mom wants me to apply to 
all of these fancy schools, but I don’t think I’ll get into any of 
them. Plus, it’s not like I want to go to some snobby upper-
class school anyway.

Mia
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Blaise. Don’t worry about it, you’ll be fine. Just figure out some 
places you want to go and apply.

Blaise 
It’s not that easy.

Mia
Look, go talk to your college counselor if you’re really that 
worried about it.

Blaise 
They just stress me out. I’m so done with it.

Mia
Look, it will all be okay.

Blaise 
Easy for you to say. You could have gotten in wherever you 
wanted.

Mia
Blaise, that’s not fair. Don’t drag me into your problems.
Blaise whips around to confront Mia. 

Blaise 
Well you never-
Blaise sees the box and stops midsentence. She is visibly 
startled

Blaise 
Mia… why don’t you… that’s not…. don’t touch that box.

Mia
Why?

Blaise 
Mom said not to.

Mia
And?

Blaise 
So, you shouldn’t touch it. Just trust me.

Mia
But what is it?

Blaise 
Look, if you don’t put that box down I’m going to go get 
mom. (beat) Mia, put it back!

Mia
Why? There can’t be anything in this box that could possibly 
be that important! We’re in the back room of a little family 
owned corner store, not a national bank or something.

Blaise 
Mia!

Mia
What?

Blaise 
That’s it, I’m going to go get mom.
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Blaise exits hurriedly, looking concerned. Mia continues to 
fiddle with the box.

Radio Voice
Welcome to the news portion of our program today here on 
radio channel 328.7, your favorite local radio channel for 
music, news, and more. Today marks a death of Jeremy Lidan, 
who owns the local family owned Lidan grocery store. His 
peculiar death is due to what doctors call “and odd case of 
food poisoning”. Local authorities are trying to decipher why …
Mia leans over and turns off the radio. She sighs, but 
continues to pull at the box. She sets the box on the counter 
and just stares at it, frustrated and curious. Mia’s mother 
enters, along with Blaise.

Ms. Jasdan 
Mia! I’m glad you found that box. I just was looking for it.
Ms. Jasdan hurries across the room and tries to grab the box, 
obviously trying to hide her discomfort. Mia hurriedly picks it up 
and holds it, moving away from, her mom.

Mia
What is it?

Ms. Jasdan 
What is what, darling?

Mia
What’s inside the box?

Ms. Jasdan
Oh, it’s nothing.

Mia
Nothing?

Ms. Jasdan
Nothing.

Mia 
Why are you being so suspicious about this?
Ms. Jasdan freezes and looks uncomfortable.

Ms. Jasdan 
Suspicious?

Mia 
Mom, seriously, just tell me what’s inside the box.

Ms. Jasdan 
It’s not important.

Mia 
It obviously is! Just tell me what’s inside?

Ms. Jasdan 
Somethings you just won’t understand until you’re older.

Mia 
What’s inside the box!

Ms. Jasdan 
I already said I can’t tell you. Why don’t you ever listen to me?



567

Mia 
Why don’t you ever answer me? What could possibly be in this 
box that is that important to you?

Ms. Jasdan 
It’s none of your business. Mia, you’ve got to understand that 
you can’t just go around poking at other people’s business.
Mia thinks, and nods, feigning understanding. Suddenly, she 
throws the box on the ground. It bursts open. Out come 
dozens of tiny packets, shaped like sugar packets. Each has 
TOXIC printed on it, with a dark black skull and crossbones.

Mia
What are these?
Ms. Jasdan jumps into action and tries to scoop the packets off 
the ground, but Mia is in the way.

Mia
What are these?!

Ms. Jasdan 
Look, Mia, it’s not what you think.

Mia
Why do we have packets of poison in our storage room? What 
have you been using these for?

Ms. Jasdan 
It’s not… I’m not…
Blaise has been standing back this whole time, and now 
shares a look with Ms. Jasdan. 

Blaise 
Mia, It’s nothing.

Mia
It’s not nothing, it’s poison.

Blaise
I’m sure mom has a perfectly good explanation for all of this, 
right mom?

Ms. Jasdan 
I…

Mia
No, she doesn’t.
Ms. Jasdan looks stumped. She looks over to Blaise.

Ms. Jasdan 
Blaise, it’s okay.

Blaise 
What? Mom, no.
Ms. Jasdan looks up with a newly determined face. 

Ms. Jasdan 
You’re right, I don’t have a good explanation.

Mia
See, Blaise? (directed to Ms. Jasdan) Are you going to tell us 
now?
Ms. Jasdan sighs, but is now committed to her fate. 
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Ms. Jasdan 
Look, you kids know that the business hasn’t been going well 
lately…
Ms. Jasdan pauses. 

Mia
And? (beat) And?!
Suddenly, Mia understands.

Mia
Oh my god. No. No. You can’t have been so heartless.

Blaise 
What? (beat) What?
Ms. Jasdan is too hysterical to speak. Mia hits the radio, and it 
turns on again.

Radio Voice
And here we are with the family physician of the Lidan family, 
that you heard about earlier on the program. As you know, the 
Lidan family owns a local grocery store. Just last week, Mr. 
Lidan came down with a peculiar sickness that has led to a 
sudden death…
Mia turns off the radio and stares at her mother.

Mia
Was it you? Did you poison Mr. Lidan?

Blaise 
Mia! Why would you say that, that’s a serious offense, you 
can’t just start accusing people of murder.
Blaise looks panicked, oddly. 

Mia
Oh, but I can. What did you just say mom? The business 
wasn’t doing well? It’s interesting then that there’s poison in 
our storage room and our competition is dead.

After a pause, Ms. Jasdan bursts into speech. 

Ms. Jasdan 
(at her breaking point) You don’t understand. Ever since those 
retched Lidans moved to town we’ve lost more and more 
customers. Just because they have trendy organic foods and a 
beautiful new shop, while we’re here with our quaint little 
generations old corner store. Do you realize how much money 
we’ve lost? We’re almost bankrupt. We might have to sell the 
store.

Mia
So your solution to that is to poison people?

Ms. Jasdan 
It wasn’t really poisoning, more purposely using the wrong 
ingredients. Experimenting.

Mia
That doesn’t work when the ingredients you’re experimenting 
with are lethal.
There is an awkward silence, with no one knowing what to do.

Mia
That’s it. I’m calling the police.
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Ms. Jasdan 
No. You don’t understand. I-

Mia
(shouting) I’ve heard enough today about what I don’t 
understand! You want to know what I don’t understand? I don’t 
understand why you decided to poison someone! That’s 
murder! (beat) I’m calling the police.
Ms. Jasdan is shocked, and looks to Blaise for help. Blaise 
looks at her with sadness, and turns to Mia.

Blaise 
You wouldn’t seriously call the police on your mother, would 
you?

Mia
Wouldn’t you? Blaise, she murdered an innocent man. We 
have to.
Ms. Jasdan looks terrified, and starts backing away. It is clear 
that she isn’t quite mentally stable.

Ms. Jasdan 
Please… please don’t do this. Mia, sweet Mia, please…
Mia stares at her for a long second, and then exits to go to the 
phone. Ms. Jasdan runs out of the room in the opposite 
direction. Blaise hurriedly grabs a few packets of poison then 
exits.
Blackout.
Everyone exits. Spotlight on the radio.

Radio Voice

Today, 39-year-old Marian Jasdan was arrested for the murder 
of Mr. Lidan, owner of the local Lidan grocery store. Her court 
date is scheduled for next month. We will be keeping you 
informed as more information comes.
Blackout. Lights up on Mia and Blaise, back in the storage 
room. They are sitting together, both looking so tired and 
rattled. Mia is drinking coffee.  

Mia 
I’m sorry.

Blaise 
For what?

Mia 
What are we going to do?

Blaise 
We’ll carry on like we always do.

Mia 
This time is different. This time it’s not as easy as counting 
some boxes and ordering new things.

Blaise 
I know. We’ll be okay.

Mia
Okay.
Mia and Blaise hug, and then Mia exits. Blaise stops for a 
moment, checks to see that Mia is gone, and then pulls the 
box of poison out. She takes out a package, and pours it 
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directly into Mia’s drink. It’s clear now that Ms. Jasdan was not 
the only one involved in the poisoning of Mr. Lidan. Blaise will 
carry on that legacy. 
Blackout.
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Winter
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Winter
Silence.  
The snowflakes descend, 
crashing together like  
silent cymbals.  
Silence. 
The sun has gone to sleep, 
the darkness closing in, 
closer, closer, closer, 

until the last speck of light, 
miniscule, 
is devoured.  
Silence.  
Empiness.  
The world is white, 
the blanket of crystals 
disguising the imperfections 
of the Earth.  
No one dares to move, 
no one dares to interrupt 
the symphony 
of the snowflakes, 
falling, falling, falling. 
Silence.  
The moon holds its breath.  
Who knows 
when the world will awaken  
again. 
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The Shadow Followed
Flash Fiction
Grade: 10
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Cari Thornton
"

The Shadow Followed
All I saw was fog.. At first I thought that it was the change in 
the weather or the humidity that comes after a really bad 
thunderstorm. It wasn’t until I heard the sounds of sirens and 
felt the hard cold concrete beneath my head that I knew I was 
the only one that saw it. I heard the static of the policeman’s 
radio.

“We have a 10-33 I repeat 10-33 we request assistance as 
soon as possible!”

Then another one followed:

“10-35 we can’t find the suspect I repeat we have a 10-35. 
Over.”

Everything went dark. That’s all I saw, was darkness. I awoke 
to my mother crying at my bedside in a strange room. The only 
thing that I heard was the sound of coughing and beeping. I 
didn’t realize that the coughing was coming from me.

My mother was barely speaking and when she did the only 
sentence that kept coming out of her mouth was, “It’s going to 
be okay baby girl, you’re going to be okay.”

I remember falling asleep that night. At least I thought I was 
sleeping. The only thing I was sure of was that it was dark, 
very dark. Then I saw white dots. First there was one, then 
two, then three, then… they were gone. Before they left I felt 
this shock. Not the shock that you feel when you rub your 
socks up against the carpet going around shocking people. 
This shock was different. It went through my veins at such a 
fast pace that my body couldn’t respond in time.

Mom’s P.O.V
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I screamed. I watched as my daughter flatlined. I made the 
mistake of falling asleep. Maybe if I had just stayed awake a 
little bit longer my daughter would still be here. The doctors 
rushed in telling me I had to go go but I refused to listen. I 
refused to let them take my daughter away from me.

“Excuse me Ma’am you have to leave.”

“No no no! You don’t understand that’s my daughter!”

“I do but you have to leave in order for us to help her.” They 
said panicked.

I looked at my daughter and I saw the state that she was in. 
She had a bruised and beaten face, and a blood covered wrap 
on her head that held a injury the doctors said that she might 
never recover from. Seeing her like that, seeing how one night, 
one person had changed her life made me go limp. The doctor 
helped me out the room but it felt as if I was being dragged by 
a bear that found its prey. If only I had went with my gut and 
made her stay home that night.

Everything started coming back at once from the police calling, 
me driving to the hospital and her last words to me….

“Mom I’m getting ready to go”

“Are you sure you should be going out this late at night? It 
could be dangerous.”

“ I will be fine. I’m just going over Kevin’s”

“Ok but call me when you get there.”

“Ok.”

I remember watching her walk out that door without knowing 
that that was the last time I was going to see her like that.

I imagine that It was really cold that night. I imagine having felt 
that prickly feeling that someone was following her. She 
probably just brushed it off and continued on her way to 
Kevin's house. Afterall he didn’t live that far from us just a 
couple streets down.

Time had passed and I was thinking she was getting closer 
and closer to Kevin’s house. The pinching she probably felt 
was getting worse and worse. She made the mistake of 
looking behind her. I imagine all she saw was this tall figure 
wearing nothing but black with his hands in his pockets. She 
turned back around and started walking faster. I imagine she 
was having this mental argument in her head with whether or 
not she should run or scream. Her walk ended up turning into 
a jog. As her footsteps grew faster so did the person behind 
her. She told herself to keep running, that she couldn’t stop. 
Because she knew that if she stopped running she would be 
killed. She twisted a turned through a bunch of alleyways until 
she came to a dead end. I imagine her breath was uneven her 
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head was spinning…. until she felt pain and her world went 
black.
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Actress
Poetry
Grade: 9
Yavne High School
Instructor: Rachel Weinberg
"

Actress
ACTRESS
Life is a masquerade ball. So many people hiding.
If life were a masquerade ball, I promise I will be shining.
You all can climb, you all can rise. I keep my talents hidden.
I hide behind my own lies.
I want to stand on a stage. I want to let my heart soar free.
I want them to know who I am. I want them to applaud me.

We are all actors until we put on our masks and forget who we 
tried to be.
You want to know the real me? You want to know the truth?
Ask me with your back turned. Lock me in this booth.
Let me put my mask on, let me start my dawn.
We are all pretending. A mask is our sorry lie,
It doesn’t hide out identity, it helps the others spy.
This mask shows the real me.
This mask holds the key.
Drop me off a building, skinny, straight, and tall.
I think instead of flying, you’ll see me starts to fall.
But I never hit the ground, it’s as if I’m tied to strings.
But really my mask is breaking, its showing you my wings.
As long as you don’t know who I am, I will go and fly.
But if I don’t have my mask, everything is a lie.
I am an actress.
I will miss this.
I wish life were a masquerade ball.
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Paper Cards
Poetry
Grade: 9
Yavne High School
Instructor: Rachel Weinberg
"

Paper Cards
Paper Cards 
I have a thousand weaknesses. 
Fire, water, dirt, force. They all have me in pieces. 
But I might be paper. That which you call weak. 
I am that which was strong and now broken, cut down with 
your blade. 
I might burn by your fire, yes. I might fall apart form your water. 
But you can’t take my something and turn it into nothing. 
I was here, and you cannot burn my ashes. 
I exist, and you cannot tear my shreds. 
This Joker hasn’t played its card yet, retract your diamond 
King. 
No one is invincible, but I am irreversible. 
You cannot turn me back into the nothing that I was. 
I will not be a mention inn the past, that dead card that was 

sacrificed. 
Even destroyed, I will beat you. 
Following you in the air, small, disguised like snow. 
I am a paper card, a thing that will haunt you forever. 
I have a thousand weaknesses. 
But I am that one card you don’t have. 
I am the one who beats you. You can’t tear this in half.
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The Lullaby of My Childhood
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

The Lullaby of My Childhood

“I fell into a burning ring of fire
I went down, down, down

And the flames went higher
And it burns, burns, burns,

The ring of fire
The ring of fire” – Johnny Cash, The Ring of Fire

I love country music. I love it because it tells a story. It’s not 
simply the same chorus consisting of a few words repeated 
over-and-over-again with rigid and technical accompaniment. 
Country can give someone’s whole life story within a 3-minute 
song. Each musical interlude serves a purpose – adding depth 
and emotion – and every note plays an important role in telling 
the story. Most country artists have a rough and textured voice. 
Country singers, like Zac Brown and Dolly Parton, showcase 
their southern accents rather than purposefully hiding it to try 
and create a flawless and uniform sound. They focus less on 
trying to impress people with their amazing riffing or belting 
skills, and more on connecting with the audience. Country 
icons, like Johnny Cash, embrace there unique voices, and, 
unlike their peers, have not had years of training, but instead 
share their raw and real voices. The artist’s tone feels natural 
and the stories genuine and are often relatable, drawing you in 
and inviting you to sing along. Country music is my comfort 
food, I grew up with it and I can’t help but smile whenever I 
hear a little country twang in a song.

“I keep a close watch on this heart of mine
I keep my eyes wide open all the time
I keep the end out for the tie that binds
Because you’re mine, I walk the line”

– Johnny Cash, I Walk the Line
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When I was younger, one of my parents would always tuck me 
and my brother in: read us a book followed by snuggles until 
we fell asleep. For a while, my brother and I only wanted 
mommy. My dad would even refer to himself as “chopped liver 
daddy” because we never asked him to tuck us in. My mom 
felt guilty and was probably tired of juggling both of our bed 
time schedules, so she made us rotate between her and my 
dad. Soon, I was inseparable from my dad. Every night he 
tucked me in, but bedtimes with him were always 
unconventional. My dad quickly got sick of routinely reading 
Go Dog Go to me, and so invented his own chapter book 
about these little girls that lived in my bedroom’s walls. He 
would make up a new adventure for the girls in the wall each 
night to add to their chronical. If I was really lucky he would 
sing to me. He never remembered the lyrics to classic 
lullabies, which always annoyed me, so he began to sing 
songs from his childhood. His repertoire included Billy Joel’s 
“You May Be Right”, The Human League’s “Don’t You Want 
Me”, Harry Chapin’s “Cats in the Cradle”, and Harry 
Belafonte’s “Jamaica Farewell.” His voice wasn’t extraordinary, 
it wasn’t silky smooth or particularly strong and crooning, but it 
was perfect to me. Bed-time became our little concert starring 
the rock star father daughter duo. My dad’s go-to lullaby was 
“Cat’s in the Cradle”. It was my favorite. My dad would sing the 
verses, and I would join in on the chorus. My brother and mom 
hated that song because they heard it as a story about a father 

that was gone too much, but I heard it differently. To me it was 
about a little kid wanting to be like their dad, just like me.

“My child arrived just the other day
He came to the world in the usual way

But there were planes to catch, and bills to pay
He learned to walk while I was away

And he was talking 'fore I knew it, and as he grew
He'd say ‘I'm gonna be like you, dad’

‘You know I'm gonna be like you’” – Harry Chapin, Cat’s in the 
Cradle

My grandfather died several years back. While we spent lots of 
time together, I didn’t really “know” him when he died; I wasn’t 
old enough to appreciate who he was as a person. He was just 
this old man who I loved and felt safe around. He never really 
talked about his feelings or experiences, so I had barely 
skimmed the surface of his life story when he passed. I do 
remember, though, his love for country music. Whenever the 
family was together there was always Johnny Cash playing in 
the background. His office, where he spent most of his time, 
had a record player next to his desk with stacks of old vinyls. I 
loved hanging out in that room, and I would always run my 
fingers along the ridges of the dusty vinyls sitting out. Besides 
Johnny Cash, he was quite fond of Harry McClintock. My dad 
and I began listening to McClintock’s music whenever we were 
in the car. My favorite song was “Big Rock Candy Mountain.” 
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We would blast it and belt out the lyrics without a care for key 
or pitch. I couldn’t help but imagine Harry was singing about a 
literal rock candy mountain that had lollypops as trees and 
gum drops as bushes, but I don’t think that was the only 
reason I loved the song. McClintock’s raspy deep bellow mixed 
with me and my dad’s chorus of shouts filled the car with 
warmth and joy. Country music gives me this feeling of safety 
for which there is no logical explanation other than the people I 
associate it with. The music surrounds me in a hug just like my 
grandpa’s arms would while I nestled in his big pillow like belly.

“In the Big Rock Candy Mountains,
The jails are made of tin

And you can walk right out again,
As soon as you are in

There ain't no short-handled shovels,
No axes, saws or picks,

I'ma goin' to stay
Where you sleep all day,

Where they hung the Turk
That invented work

In the Big Rock Candy Mountains”
– Harry McClintock, The Big Rock Candy Mountain

My dad and I are driving home after a long day. We have 
exhausted the common pleasantries and had nothing more to 
say about our day other than “it was long.” I plug in my phone 

to play some tunes, and I scour apple music for a song. My 
dad doesn’t particularly like current popular music, and always 
makes an uncomfortable comment about a song’s profane 
language. This makes acting as the car’s DJ especially 
difficult. After skipping every song on my playlist, I decide to 
keep it simple and play some classics. As soon as Taylor 
Swift’s “Love Story” comes on, we instantly forget about our 
tough days and just rock-out. My dad cranks up the volume all 
the way, so that our entire neighborhood can hear and the car 
shakes with every beat, and we shout out the lyrics at the top 
of our lungs. The music is our own little language, we don’t 
need to blabber on about insignificant things to fill the space… 
we just sing. When I was in 4th grade, my dad introduced me 
to Taylor Swift, and so began my obsession. He took me to 
see her during her Fearless tour, which was my first (of many) 
concerts. Please note that he didn’t begrudgingly take me, he 
was and is as much of a super fan as I am. From then on, we 
went to every concert, collected all her albums, and it became 
the featured music in our car ride concerts. Whenever Taylor 
Swift came on the radio, my dad morphed into a tween girl, 
which he still does. Although Taylor Swift is considered a 
queen of pop, she started as a country singer. Even now, her 
songs follow the country music technique of telling a story. 
Whenever my dad and I need to smile, we have a Taylor Swift 
jam session.

“Little did I know
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That you were Romeo, you were throwing pebbles
And my daddy said, "Stay away from Juliet"

And I was crying on the staircase
Begging you, please, don't go”

– Taylor Swift, Love Story

I am now a trained musical theater singer. I rehearse music 
almost every day of the week. I am by no means the “best” – I 
don’t have a huge range, and I can’t belt out super high –yet I 
love to sing. I love musical theater because the songs are 
meaningful; they are in the show to help move the story along. 
The music can be humorous, sad, silly, or just plain old happy, 
but what they all have in common is that they make you feel 
something, whether you are the one singing it or just someone 
listening. Shows use songs to pull the audience in and make 
them more connected and involved in the plot. They reveal 
each character’s secrets and emotions, and you can always 
find a truth about yourself in them. Every Tuesday at 5:15 pm 
you can find me standing in a walk-in closet sized room with 
my voice teacher, and a grand piano. As I do my scales and 
fidget uncontrollably, I watch myself in the full-length mirror 
across from me – analyzing my every note, making sure I don’t 
push them out from my throat or go flat. But once she begins 
to play whatever song I’m currently studying, my body goes 
still and I am in control, no longer just a twitchy teenage girl. 
We work on an array of musical theater songs, with each one 

learning a new skill/style and building my repertoire, but 
nothing compares to singing “Hopelessly Devoted to You” from 
Grease (I know…what a cliché!). Although I do resemble 
Sandy, unlike her, I have never been in love or even had my 
heartbroken, so this song is unknown terrain for me. However, 
whenever I perform this, I AM that heartbroken girl. It feels so 
real. With each verse the music builds, and with it, my own 
emotions grow. The music pulls you into this alternate 
universe, where you become anyone you want to be. That’s 
the power of music.

“My head is saying fool forget him
My heart is saying don't let go

Hold on to the end, that's what I intend to do
I'm hopelessly devoted to you”

– Olivia Newton-John, Hopelessly Devoted to You

Whenever I am at a loss for words, I sing. I sing show tunes, 
this week’s greatest hits, classic Taylor swift, my dad’s 
makeshift lullabies, or just basic country. I sing in the shower, 
to myself, in the car, and even on a stage. I love the feeling of 
making your audience believe in what you’re singing to the 
point that you make yourself believe it too. When you’re 
performing the songs it doesn’t matter who the audience 
members are - where they are from or what their beliefs are - 
you feel like you know them because they have now become a 
part of the story. In a song, the verses don’t have to be these 
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logically crafted sentences, the lyrics’ only job is to make you 
feel. I think the best conversations I have ever had were not 
spoken, but sung.

“Now five years later on you’ve got the world at your feet
Success has been so easy for you

But don’t forget, It’s me who put where you are new
An I can put you back down too” – The Human League, Don’t 

You Want Me
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I Am What Men Remember Me As Until Proven 
Otherwise
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

I Am What Men Remember Me As Until 
Proven Otherwise
He’s tall like my brother, he reads books in funny voices like 
my dad, and today he brings me a pink unicorn stuffed animal. 
He enters the room with the other sixth graders. It’s Friday 
afternoon and it’s time for our reading buddies to visit us in the 
kindergarten room. Every week the same pattern. We learned 

about patterns this week, I’ve noticed lots more things have 
patterns than I thought. He walks in and finds me at the blue 
table; we walk to the bookshelf and I pick out five books. He 
tells me I picked good books to read and I say I know. But 
today before we find a place to sit, he hands me a bright pink 
unicorn stuffed animal with a silver horn and a white mane with 
glittery strands. It’s the last Friday I’ll see him this year, 
because Graduation is soon and when I Graduate I won’t need 
a reading buddy anymore, even if I want one. Everyone gets a 
stuffed animal on the last day, but this one is special because it 
smells like strawberries and he says he’s giving it to me today 
because he won’t be there for my birthday on September 21st. 
His sister is in kindergarten too and her birthday is on 
September 22nd, which he thinks is awesome. It’s how he 
remembers me.

***

I’m sitting on a couch that’s older than I am, and it’s about to 
swallow me whole into its deflated cushions. I climb out of my 
sunken spot to lift my plate still sprinkled with leftover 
cinnamon sugar and bread crusts. The crusts have bite marks 
where my overbite pressed into the toast but didn’t quite make 
it all the way through, leaving an outline of my crooked front 
teeth. Dad just walked into the room and I ask him for two 
more pieces of cinnamon sugar toast with extra butter, extra 
cinnamon, and extra sugar. He tells me we have to get going 
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soon because I’m going to my mom’s house today. I ask him 
again for two more pieces of toast, and he takes my plate. He 
says he’ll only make me two more pieces of toast if I promise 
to stay his buck-toothed little girl forever. I say of course, why 
wouldn’t I? He goes into the kitchen, and I hear the toaster 
clang as two more piece of bread are dropped in. When I bite 
into the toast, my overbite breaks the blanket of cinnamon 
sugar and melted butter. My teeth have left a crooked print that 
looks like an unfinished connect the dots. I take another bite.

***

“So, did he say anything about me?”

I’m walking in circles in the sunshine on hot black asphalt. I 
trace the wall of orange traffic cones keeping everyone inside 
the “playground.” It’s a parking lot. My best-friend-for-ever-and-
ever-even-after-college is walking next to me, and she’s telling 
me about her conversation with a boy in our class who’s 
playing football on the other side of the lot. It’s recess now, and 
they’re not even looking at each other, but I heard that his 
friend said he Likes her and she said she Likes him, so do the 
math. She’s telling me all about their conversation yesterday, 
what he thinks of the other girls he knows, and how none of 
them compare to her because she’s perfect and how he added 
the heart emoji at the end of every text so it must be true, 
right? I’m thinking, where can I find true love like that? All the 
real soulmates meet each other in eighth grade and that’s a 

fact, because John Green wrote so. So, I ask her what he 
thinks of me.

“No, he didn’t really mention you. He said you have nice legs, 
though.”

***

I’m sitting in the orthodontist’s office. The chair I’m sitting in 
reclines back to an angle only comfortable to the people who 
aren’t sitting in it. The whole room smells like disinfected 
plastic. The orthodontist tells me I can get my braces off today, 
and since I already picked out my retainer a few weeks ago I 
can get that today too. One by one he removes my braces. He 
hands me my retainer, and it’s red with black dots that make it 
look like a ladybug. Just like the catalog said it would. My mom 
tells me how pretty my teeth look, and asks if they hurt, I say 
only a little. I go home and I make some toast for lunch, toast 
that won’t have any connect the dots game on the top.

***

I’m sitting on the right-hand side of the bus, it’s 7:40 am. Just 
enough time before the bus reaches school to listen to one last 
song, but not long enough to go back to sleep. My head is 
propped up against the cold, foggy, double-paned glass 
window and every time the bus meets another bump, hole, or 
turn, my head gets pushed off and pulled back towards the 
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glass. I’m thinking about the weekend, and listening to the 
same album I had heard those few days ago. I hit shuffle when 
I sat down at 7:15, and by now I’ve reached the tenth track, 
Tiny Glowing Screens Part 2. The words wash over me, 
passing by before I can understand in a wonderful mess of 
rushing phrases. But they’re also somehow slow and 
methodical, enough for me to find the patterns in his speech. 
My head hits the window again as the bus takes another turn. I 
turn up the volume on my headphones to hear his words, 
“We’re every age at once and tucked inside ourselves like 
Russian nesting dolls / My mother is an 8-year-old girl / My 
grandson is a 74-year-old retiree whose kidneys just failed / 
And that’s the glue between me and you / That’s the screws 
and nails / We live in a house made of each other and if that 
sounds strange that’s because it is.” I pull the headphones 
from my ears, stuff them into the inside pocket of my purple 
jacket, and I leave the bus.
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And Anyone Can Make Fried Chicken
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

And Anyone Can Make Fried Chicken
If I ever plan on leaving my seat, I’ll have to climb on top of the 
arms and walk across the chair to my right because the dining 
room table pins me to the back of the wall. We got the table for 
twenty dollars at a garage sale and took it home in the back of 
my dad’s Ford. The chairs, unrelated in design and origin from 
the table, are older than I am. The light shines from a soon-to-
be-vintage fixture made of stained glass and old lightbulbs, 
also bought at a garage sale. The centerpiece on the table is a 
roll of paper towels standing upright with the edge unwound. 
My plate holds together green beans, corn, chicken, and a pile 
of mashed potatoes with a crater of gravy in the top 
accompanied by half of a paper towel, the other half shared 
with my brother Mitchell sitting to my right. A soft, oval shaped 
roll is perched on the side of my plate, pads of butter tucked 

inside thick just beginning to melt, with soft lines from the 
butter knife still imprinted on the top.

The smallest people sit on my side of the table because we 
can wiggle out of our seats the easiest. There’s three of us—
Mitchell and I, because we’re the youngest, and my sister’s 
boyfriend Alex. He’s skinny because his parents are Vegan. 
I’m not sure what a Vegan is at the time but I know that means 
he gets extra chicken for dinner when he comes to visit. 
Looking across the table I see my sister Jenna, and my brother 
Josh’s girlfriend Katie, and my brother Ben. Josh is walking 
around the room and picking up food from plates as he 
chooses.

Mitchell chews loudly with his mouth wide open, smacking his 
jaw back together with each bite. I never run out of rolls, and 
eventually everyone makes their way to the couch once they’re 
done eating. My dad sits at the head of the table finishing the 
last of the mashed potatoes, he says he doesn’t like to waste 
food. Goonies plays in the background, and I leave for my 
mom’s house the next morning.

***

It’s been about three months since my dad died and about a 
week since I’ve wanted to talk about it. The first dinner Josh 
planned without him, we went to an Italian restaurant close 
enough for everyone to make the trip. My sister Jenna comes 
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alone, Ben says he had to work, and Mitchell moved to Virginia 
a few weeks ago.

Katie and Josh tell us dinner is their treat, to make up for the 
dinners they missed the past few months. They’ve been busy 
sorting through his things, deciding what to keep and what to 
throw away. There’s no dinner rolls, just the white bread and 
butter the waitress set down at the table when we arrived. I 
order spaghetti, and it’s alright. We use white cloth napkins 
and we drink from glasses that we thanked our waitress for 
filling.

We talk about everything we don’t want to, about the service 
and the house and who’s getting what. My mom picks me up 
after dessert.

***

Now I’m sitting on the L shaped couch in the living room-dining 
room-kitchen of Josh’s house. It’s not really his house, he and 
Katie have been living with her parents. After that first dinner 
without Dad we decided Josh should cook, so we meet at his 
house on Friday nights. When my mom dropped me off she 
thanked Josh for offering, and he said it’s no problem and I can 
come over any time. She asks him how he’s doing, and he 
said good.

Katie is clearing her schoolwork from the table, she’s a 
chemistry major. I have a book in my lap underneath the 
dinner table, and she tells me to put it away. There’s baked 
chicken on a big white plate, and green beans, corn, mashed 
potatoes, and gravy in big pots on the stovetop. Jenna rips a 
paper towel in half for me and I sit down in my chair at the 
circular table, with plenty of room between myself and the wall. 
Mitchell drove up from Virginia for the weekend. He chews just 
as loudly and Josh still isn’t sitting and we watch Jaws after 
dinner because Josh says I ruined Goonies after all the times 
we watched it. I leave for my mom’s house the next morning.

***

“Dad drove me crazy. He would call me on a Thursday night 
asking if I wanted to come over for a family dinner. He would 
say he’s inviting everyone; Ben, Jenna, Mitchell, and you. He’d 
say I could invite Katie too. I would say that sounded great, 
what was he making? He’d say ‘Well, Joshua, I was thinking 
about baked chicken. I can get you whatever you need, too—
the chicken, the potatoes, the green beans.’ He would really 
call me the night before, after he had invited everyone, and 
he’d really expect me to cook. And the food would never be 
there, and I’d always have to buy it. When I was your age, all I 
wanted was to make food like that in the house, and he’d 
never buy it in the store. He’d buy twinkies and oreos and 
ramen noodles like Jenna asked him too, but he wouldn’t buy 
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beef for me to make burgers. Sometimes I’d call my mom and 
ask her to order pizza to get delivered to the house. No one 
cooked anything in that house after Grandma Funk died, the 
only thing he could make was fried chicken. And anyone can 
make fried chicken.” I nod my head and look down at my plate. 
I take another bite. My mom picks me up in the morning.
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Independence
Poetry
Grade: 10
University High School
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"

Independence
The son follows behind his father’s back,
The sun has yet to rise above the ground.  
The father pulls the lantern from his pack,
The son can feel the darkness all around.
 
He fears his father’s hand will slip away,
And all his sense of safety disappears.
For only dad can see without the day,

The son would only have his hands and ears.
 
The father lights the lantern on the ground,
A glow erupting from the golden spark.
The son is free to shine the light around,
And find his way by cutting through the dark.
 
And now the boy that held the father’s hand,
Is holding out the lantern as a man.
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Less United Airlines is Uniting Cleveland
Critical Essay
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Less United Airlines is Uniting 
Cleveland

According to Jeff Smisek, the former CEO of both Continental 
and United Airlines, the demand for air travel in Cleveland 
“simply wasn't there” in 2014 (Rutti). Though Smisek’s remarks 
may have been justified in 2014, when United removed their 
long standing hub at Cleveland Hopkins International Airport, 

these remarks are factually incorrect with regards to the state 
of the air travel today. The problem of United’s withdrawal was 
solved through a combination of concerted efforts by public 
officials and the working of the free market in air travel. In this 
paper, I argue that the departure of United Airlines as a hub at 
Cleveland Hopkins International Airport has benefited both 
Hopkins and the Cleveland economy.

While the media and businessmen and women of the Greater 
Cleveland Area may portray the departure of United Airlines as 
a hub in Cleveland as an insurmountable loss for the city, 
considering the major rebound of growth that the airport has 
seen in the past few years, I believe that United Airlines pulling 
out has actually benefited the city’s economy as a whole. 
Cleveland Hopkins, from just after World War II to 2014, was a 
popular hub for two major airlines, United and Continental 
Airlines (the two airlines eventually merged in 2010). In 
1999-2000, Hopkins hit a peak of passenger volume, with over 
13 million passengers traveling through the airport (“Facts and 
Figures”). In these same two years, the Cleveland 
unemployment rate hit an all time low of just 1.9 percent 
(“Unemployment Rate in Cleveland-Elyria, OH”). Statistically, 
both the population and unemployment rate of Cleveland 
succeed best when Hopkins performs well. The decrease in 
travel is directly related to the strength of the economy. When 
businesses are not thriving, travel is deemed less necessary, 
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and when people are not financially secure due to the 
problems with the economy, leisure travel is less of a priority. 
Moreover, by the year 2010, there were just 9.5 million 
passengers to be served by Hopkins, a 28.5% decrease from 
1999-2000(“Facts and Figures”). During the same time period, 
the population of Cleveland decreased by 17% and the 
unemployment rate in Cleveland grew from 1.9% (2000) to 
9.3% (2010), which would currently rank Cleveland’s 
unemployment rate as the 13th highest in the country 
(“Unemployment Rate in Cleveland-Elyria, OH”). These 
statistics clearly show the connection between the economy of 
Cleveland and the volume of travel at Cleveland Hopkins.

Though Hopkins’ success began to ebb in 2010, this was just 
the beginning of a three year period in which passenger 
volume would decrease heavily. From 2010 to 2013, Hopkins’ 
passenger volume was steadily decreasing at an average of 
300,000 passengers per year. In the year 2014, when United 
discontinued its hub in Cleveland, Hopkins had just seven 
million passengers pass through the airport (“Facts and 
Figures”). Despite the loss of four hundred and seventy jobs, 
twenty-one non-stop destinations, and twenty-eight daily 
departures, the de-hubbing of United Airlines at Cleveland 
Hopkins has actually “made air travel more attractive”, 
according to airport director Robert Kennedy (Higgs, 
“Reopening Cleveland Hopkins' mothballed Concourse D 
would first require significant work”). The available gates 

opened the door for a more diverse range of airlines, which 
was further supported by the increase in the economy, leading 
to more travel.

With all of the vacant gates at the airport and discontinued 
destinations, many other airlines turned to Cleveland as a 
Midwest hub. Budget airlines such as Spirit, Frontier, Jetblue, 
Allegiant, and most recently Iceland’s Wow Air, have begun 
operating daily flights to and from Hopkins, all since 2014. 
Other high-end carriers such as Delta, American, Air Canada, 
and Icelandair have also increased their services in Cleveland 
(Glaser). But who benefits from low cost carriers entering the 
Cleveland market? Susan Glaser, an experienced writer on 
staff at the Plain Dealer, believes that both leisure travelers 
and lower to mid class travelers are ecstatic with the new 
airlines introduced to Hopkins, while business travelers are 
mourning both the loss of specific destinations and the flight 
frequency. However, I believe that with the recent carrier 
additions of Icelandair and Wow Air, both of whom provide a 
gateway to mainland Europe, more international travel can 
originate from Cleveland. This directly affects the business 
travelers who were initially disheartened and inconvenienced 
by the departure of the United Airlines hub. The addition of 
both low cost carriers and high end carriers has benefitted, 
and will continue to benefit the Cleveland economy.
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Since United Airlines announced they would no longer use 
Cleveland Hopkins International Airport as a midwest hub, 
Hopkins has experienced a remarkable rebound in almost all 
measurable fields. Since 2014, when United pulled out, the 
variety of airlines flying to and from Cleveland has changed 
drastically. Currently, there are thirteen airlines flying to and 
from Hopkins, versus just six in 2013. Not only does Cleveland 
have seven new airlines in Jetblue, Allegiant, Wow Air, 
Icelandair, Spirit, Apple Vacations, and Vacations Express, but 
Cleveland has also seen previous carriers such as Air Canada, 
American Airlines, Delta Airlines, Frontier Airlines, and 
Southwest Airlines all increase their annual passenger volume 
since 2013 by 102% (Air Canada), 150% (American Airlines), 
83% (Delta Airlines), 938% (Frontier Airlines), and 55% 
(Southwest Airlines). In fact, out of all of Hopkins’ carriers, the 
only carrier that has seen a decrease in both passenger 
volume and destinations served is United Airlines, which has 
had a decrease in passenger volume by 61% since 2013. 
Though the rebound that Hopkins has experienced is 
remarkable, there is still much work to be done. The number of 
direct cities served by Hopkins has dropped by almost a third 
since United’s departure. The number of daily flights is also 
down, however, that can be attributed to carriers nationwide 
introducing more and more larger planes to their fleet, allowing 
them to reduce the amount of daily flights, and ultimately 
saving them money in refueling costs (Glaser). Airlines are 

becoming more efficient in scheduling travel, which ultimately 
impacts the number of flights available each day.

Arguably the most positive change that has occured at 
Hopkins, since United left, is in the average price per ticket for 
passengers. In 2013, Hopkins had one of the nation’s highest 
average price per ticket, standing at a whopping $472. Since 
then, the average fares at Cleveland Hopkins International 
Airport have dropped by $185 to $287, which currently makes 
Hopkins the fourth cheapest airport to fly to and from in the 
entire country (Glaser, Thornton-O’Connell). This has made 
Cleveland an attractive destination to many travelers 
throughout the country, as Cleveland has been host to many 
national events throughout the last four years. Specifically, the 
Republican National Convention, the 2016 World Series, and 
four NBA Finals have all been largely responsible for 
heightened travel to Cleveland. More importantly, the less 
expensive fares have made it much easier for the inhabitants 
in the Greater Cleveland Area to travel from Hopkins at a far 
more manageable price.

Since 2014, Hopkins has experience a major change in 
character, shifting from a “gateway” airport, to a final 
destination for almost all passengers. When Cleveland was a 
hub airport for United, many passengers from cities smaller 
cities like Syracuse, Milwaukee, Fort Wayne, etc. would use 
Hopkins as a connecting airport to get to destinations that their 
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home airport did not offer. However, now that Hopkins does 
not have any major hub airlines, rather many different airlines 
flying to and from their hub cities, Cleveland is the final 
destination for almost all of their passengers. This has proved 
Cleveland to be not only an attractive tourist destination, but 
more importantly, it shows that the Cleveland area inhabitants 
are using Hopkins more often due to the low fares offered by 
the many budget airlines flying into Cleveland (Higgs, “City 
Council OKs $3M in improvements to Cleveland Hopkins 
International Airport transportation center”). Hopkins has been 
able to maintain and grow its annual passenger volume, while 
having more passengers stay in Cleveland, which is the 
ultimate goal for all airport and city officials. The airport code 
has even become a standard part of most Clevelanders’ 
vernacular, with the #ThisIsCLE making local and even 
national news during the 2016 NBA Championship.

I believe that the departure of United Airlines as a hub at 
Cleveland Hopkins International Airport, though initially seen 
as a crisis to many, has allowed for the concerted effort by 
both city and airport officials to bring in new airlines and 
destinations at cheaper prices, benefiting the Cleveland 
economy as a whole. While some may argue that the 
departure of United Airlines as a hub from Cleveland Hopkins 
International Airport has negatively impacted both the airport 
and the entire city of Cleveland due to the decrease in 
destinations to be served directly, ultimately, I believe that the 

people of Cleveland have been better served by more options 
for affordable travel. The airline industry is one that is 
constantly changing due to the demands of the traveler and 
the swings in the economy. While most airports crumble with 
the removal of a major hub, Cleveland Hopkins International 
Airport has shown tremendous resilience, providing the people 
of Cleveland with an exceptional travel experience.
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Dear America
Poetry
Grade: 10
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Cari Thronton
"

Dear America
I pledge allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America, 
and to the Republic for which it stands, one Nation under God, 
indivisible, with liberty and justice
For those who don’t look like me
For those who told me my brown isn’t acceptable
For those who made sure my ancestors would be addicts
For those who told me my men weren’t good enough, that my 
food is unhealthy, And my curls are nasty

For those who are infatuated with a brown man but won’t do 
anything to save his life
For those who let me tell my brother his brown will never crack 
but let their pig father shatter his melanin like a piece of glass
Because of those, I won’t let my loves out my sight. I’ll be 
quick to shatter yo salmon before I let you burn him alive
And I tell my momma keep that thang on her to protect her 
own kind because I’ll be damned if yo grayness will take 
another one of mine
Depression will no longer be my melody
And I’m tired of anxiety being my symphony
So if you’re wondering- yes I am done
Pledging a flag that isn’t meant  for me
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Where I'm From
Poetry
Grade: 10
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Cari Thronton
"

Where I'm From
For George Ella Lyon 

I’m from hands up, don’t shoot,
from j-walking and protesting.
I am from the dirty hands my mother wipes my tears away 
with.
( Darkening eyes twinkle in the daylight.)
I am from the red lights
the get it how you live whose money comes faster than I can 
blink.
I’m from baked beans and Jack Daniels,
from cornrows and raw Shea butter.
I’m from the intelligence of the slanted eyes and the keep my 
secrets,
from “ sit up straight and don’t make a sound! “

I’m from the snatching of one’s soul
with a pistol that bangs so loud and fifteen plus years for 
defending your cells.
I’m from Billie Holiday and Helen Keller,
fried chicken and collard greens.
From the eyes my uncle lost to World War 2,
the fists he used to bring me back home.
In the living room behind my great great grandmother’s 
painting was a blush colored heart shaped pillow with pink 
roses on it,holding the key to the safe of my family’s secrets
a system of provide and protect
the potion to family first.
I am from those moments - -
snapped before I budded - -
leaf-fall from the family tree.
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Collage
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Collage
Tune It Out

I’m standing in a field of overgrown grass that nettles my ankle 
through my striped soccer socks. My fourth grade legs are 
much like toothpicks, as my father would say. My shin guards 
encircle my legs and looked awkward as they protrude from 
my thick socks. Faintly, I hear so-called screams of 
encouragement from loud and invested soccer parents. I pick 

my head up to see if the game is nearing the beginning, whilst 
slyly scanning the parent sideline. I always clenched my fists 
before soccer games, as it helped me calm down. My feet felt 
cemented to the ground and my knees were frozen in place. 
Just before the whistle blew, signifying the start of the game, I 
would hear those familiar screams; “Go Kate!” “Start strong!” 
“Let’s go!”

My family seemed gargantuan in size compared to all my 
friends’. I was so embarrassed by the magnitude of my family. 
My maternal grandmother was one of nine, all of whom had 
more children of their own. My paternal grandmother was one 
of four, and we were extremely close with our extended 
relatives. The family roots extend for miles. Every family 
reunion brings one more John, Patrick, Vince, or Mary Grace 
to the table. “Who is that?” I whisper to my mother and father. 
“I’m not entirely sure,” is generally the reply.

The screams emanate from the sidelines and reverberated all 
around me. My Noni, my Italian paternal grandmother, is 
standing with her hands acting like pom-poms. She cups her 
hands around her mouth to resemble a megaphone that sends 
the shouts across the field. “Come on Kate-get in there!” She 
had a very straight-forward nature, which was often reflected in 
her screams. The shouts feel like they bounced from the 
goalposts and hit me square in the head. I feel my family’s 
overwhelming presence from the opposite side of the field. I try 
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to tune them out as I dribble down the sideline and cross the 
ball to my teammates on the opposite side of the field. When it 
is at my feet, I never look across the field to seek a reaction 
from my family. I acknowledge their comments of 
encouragement with a reddened face that quickly flashes a 
smile and returns to its down-facing position. My Noni is still 
cheering as if the beginning whistle had just blown.

Growing up Italian, I was used to loud pasta Sundays, as 
everyone shouted across the miniscule kitchen while penne 
and cavatelli boiled, meatballs were mashed, and crushed red 
pepper flakes flew about. We crammed together in my great 
grandmother’s apartment that stood as a living monument to 
her Italian heritage. The dim hallway to the bathroom was lined 
with pictures of all of her grandchildren; from graduations, to 
weddings, to anniversaries. There was a three-dimensional 
family tree someone had made years prior. I ran my fingers 
across its vast branches with awe. So many names I was 
unfamiliar with. I returned to my seat. The table was a long 
wooden one with chairs placed at every available square inch. 
Temporary tables and folding chairs were enlisted from each 
storage closet as photo albums were passed around, every 
aunt providing the story behind each framed memory. Colossal 
pots of pasta and meatballs were placed strategically about 
the table. Hands reached for the Locatelli Romano and freshly 
warmed Sicilian bread. I never questioned the system; a plate 
of pasta and such was always placed just before me.

I felt like all my teammates were staring as they associated my 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and parents with me. My 
Irish grandmother didn’t scream often, but when she did, it was 
to cheer me on. I could hear her private conversations with 
other parents from my team and often times the other. “That’s 
my granddaughter over there—the really fast one [note: I have 
never been fast]…the one with the cute ponytail!” She was 
always so excited. My family’s shouts never seemed to cease. 
I looked to the sideline where only a few other parents stood. 
My family appeared to occupy at least sixty percent of the 
sideline. Where was everyone else’s family? I wish I had that 
family that only sent one unwilling parent to the soccer game. 
The half was coming to a close, which meant the dreaded 
switched field position—I would have to brave the 
overwhelming force of the parent sideline next half.

The Irish side of the family was a little less loud than the 
Italian, but most certainly had its overbearing attributes. The 
family gatherings consisted of murmurous chatter that 
eventually became white noise. My great grandparents always 
slipped in and out of the conversation, as stories were 
exchanged through breaths restricted by crippling laughter. My 
aunts would occupy the circular table, each with watered down 
liquor in hand. Their hands slapped the eggnog-colored table 
cloth as each told of their mischievous brothers. They talked of 
growing up in the small corner house ridden with pictures and 
tough love. They said their brothers were always outside riding 
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their bikes or at the pool talking to girls out of their league. 
These anecdotes erupted in laughter. The family gatherings 
always culminated with Sister Sledge’s We Are Family. The 
aunts stood up and made their way around the island in the 
kitchen. The men would take hefty swigs of not-so-watered-
down liquor and join their wives. Each one had perfected the 
step-clap, and they began to dance in unison. The cousins 
who had stationed themselves in the basement made their 
way upstairs. Each cousin circled the kitchen to watch their 
grandparents dance to a song we were quite familiar with. The 
dancers reached to the crowd of cousins and the older 
generation of cousins with warm, inviting hands. Sometimes, 
there were four cousins with each grandparent, dancing 
around that small kitchen. People laughed and sang out of 
pitch with the tune. The woman shed tears of happiness and 
the men’s dense laughter echoed around the house and 
probably the neighborhood. I can still hear that symphony of 
sounds.

My paternal grandfather was man of few words. He rarely sat. 
This made me anxious. His hands were always rested 
comfortably in the solace of his pockets. He cheered with his 
eyes in a soft, innocent manner. The whistle blows to signify 
the expiration of the half. I sprint to the team to try and escape 
the forthcoming shouts from my family. They always catch up 
to me.

In sixth grade, I received a family tree project that would 
require me to formally sit down with my family and understand 
where I came from—something I had avoided for many years. 
I sat down at the breakfast table and dialed my Noni’s number. 
An hour and a half later, I learned what part of Italy we had 
come from (Calabria). I later learned about Ellis Island and 
held the immigration and war documents, the handwritten 
recipes that had stood for generations. I saw faded 
photographs with dates and occasions scrawled on the back. I 
even held report cards with comments consistent with, “Talks 
too much. Very loud and distracted easily.” I saw the way my 
Noni’s eyes lit up when she took me through each piece of 
history. I then called my Irish grandmother, who talked of 
growing up in a house of nine kids, each allotted five minutes 
in the bathroom. I learned about the milkman that gave the 
kids an extra carton of cream with a timeless smile. I learned 
of my great grandmother’s summers in Red Banks, New 
Jersey. I learned about my great grandfather’s arthritis-
inducing work for Good Year. I hadn’t spoken for the duration 
of the phone call-it was filled with stories derailed by more 
stories. Short anecdotes I had never heard before. I finally 
hung up the phone almost four hours later. I smiled quietly as I 
looked down at my scribbled notes that took no form on the 
page.

I gulp down water in attempt to squash that frog in my throat. It 
can’t be quenched. I swallow hard as I peer over my shoulder 
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to see my family chatting amongst each other. The halftime 
break only seemed to last seconds. I swallow hard once more, 
while tightening all muscles in my body. I jog to the opposite 
side of the field as my family greets me with cheers that rival 
New Year’s Eve in the city. I smile with eyes that can’t seem to 
meet those of my family. I see a man with combed back hair 
and gleaming shades. My mother’s father always came to my 
games in freshly pressed khakis and a starch windowpane 
dress shirt with a tobacco brown jacket. He always had coffee 
in hand, chitchatting with all those willing to reciprocate. “Way 
to go Kate,” he shouted in between dense chatter. My arms 
are pinned to my side as I glance around the field to be sure 
no one is watching. Why do I care so much?

I presented my family tree to the class with a pride I could 
hardly contain. I wrote the names and ethnicity in a sleek 
cursive, just as I had seen on the back of the photographs. I 
drew little flags under each name to represent where I came 
from. I was so proud to present in front of the class. It was the 
first time I was excited to talk about my family and its history.

The game steadily progresses, and the end draws nearer and 
nearer. The screams and shouts remain strong throughout the 
second half, each one just as powerful as the previous. I 
always fear the judgement of my friends as they glance to see 
the source of the cacophony. The whistle blows and I run to 
the sideline where I finally catch my breath. My cheeks are 

throbbing as I feel my pulse creeping up the back of my throat. 
My hands are positioned on my knees as I take short, 
abbreviated breaths. I throw my head over my shoulder where 
I see the folding chairs being packed up. As they walk to the 
parking lot, it looks like a migration. The tight herd closely 
resembles that of a cattle crossing. As I walk to the car, I am 
greeted by long swaying hugs and kisses on the top of my 
head. My team is out of sight as they disappear in their own 
cars. I smile.

Now, I love nothing more than time with my family. I relish the 
times sitting at the temporary tables with Italian chocolates 
sprawled about, simply listening to the chatter outmatched by 
louder chatter. I sit back quietly, observing. When I see my 
grandmother sit at the table, I always make an effort to sit 
beside her, as I know she will eventually spill memories like an 
uncapped faucet. I love the sound of their voices and shouts, 
as I know it is something I can tell generations to come. I can 
still see the pom-poms for hands that my Noni flaunted in the 
fall air, the pressed khakis of my conversational grandpa, the 
pocketed hands of my grandfather, and the soft boasting from 
my grandmother. I am so lucky to have my family, and am 
upset I hadn’t reached this conclusion earlier in my life. I will 
never forget the sounds of cousins racing through the 
basement corridors with susurrus chatter above. I will run my 
fingers over the family tree with a newfound appreciation. I 
love my great big, cultural crossroad of a family.
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The Bargain
Poetry
Grade: 11
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne
"

The Bargain
The Bargain

Faust walked into the forest
His notched shoes tossing up pebbles and snapping sticks in 
his path
I asked him where he was going
He looked at me with a lecherous gleam in his eye
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” he asked me

Faust walked out of the forest
His forehead was stained with soot, the space under his 
fingernails was black
I asked him what he had done
What had made the smell of smoke trickle through the tops of 
trees onto the path
Why black clouds had covered the sky for thirteen minutes and 
then disappeared
He didn’t look me in the eyes

Faust walked into the forest
I could see his red-rimmed eyes quivering in their sockets,
searching for predators in the bushes
I asked him where he had been
What he was eating every night
I don’t think he heard me

I watched Faust until he was swallowed by the forest
They searched for his body when he didn’t return to the street 
corners to beg
They found nothing, they lost everyone who went in
It was years before I finally figured out what Faust had always 
known
It was carved in the trees as I walked deeper
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Something Suspicious
Poetry
Grade: 11
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne
"

Something Suspicious
Something Suspicious

The PSAT, the one we’re not supposed to discuss,
(although as you pointed out, contracts signed by minors are 
not legally binding)
That one? Yeah, on the first paragraph of the third passage on 
the Reading section,
it threw doubt on the idea of Cope’s Law,
or theory, rather, or posture, whatever they want us to call it,
the thread of thought that animals generally evolve to be 
bigger-
this paragraph said that our monkey brains like bigger things 
and also anomalies
so we’re biased towards seeing trends where there are none-

a sort of “Where’s Waldo?”, if you will, but Waldo is only in 
some of the pictures and maybe he was never there at all
which, really, makes the search almost pointless if you have 
something better to do

I think it was you that said “What are we here for, anyway?”
and you know, I have to agree, if we’re
doing things like looking for giant Waldos everywhere
and expecting teenagers not to make memes off a test



601

Late Shift
Short Story
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Brian Hess
"

Late Shift
It was eight o’clock, and it was time for the late shift workers to 
punch in. Denise parked her faded emerald green 2006 Toyota 
behind the Sunoco gas station. She popped in a piece of gum, 
put on her black square rimmed glasses, and clipped on her 
name tag as she walked through the back door of the gas 
station. The cool mint flavored gum popped loudly as Denise 
changed out of her red hunting boots and into her Nikes. She 
wore a white collared Sunoco polo with a pair of black jeans 

with unintentional holes in them. She was a pretty girl, but 
played it down. She didn’t want the attention, at least not 
anymore.

The store was empty and the only sound was the electric purr 
emanating from the wall of refrigerators. Whoever had worked 
the prior shift had left early. Denise typed in her six-digit 
username and five-letter password to affirm the start of her 
shift. It was going to be another painfully long and dull night.

Brian, her co-worker, had called off a few hours earlier, 
alleging a terrible stomach flu- Denise would be the only one 
working the late shift.

She hopped on top of the counter and peered into the glass 
case that housed the tobacco products. Everything had been 
stocked and cleaned, leaving Denise already bored and with 
nothing to do.

She grabbed one of the white-grape flavored cigarillos out of 
the case and struggled to light it with the white lighter she 
found underneath the counter. She stood up on her tiptoes to 
stick a piece of duct tape over the smoke detector above the 
register. She wasn’t a big smoker, but found herself lighting up 
when she had nothing else to do. It was ironic that one of the 
reasons that led Denise to move out of her father’s home had 
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been his constant smoking. Back then she couldn’t stand the 
smoke; now she just dealt with it.

Denise peered out of the plexiglass windows into the 
darkness. The four pumps were illuminated by the ancient, 
decaying white-yellow lights dangling from the overhang. 
Beyond the gas pumps was Route 404, the once “super 
highway” of Missouri, now hardly used due to the recent 
construction of a cross-state turnpike. There were no stores, 
houses, or people within a five-mile radius of the Sunoco, only 
farmland. Denise doubted there would be a single customer all 
night.

As the end of the cigarillo began to shrivel, Denise hopped off 
the counter and slouched back in the chair behind the register. 
She closed her eyes and drifted off into a nicotine-lulled nap.

She was not really sleeping; she was rather involuntarily 
playing back the memories of her seventeen-year-old life like a 
movie in her head. She found herself having these flashbacks 
more and more when there was nothing to do during the late 
shift. It was like she had been admitted to a movie she did not 
want to see. Tonight she saw the bad. The suspensions, the 
fights, the tears, the failed relationships, and the beatings all 
raced into her mind like a plague. These were the inevitable 
circumstances that had led her to this moment, sitting behind 
the register of a gas station at one o’clock in the morning. Her 
aspirations had died behind that very cash register. It was 

more like a slide show than a movie. She saw herself getting 
caught cheating in her ninth grade math class. Then the 
screen went black and shifted to the end of her first 
relationship. She saw her former older, drunken boyfriend 
stumbling about before taking a swing at her and declaring 
their relationship over. Then she was watching herself 
mercilessly beating up her former best friend for no good 
reason. Then the grand finale: an intoxicated and intensely 
frightening father pushing Denise up against the wall and 
running his slippery tongue down the side of her face and into 
her mouth.

Her eyes shot open. She had seen enough. Denise slid her 
phone out from her jean pocket to check the time. The display 
read 2:30 am. Only another three and a half hours of doing 
absolutely nothing.

Suddenly she had something to do. The corded phone 
attached to the wall next to the cigarette case began to buzz. 
Denise picked up the phone and put it to her ear.

“Hello, this is Denise from Sunoco on Route 404, how can I 
help you?”

“Hey, slut. How’s pumping gas going? You’re in for a great shift 
tonight,” cooed the voice on the other end of the receiver.
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The line went dead, and Denise put the phone back on the 
wall. She wished that this phone call alarmed her more, but it 
didn’t. At this point in her life she had received so many threats 
and been called so many names; they no longer affected her. 
She wasn’t an outcast, but not many people had any affection 
for her. Denise had two friends. That was it. Besides that, it 
seemed like the rest of Missouri didn’t have a care in the world 
about her.

The voice had been masculine, but other than that, Denise had 
been given no clues as to who called. She didn’t feel like trying 
to determine who might have wanted to harm or prank her. 
What was the point? She pulled out her phone hoping for 
notifications of any kind, but was only confronted with an 
Amber Alert and the time. She plugged in the crumpled up ear 
buds from her jean pocket and put her favorite playlist on 
shuffle. She tried to go back to sleep and this time had 
success.

Instead of being confronted with memories or nightmares, this 
time Denise saw utter nothingness. It was as if a black void 
had gobbled up her consciousness. The state of calm brought 
a well-needed break to her life. She was asleep for almost two 
hours before she was brought back to consciousness by the 
smell of an electrically charged smoke.

Denise’s body grew warm as she caught the scent of the 
pungent odor. She fell out of her chair and woke up sitting on 

the ground of a burning store. In a state of panic she got up 
and ran out the back door, dodging flames engulfing the inside 
of the store. The gas pumps were intact, but the inside of the 
store was quickly disintegrating. Denise called 911 as soon as 
she was outside of the building.

The fire truck came quickly, and within ten minutes of its 
arrival, the fire was out. The fire didn’t have enough time to 
spread to the gas tanks or destroy the structure of the building, 
but it had destroyed almost everything on the inside, except for 
Denise. Denise’s boss arrived at the store and questioned her 
as to how this could have happened. She had no good 
response as she had been sleeping. Her boss was a grizzled 
fifty year old who went by “Mac.” He had owned the gas station 
for longer than he cared to think about. He made it clear he 
wanted to fire her, but spared her for the time being. With a 
scowl, he told her to go home.

As she approached her old Toyota, she saw red spray paint 
covering her windshield. The word “worthless” had been 
painted onto her car in all caps. Denise got in her car and 
drove home as the sun began to rise. One more late shift had 
come to a close.
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Why do Birds Fly in a Line?
Short Story
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Brian Hess
"

Why do Birds Fly in a Line?
She sat on that beach, knowing this would be one of the last 
times she would see her 7-year-old boy.

Their fingers were locked together and their eyes cast upon 
the ocean. She leaned over and gave him a kiss on the 
forehead. It was half an hour before the sun would set and she 
could tell that it would be beautiful.

Specks of sand stuck in the boy’s brown and curled hair, 
glistening under the last hour of sunlight. The blues of his eyes 
shined teal, his lips a rosy pink.

The sun slowly began its descent into the ocean. The sky 
began to change color and the ocean gobbled up the light. The 
blues of the sky bled into a dark red. A breeze rolled off the 
water and sent her hair flying. She dug her hands into the 

ground beside her and rubbed the grains of sand between her 
fingers, letting them slide back to the ground.

“I had fun today mommy,” the boy said quietly as his eyes 
averted to the sand.

“Me too sweetie,” she replied, not as warmly as she used to.

She turned away so he couldn’t see the look of pain on her 
face. She didn’t want him to know how much pain she felt. She 
had learned to cope with the physical pain, but that was only 
half the struggle.

“Who’s going to take care of me when you’re in heaven 
mommy?” he asked.

“Don’t worry love. I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.”

She forced a smile to reassure him. Seemingly soothed by his 
mother’s lie, the boy let out a sigh and squeezed his mom’s 
hand tighter.

“Okay mommy.”

For a while neither of them said anything. The waves 
cascading onto the shore were enough to fill the silence. The 
beach was empty except for the boy and his mother.

The boy must have somehow known to cherish that moment. 
He didn’t build sandcastles, he didn’t play in the water, and he 
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didn’t look for seashells. He sat there, next to his mother, and 
soaked in her presence. He was conscious of everything 
around him in that moment. Every palm tree. Every cool 
breeze. Every broken breath his mom exhaled.

A set of wispy clouds rolled in from the west and the setting 
sun illuminated them so that they seemed to glow golden. The 
salty smell of the ocean danced through the dusk air.

“Is this what heaven is like?” he asked carefully.

“Yes,” she replied.

This time she believed her words. She undeniably thought that 
heaven was this moment on repeat. She knew this was what 
she wanted heaven to be.

The last shards of sunlight dipped under the ocean. Hues of 
pink clouds remained, the last light of the day. Days like this 
didn’t come often. Days like this were the unique moments that 
we never forget. Days like this are difficult days to say 
goodbye.

Just as it was becoming too dark to see, a flock of birds flew 
across the ocean in the dying light of that perfect summer day.

“Mommy, why do the birds fly in a line?” the boy asked.

She paused, letting out her breath. A small smile, so small that 
it could have easily been missed, crept across her face.

“They fly in a line because they are a family. They fly in a line 
because when you fly side by side, wing by wing, hand by 
hand,” she squeezed his hand a little bit tighter, “You are 
stronger than you could ever be alone.”
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The Truths I Have Buried
Poetry
Grade: 12
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne
"

The Truths I Have Buried

I'm telling you something important.
I shout, i yell, i say in a begging tone,
               listen,
                       i cry out
through broken perseverance
as you shoot down my words with sorries
and excuses on why you leave me out

or why you look at me as though i mean the world then
suddenly she speaks and
I’m a dead mouse in the wall that stunk up your house with the 
smell of death.  

I tried to tell you the things that you do that hurt me, annoy me 
or break me
but it won't get better if i do.
You’ll still walk away from me when i'm trying to say 
something,
you'll still pretend to be my friend
then backstab me when i least expect it,
you'll still give me that smug look that
everyone else's sees as a smile
but i know
means
victory

You’ll still laugh when i cry and say i’m hurting you when i tell 
you the truth.
you'll still remind me through indirect sentences that  i'm 
worthless,
ugly and will never be
             quite as
                         amazing as you.
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And you call yourself my best friend

You make the guy i like, like you
make all my friends think you’re better
give me a size 0 dress that would fit you frail figure but you 
know won't fit me
as a reminder that you're thinner and that i'm not pretty.
You never
listen to
anything
i say

i still fall for your traps of love
and care
and changed character
I still believe in the good that i know is
half of you
even if it's hidden by your
secret narcissistic personality that resides
within your compliments
and your eyes.
And somehow
i still call you my best friend

You stare at me with those eyes
so i’ll be vulnerable to your lies
And your smiles
Slick
With poison

You made yourself my savior in sixth grade
Made yourself my one friend since the others deserted me
You spent your time doting on me and
investing yourself into creating a lifelong friendship into a 
desperate,
lonely girl
You talked to me as though i was your everything
then ignored me as a way to make me fall at your feet for 
friendship.
You became my light
You showed me what happiness was and how sadness scares 
people away
Scares you away
You looked at me as though i
embarrassed you
in front of your friends you so graciously
introduced me to as act of pity

I thought you were giving me strength and future but
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instead all you gave me was
one more push below the surface of the ocean of depression 
in which
i was already
drowning.
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6:32 to 7:59 am
Flash Fiction
Grade: 10
Laurel School
Instructor: Patricia Harpring
"

6:32 to 7:59 am
My morning began with my alarm blaring early One Direction 
songs at 94% amplification at precisely 6:32 am. I granted 
myself eight minutes to stir before attempting to, quite literally, 
roll out of bed but alternatively falling rather ungracefully onto 
my stained white carpeting.

I let out a strangled cry before hauling myself up from off the 
ground and commencing yet another day in the life of Me. The 

walk to the bathroom was dreadful, a whole thirteen steps 
packed with anguish. Washing up, taking a piss, admiring the 
photo of 2014 Harry Styles on my mirror, everything the same 
as the previous day except then it was Tuesday.

Somewhere beneath me, my mother shouted Qamar! with 
unnecessary intensity. I dressed sluggishly, still incapable of 
rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. As I previously mentioned, 
the walk to the bathroom was dreadful, but not as much so as 
my school uniform. Polos weren’t “last season” they were just 
plain ugly, and as much as I told the school board, they never 
took my grievances seriously.

The Qamar!’s reached a point to which I was worried the 
neighbors would imagine I’ve died or something of the sort. It’s 
not unlike my mother to let out eardrum-obliterating shrieks, 
but that morning it was just too much.

“I! Am! Trying! To! Get! Dressed!” I shouted, equally as brash.

I assumed Deema (aforementioned ‘mother’) got the point, but 
instead, she retorted in rapid-fire Arabic about how I 
continuously made her late and that “this is the last time, you 
have no compassion for anyone else, you only care about 
yourself!” I've designated this “The Usual.”

The ride to school was uneventful, as Deema was at another 
level of “pissed off.” I listened to her gossip about another 
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mother at the mosque youth group before she realized she 
was backbiting, and “backbiting is one of the deadliest sins!” 
Around minute two of Bodak Yellow, which I had on my Top 
Bops Spotify playlist, Mama Deema pulled into the parking lot 
of Waterside Academy (San Francisco chapter!!!)

“Get out, hurry,” Deema hissed, still on the phone.

“Thank you for the ride, Mama!” I countered with feigned 
sweetness.

She hurried off without another word.

Needless to say, we don’t have the healthiest relationship. I 
stepped into the school building, sniffing in the rancid air. 
Teenagers smell revolting. I struggled through a hoard of 
freshmen, attempting to reach my locker.

“How you been, Cum-er?” someone shouted from behind me.

It was accompanied by a series of giggles. I turned, putting on 
another one of my infamous veils of kindness.

“So lovely to see you, Ryland! Ironic of you to call me that 
when you’re the one who does it the most! In fact, every time 
you see a real, living female!” I retorted, a smug smirk on my 
face.

Ryland’s face turned beet red, eyes seething with hatred. I 
anticipated his response as You’ll pay for this! You filthy little 

mudblood! or something along those lines. Pushing past the 
crowd, I reached my locker where my best-freaking-fracking-
amazing-perfect-friend Amaya was waiting, a grin on her face.

“That was amazing! Stupidly cheesy, kinda gross, but 
amazing!” She squealed, grasping my hands.

“How amazing?”

“Mm, let’s see..” Amaya started, “Harry Style’s new tour 
amazing!”

I opened my mouth to reply but suddenly paralyzed. My vision 
tunneled and I could only see one thing: Isaiah. He was 
gorgeous, stunning green eyes and creamy chocolate-toned 
skin with gleaming teeth, and he was so tall...

“Stop staring at him,” Amaya scolded, disgusted.

Isiah happened to be Amaya’s cousin so she wasn’t fond of my 
affection for him. All that really mattered was that I was fond of 
him. Gorgeous boy, so pretty...

“Sorry!” I said much too loud, snapping out of my daze, “He’s 
just- wow.”

She scowled, violently spinning me away.

“What do we have first period?”
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Amara appeared eager to change the subject. I chucked at my 
own inward joke, causing her to stare me down in confusion,

“What the f- hell, Qamar?” she asked, avoiding the use of 
profanity.

It was a long story. One that involved a drunken game of truth 
or dare at a party I was unable to attend as my mother was a 
tremendous, strict pain in the ass.

“I made up a joke in my head,” I confessed sheepishly. 
“Thought it was funny, not the point. We have geometry.”

“I'm revolted.”

Isiah was in the class. He sat directly beside me, him and his 
gorgeous face, so beautiful...

“I know. Let’s go.”

Class began at precisely 7:59, commencing yet another school 
day in the life of Me
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The Ledge
Poetry
Grade: 10
St Joseph Academy,
Instructor: Erin Libbey
"

The Ledge

a ledge stretches before me,
full of questions i never voiced
and answers i never asked for.

i could step over it and see
what exactly lies below,
if only to explore.

but what truths will break free?
will i see the stars
or will i hit the floor?

i don’t know who to be,
not in this city of rising towers
that nevers fails to ask for more.

i came to these streets looking to flee,
and they whispered back a dare.
now, that siren’s song has become a roar.

but i’ll look for my key
and hold the girl i am close,
even as i step through the door.

for too long, i’ve been drowning in my own debris.
finally, i’ll take a deep breath and say “okay”,
because i have to let myself soar.

Honorable Mention
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Shattered
Short Story
Grade: 10
St Joseph Academy,
Instructor: Erin Libbey
"

Shattered
You’ll never be good enough.

Thalia Owens trembled and tightened her grip around the 
sink’s cold, white edge. A chilling voice crawled up her spine 
and seeped into her thoughts. She knew its hollow sound as 
well as she knew herself, knew the way it echoed through her 
body and wrapped around each piece of her with a suffocating 
grasp.

You’re too ugly to love.

She curled in on herself, head dipping low to stare straight into 
the sink’s basin. A choked gasp escaped her, shaking arms 
holding her up as she watched the leaky faucet and its steady 
drip.

Every word, every syllable was true enough to hurt. Each time 
her twisted whisper slid into her thoughts, she could feel it 
settling into the gaping cracks that riddled her foundation. It 
made a home out of her. Those cracks became so big that she 
didn’t know how to fill them. They still remained, that voice 
playing from their depths a symphony of insecurity.

No one cares about you.

Thalia frantically nodded in agreement. Yes, her inner demons 
were right. No one cared, and she didn’t know why anyone 
would when she was so dumb, so plain, so fat, so awkward. It 
was a truth she couldn’t escape, with a weight that left her 
pleading for some type of release from the pressure that 
plagued her.

You will never amount to anything.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” her words were hushed and full of 
desperation. She said them like they would help, like she could 
be forgiven for being the mistake she was.

Another drop fell from the faucet, followed by a tear that rolled 
down her red, burning face. She watched the way they met 
and mingled against the porcelain backdrop.

Somehow, it only reminded her that she was more alone.
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It’s because you deserve to be alone. I mean, it only takes one 
look at you to know that. You are nothing. If you don’t believe 
me, see for yourself. Look in the mirror and take a nice, long 
peek at who you really are.

“No. No. I won’t do it. Please don’t make me do it,” Thalia’s 
hysteria rose with every second. She didn’t want to look up. 
She knew exactly what she would see if she did.

An image of a cracked mirror and her crying face danced into 
her mind.

Thalia had only been eight when it first happened. She had 
been so little, her face so young, her heart so full of innocence. 
Walking into the bathroom on that one bad day, she had not 
expected to look in the mirror and behold the thin and splitting 
line that cut across it. When her ear-splitting scream had finally 
ended and her entire family had rushed upstairs, it was her 
mother who explained it to her.

For as long as anyone could remember, a mirror’s reflection 
could reveal exactly what one thought about themselves. 
Someone could hate how they looked, how intelligent they 
were, how weird they acted. The feelings could come from the 
ugly words of another person or simply be their own toxic 
thoughts. Either way, it took only a few simple fractures to 
show just how broken someone was and the shattering of 
glass to teach someone that it was time to put themselves 

back together. It was brutal and terrifying and ridiculous, but it 
couldn’t be changed. No one bothered to remove the mirrors, 
or figure out a way to end this visual dissection of one’s soul. 
Not even society itself cared enough to risk the loss of its 
reflection.

Thalia shot her gaze to the door that led out of the girl’s 
bathroom, wiping at her nose and brushing away her tears with 
a shirt sleeve. Outside, she could hear the shuffling feet of 
wayward students and the rare slamming of a locker door 
whenever someone retrieved a textbook. Inside, it was so 
quiet. Her hiccuping cries were all that could be heard, and 
they bounced off of the pure, white tiles that lined the walls and 
floor.

God, they only made that voice from deep inside her louder.

At some point, she would have to listen to it and look in that 
mirror. But in a world where that meant seeing just how 
defeated she was by her own self, why would she want to? 
She could already envision the lines that would appear, the 
intricate and damning web they would create.

Do. It.

She sucked in a deep breath. With her heart hammering in her 
chest and her blood beating against her veins, she turned her 
head. Her gaze tracked a path all the way to her reflection.
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The mirror was clearly new. There were no cracks or breaks. 
Not even a scratch marred its clean finish. Thalia wondered 
who had destroyed the old one. Did she hate herself?

For a split second, she saw everything. The unruly black hair. 
The muted features. The small eyes. The bumps of acne that 
littered her face. The fat under her arms. The rolls beneath her 
shirt. Thalia even caught the way her dark skin paled under the 
bathroom’s fluorescent light.

And just as she saw the tears returning to her eyes did the 
mirror begin to break. She had no way to stop it. Crack by 
crack, shard by shard. They spread with every second, and 
Thalia did nothing but stare into her own dull eyes. She waited 
with bated breath for the fracture that would mean the end of 
the mirror itself.

It will mean the end of you, too.

A cold hiss in her ear and it all came crashing down. The 
mirror shattered like a glass wave, its pieces hitting the ground 
with piercing noise. In a glorious, terrible display, they spread 
at her feet and slid across the floor. Thalia reared back, 
plastering herself against nearby wall.

All it had left behind was silence, cold and unforgiving.

Thalia eased away from her spot, the glass underneath her 
boots crunching. Few shards remained in the chrome frame. 

When she saw them she couldn’t help but relate. She was one 
of those shards. Miniscule. Sharp around the edges. Useless.

And utterly broken.

Something red hot bubbled from deep within her. For the first 
time in what felt like forever, an anger overtook her usual 
destructive sadness. Why was she letting this happen? Every 
part of her knew that she was doing this to herself. Her own 
mind was poison, filled with venomous thoughts and warped 
emotions that served as vessels for her insecurity. Why?

The panic inside of her—a panic that threatened to capture her 
in its spinning trap—was rising, rising, rising—

Thalia released a scream of rage and anguish that scored her 
like a knife. It grated her ears, bounced off of the walls. She 
screamed and screamed at the remnants of herself laid out on 
the floor, at the way she had let them fall. She threw her entire 
being into it, pushing and pushing toward that empty frame 
and it’s painful truths with the weapon her fury had become.

Caught in her own burning abyss, she collapsed to the floor. 
Glass pushed into her skin, drawing splotches of crimson 
blood that stained the dark jeans she wore. She couldn’t help 
but relish the feel of it. She was already in so much pain. What 
was a little more?
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And then she was crying, the sting in her eyes joining the 
scratched feeling of her throat. Wrenching sobs tore away at 
her, chest was getting tighter with each heave. Any anger she 
might have felt was doused by the misery she drowned in.

She was shattered, just like that mirror.

She was broken by everything about her that was wrong.

She was hurt by the voices in her head that didn’t know any 
better.

Her cries echoed into the open space of the school bathroom. 
She pulled her knees to her chest, resting her forehead on 
them as her gaze drifted down to the mess of glass in front of 
her. Her vision blurred once more, fat tears trailing their way 
down her cheeks. She resigned herself to sitting there for the 
rest of the day, to staring at the disaster around her.

The door to the bathroom slams open. Thalia jumped to her 
feet, her body going stiff. In the threshold stood Nadira Nassar, 
a girl from her biology class—the same class she was 
supposed to be in. Thalia could only watch as her eyes 
widened at the sight of her, at the disaster she’d caused. The 
hand that had been adjusting her silk hijab fell to her side.

There was a beat of silence. Nadira bit her lip. “Mrs. Wilson 
sent me to get you after you ran out of class, and then I heard 
a scream…” she trailed off, finally pulling her bright green eyes 

from the strewn glass to look at her. Thalia tracked Nadira’s 
gaze from the blood stains on her knees to the tear tracks 
down her face. Her voice took on a gentler tone, saying, “Are 
you okay?”

Thalia’s head quickly turned to the floor. She should’ve 
expected this. Nadira always was the nicest, boldest girl in any 
room. With unsteady hands, she brushed her worn shirt sleeve 
against her face. “Yeah, uh, I—I’m fine,” she murmured, her 
words hushed and jumbled.

Even as she said them, Thalia could feel the numbness setting 
in.

Nadira sighed, a hard strength passing over her gaze, “ I don’t 
think you are. Seriously, tell me what happened, because that
—” she pointed at the angry, dark spots of blood “—doesn’t 
look like you are fine.”

“I promise you, it’s nothing.” Thalia wrapped her arms around 
herself, feeling smaller than she’d ever been. She had no way 
to hide now. Nadira had seen everything just by glancing at the 
floor. That shame was enough to make every system in her 
body scream to get away, to run.

She was still staring at the floor when Nadira uttered, low and 
stern, “Tell me.”

Her heart skipped a beat.
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And then she snapped. Her voice cracked as she barked, “The 
mirror broke, alright! I’m so ugly that my reflection didn’t just 
crack. It completely shattered! I’m not fine, and I don’t think I 
will ever be fine, knowing that I’m something worthless!”

Thalia gasped and heaved. Even she heard the raw ache that 
lived in those words. It all released from her in a torrent that 
she had no way of stopping. The words had always been 
inside her, laying in wait for the day when she finally 
understand who she was.

You are nothing.

The whisper returned, crawling in her skin and stealing the 
words from her mouth. “Don’t you get it? It’s not and I’m not—”

Nadira didn’t give her the chance to continue, insisting with her 
own sharp tongue, “Yes, it is!” She took Thalia’s hands in her 
own warm grip and gently eased her fists open. Thalia hadn’t 
even known it, but she had been digging her nails into her 
palm. More of her blood leaked from the angry red crescents. 
They drew an arc across her flesh, stinging with every blow of 
air that hit them.

Nadira closed Thalia’s fists once more and tipped her chin up, 
her face as cold and serious as stone. “I know that you don’t 
want to hear this right now, but that mirror? It doesn’t matter,” 
her voice cut through the room and through Thalia, leaving her 

shivering. “Whatever or whoever is telling you that it does is 
wrong. This world is already tough enough as it is for us girls, 
and it will get a hell of a lot harder if we don’t love ourselves 
and each other.

“That’s why I’m telling you, right here and now, that you are 
beautiful. You are so strong, brilliant, and spectacular. If 
anybody tells you different, screw them! And if this is about 
how you look…” Nadira clasped her shoulders, eyes sparkling 
and words lively. “You need to know that being pretty is 
absolutely not what makes you who you are. You, Thalia 
Owens, are so much more than that.”

Nadira was barely finished before Thalia had wrapped her in a 
tight hug. Her words had an aching feeling bursting in Thalia’s 
chest so hard she couldn’t ignore it. It had her in tears once 
more, and she couldn’t help pulling Nadira in a tight hug.

They clutched each other as Thalia sobbed into her shoulder. 
Her tears flowed like a river, silently dropping onto Nadira’s 
soft sweater. How was it that Nadira Nassar, a girl she barely 
talked to, knew exactly what to say? It was as if Nadira’s words 
had her broken pieces melding back together. At once, all the 
shattered parts of who she had become were being picked up 
off of the floor.

Nadira rested her cheek on Thalia’s shoulder and whispered in 
a voice like honey, “It’s okay to not be okay, but you can’t let 
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yourself get lost in it. Accept who you are, and you’ll never see 
that mirror smashed again.”

Thalia only held her closer.

Thalia had finally found a new voice to fix the breaks in her 
foundation, and it was one that told her that she had worth. 
She could hear it now, teaching her.

What the mirror had broken in her didn’t have to stay broken.

She was not something that could be defined by how many 
pounds she weighed.

Who she was couldn’t be decided by how her hair looked.

Her spirit and who she was was so much more than any of 
those things. Thalia was good enough and beautiful and loved 
and worth something because she knew that.

She was beautiful. She was strong. She was brilliant. She was 
spectacular.

She was unbroken.
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Forever now and always
Poetry
Grade: 12
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Elizabeth Telich
"

Forever now and always
Forever now and always

Withered and full of baneful pride, bound by golden shackles 
of apathy and hate,
good king seated upon your golden throne; look out and see 
your inky black fate.

Or at least that’s what you think alone, atop your throne of 
hate, better to keep your corrosive musings confined to your 
haggard mind, forever now and always.

Far too late is it now, to confide, to commune, for all the 
commoners of the countryside and the sympathetic courtesans 
within the Citadel’s crumbling walls have turned to many, 
copious mounds of cadavers that litter the streets, all of which 
now stained, painted in their sanguine colors. Streams of dark 
crimson that flow seemingly forever now and always.

A fallen kingdom shall be your final vista.

A ravaged expanse where the sun hangs low, trapped long 
ago before it could flee such a travesty. Never to rest below 
the distant horizon.

A woeful prisoner, much like yourself good king.

A dreaded curtain call that spans eternity.

Or at least that’s what you tell yourself.

Forever now and always.
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Teepee Village
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Teepee Village
It was early July of ’09, a hot summer with nothing much to do 
but play outside. We have a creek in our backyard, technically 
a brook, that runs through the neighborhood. For some 
reason, my siblings and I had always been fascinated by it. It 
represented adventure; “Don’t go near the creek!” my mom 
often yelled as my brothers and I trudged through the thick 
grass to the creek’s edge. Considering its steep walls covered 
in slippery rocks, it was always pretty tricky for us to get into 

the creek without sliding down the muddy embankments. I 
remember my older brother, Joe, pointing out the tree roots for 
me to hold on to and grabbing my arm if I started to slip. He 
was only nine years old and I was trailing close behind at 
seven, but was always looking out for me like I was still a baby. 
Joe, with blonde hair and paler skin, stood out against the rest 
of us brunette, tan-skinned children. He grew up quick, he was 
strong, and he was quiet; but there was a lot going on inside 
that bleach blonde head of his.

We started our adventures in the creek by skipping little stones 
we found along the edge. Joe was the best at it; his stone 
would only bounce once or twice, but I would still watch in 
awe, for mine always plummeted to the bottom. Whenever he 
saw me struggling, he would hand me a smoother, lighter 
stone, and show me the right way to throw it. Throughout the 
years, Joe was always teaching me what he knew. I remember 
being outside on warm summer days and Joe would try and 
get me to throw the football with him. One time, when I 
reluctantly agreed, Joe spent about fifteen minutes trying to 
explain the “windshield wiper” method in which you sweep 
your arm like the wiper. Eventually, I managed a pretty decent 
spiral and he said, “that was worth it!”. I still don’t forget those 
words, because me learning a simple throw was worth 
something to him.

Honorable Mention
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I still remember the day my younger brother, Daniel, and I 
watched Joe from across the creek. Joe was knee-deep in the 
water, ripping a rusty black bike from beneath overgrown 
vines. This was one of our best discoveries, second only to the 
pizza shaped rock, which obviously beats everything else. 
After a few weeks, we had basically searched the creek all 
throughout its mud-filled nooks and crannies, and I was pretty 
much ready to head back to playing Barbies in the comfort of 
my room. Little did I know, our summer in the creek had just 
begun.

One afternoon, as me and Daniel examined a broken piece of 
glass, Joe called us over to the deep. In our oversized rubber 
boots, we immediately began our quickest waddle. After 
tripping over a few tree trunks sunken in the murky water, we 
made it to the other side. There, we saw it. A teepee, about six 
feet tall, built with three giant sticks, tied together with vines, 
and draped in an old bedsheet stolen from the linen closet. We 
didn’t believe him we he told us he built it himself. We 
immediately began to badger him with countless questions. 
Eventually, Joe interrupted, “Hey! I’ll just teach you!” Little did 
he know, this would one day be considered one of my top ten 
master skills, so this lesson was priceless. We became true 
naturalists that day, searching through the surrounding forest 
for the perfectly sized sticks and plucking the longest strings of 
ivy we could find. And a little less on the naturalist side, 
robbing my mom of her clean white bedsheets while she 

wasn’t looking. Daniel was the designated “stick finder,” and 
once he found a decent sized stick, Joe would go over and lift 
up the heavy stick for him. I was appointed as the “vine finder,” 
I meticulously peeled strings of ivy off the trees, and Joe would 
come help me rip it off at the end. He showed us how to 
balance the sticks and then we held them in place until he 
could secure them with ivy. This teamwork occasionally 
caused a few quarrels, but once the vines were tightened and 
we all stood back to admire our work, it was indeed worth it, 
not only for Daniel and me, who got to participate, but for Joe, 
who had managed to show us how.

My first few teepees typically toppled over or weren’t 
proportional for me sit inside, despite hours of work. 
Nevertheless, we kept at it, day after day, teepee after teepee, 
and with Joe’s guidance, we finally had our own self-made, 
structurally sound teepees.

Eventually, that summer came to an end, wind pushed down 
the sticks, the loop-knotted vines unstrung, and water washed 
away all the bits and pieces of our little teepee village. We 
managed to salvage the bedsheets, but other than that, it was 
all gone. What wasn’t gone, however, were the memories of 
Joe, the chief of our teepee village, and beginning to teach us 
things we never thought possible. Also, I can still build a pretty 
mean teepee. 
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Sorting Hat
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Sorting Hat
I am a Gryffindor. Clumsy, but brave. Honest, show-offish, 
short-tempered. I am four years old, discovering magic for the 
first time. I’ve seen it in fairytales and Barbie movies, but this is 
the first time I see it in myself. My parents recently decided 
that I am old enough to read the first three books in the Harry 
Potter series – they fear the rest might have themes too dark 
for a kindergartener – and I am already on Prisoner of 
Azkaban. For the second time. My copy has a cracked spine 

and curled edges from carrying it with me wherever I go. 
Everything about the series is unlike anything I have read 
before. I might envy Harry, Ron, and Hermione for the 
friendship they have, the trials they face, and the powers they 
possess, but I am just as much a part of the story as they are. I 
whisper spells to myself and count down the days until I get 
my Hogwarts acceptance letter, so I can affirm that I am 
magical. I have to be.

Soon it isn’t just the wizarding world that I am pulled into. I am 
never without a book, hardly ever without a book that is bright 
and has sparkly detail work on its cover. I am selfish with the 
new worlds I discover, wanting to keep them locked up in my 
chest where they are mine, all mine. I read anything I can get 
my sticky hands on. Every few days, I scratch my knees on the 
grey library carpet as I read dust jacket after dust jacket. I read 
my way into magic tree houses and boxcars where I have to 
crouch to fit. I cross prairies to Portland and New York and 
Narnia. I am a blur of scarlet hair and gold eyes, determined to 
find just a little bit of magic within every page.

I am a Hufflepuff. Curious and dedicated, I am a finder at 
heart. I pull on my mom’s arm to walk faster into the Mayfield 
Public Library. We visit every Thursday, spending an hour and 
a half there as my brother attends swim practice. Some weeks 
I bring my homework: a couple math worksheets, a vocabulary 
list; more often than not, I browse the endless shelves for 
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something new and begging to be found. I am nine years old, 
but my fourth-grade teacher suggests books at an eighth-
grade level, which I take as the highest compliment. Because 
of this, I split my time between the children’s section, with its 
bean bag chairs spilling over with foam beads and shelves that 
are only as tall my mom’s shoulders; and the young adult 
section, where my mom monitors the books I pull from the 
shelves to keep me from learning the things that might go 
beyond simple reading comprehension. After I choose my 
books, I sit in one of the windowsills, where the wide, white 
vents meet the glass. There I read for an hour, just long 
enough for me to become loyal to the story, before my mom 
alerts me of the time. We leave the library to pick up my 
brother, but I am not ready to remove myself from the world I 
have become enchanted with. Eventually she buys me a 
portable book light because she is sick of the glare of the 
interior car lights against the windshield when I use them to 
read. This is how it always goes: we enter the library as the 
last bits of pink and yellow and blue streak the sky, and though 
the stars might already be appearing as we leave, I rarely lift 
my head enough to see them.

I am a Slytherin. I’m too young to realize yet that this isn’t 
equivalent to evil; in my mind, it means jaded, ruthless, green 
with envy. My dad has just begun dating again, or rather, he 
has just begun to tell me that he is dating again. We are in 
Park City, Utah, a place as new to me as it is wrong. I know 

that the house we rent doesn’t have a secret crawlspace 
where five cousins can sit amongst the glassware and photo 
albums. I know that the living room can barely fit a single 
stocking on the fireplace, let alone a set of eleven, needle-
pointed with our names on them. I know that the woman 
sleeping on the floor above mine takes too long to say good 
night to my dad, but she is not my mother. I know that I don’t 
like change.

I spend my loneliest Christmas in Park City. Everything is 
wrong, from the way you can only see the mountains if you 
crane your neck looking out a certain window to the way my 
grandma’s cinnamon rolls are store-bought and popped out of 
a can. There is no floor-to-ceiling window that lets the sun in 
enough to warm the leather recliner, no place to fold my legs 
under me and read my brand-new books as the snow falls in a 
clumps in the backdrop. When we come back from skiing each 
day, my grandma puts on a pot of hot water and we stir in 
powdered hot chocolate mix as we wait for the snow to melt off 
of our long underwear. I take a book to the corner of the L-
shaped couch, a spot I claim for my own after my dad yells at 
me for isolating myself in the loft bedroom I share with my 
brother. In sixth grade I am looking for an escape. I am 
miserable in this life, so I try to fit myself into others. I can’t 
wait until I am in high school, until I reach the pivotal scene I 
find in every storyline – the one where I get the guy, I win the 
competition, my parents and I have a heart-to-heart about 
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what I really want in life. Some part of me still believes that this 
story arc is inevitable, but it can’t come soon enough. Right 
now, I would give anything to be anywhere else but here. My 
dad fills my bookshelf at his house (also rented, not fully ours) 
with books as apology presents, peace offerings, but I am so 
absorbed in contorting myself to fit into a place I might belong 
that I don’t find it in myself to forgive him.

I am a dementor. I feed off my own misery. I depend on it to 
survive. I don’t know exactly how or when it happens, but I 
devolve into a desperate version for myself. I sort my life into 
‘Most Days’ and ‘Good Days,’ because my definition of a bad 
day has come to be the same as that of a normal day. Most 
Days are disappointing because I am alive at the end of them. 
I feel like I am walking underwater – slowly, breathlessly, and 
without destination. Even my standard for a Good Day has 
lowered. If I make it through a day without any of the bleak, 
suicidal thoughts I have come to expect, I consider it above 
average. Through much of eighth grade I am depressed, 
anxious, and undiagnosed.

The things I used to love, the writing, the drawing, the reading, 
all stop. I force myself to keep a book on my nightstand, trying 
to enjoy the things that I used to. I reread the entirety of Harry 
Potter again, and I pray that the magic I found in it so long ago 
comes back to me. I have no luck. There is no spell to fill my 
hollow chest, no adventure to make me the chosen one. There 

is only time. Time for healing, time for redemption, time for 
unearthing the heart I thought was buried too deeply to ever 
dig up again.

I am in a Pensieve. Maybe that means I am stuck in the past. 
Maybe I am just stuck. I’m not sure. I miss the part of myself 
that I used to have, the part that felt everything so deeply. 
Lately I have been numb, as if I am learning to control my 
darkest thoughts, but I am still not able to invoke any liveliness 
I used to have. I feel like I have been in this in-between 
forever. As nonsensical as it sounds, all I want is to want 
something. I want this so badly it stops me from getting it. I’m a 
planner but not a doer. I think about the what-ifs so much, I 
don’t have time nor the energy to chase them. I write 
exhaustive outlines for papers, but I never complete a rough 
draft. I practice my hand-lettering in the margins of all my 
notes, but I never open my sketchbook. I go to Barnes and 
Noble and make lists of all the books I want to read, but I 
never visit the library because I claim to not have the time. I 
have always been scared of failure, but now I am scared of 
trying.

I am a Ravenclaw. I am realizing now that I will never stop 
learning, or changing, or wanting more. I may not ever come to 
terms with my perfectionism. I am witty and brash. I am 
calculated and sometimes cold, inconsequential and loud as I 
can be. I am not right all the time, or even most of the time, but 
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that’s not what matters. What matters most is that I am here 
and I want to try to get it right. I want to fail and stand up again, 
and again, and again. In English class, we read My Ántonia, 
and I cry with longing as I remember what I have been without 
for so long. Magic. For the first time in a long time, I am there. I 
am in the story, in the Nebraskan plains, in the setting sun 
casting a shadow over a plow. It might not be as full and bright 
as the first time I found it, but it is still comforting to know that 
the magic is still there. I am something bronze and blue, 
something tarnished and battered but not without hope, 
something like a worn copy of a favorite book: cracked spine, 
curling edges, and a little bit of magic within me. I intend to 
hold onto it.
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Tres Leches
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Tres Leches
When people compliment me on my tres leches cake, I do not 
say, “the recipe is from Food Network dot com.” I say, “thank 
you.” Not even that is authentic. I feel shame when I sprinkle 
the top with cinnamon and offer up servings to everyone within 
reach of my nine by thirteen pan, because tres leches isn’t 
even Puerto Rican, but I still act like I own it. My abuela grows 
coconut and avocado right in her backyard, but when I make 
guacamole, my first instinct is to search “World’s Best 
Guacamole” on Pinterest. I know enough about comfort food to 
gravitate towards Goya products when I am grocery shopping, 
but not enough to know exactly how much butternut squash to 
add to my beans. My mom always tries to teach me her 
recipes in Spanglish, but they do not stick to the edges of my 
brain to save for later. My abuela and my mom look natural in 
the kitchen. It seems like they have never needed a cookbook, 

and they think adding stuff to a pot until it tastes right is a valid 
instruction. And while I can follow any recipe to a t, my final 
dishes feel a little less colorful, a little less authentic, than the 
ones that are served by my abuela’s veiny hands onto a blue 
speckled countertop.

My hips do not move like my mother’s. She invites me to salsa 
with her in the kitchen, but I have stepped on her feet too 
many times to take her up on the offer. She knows this, but 
she still counts out the beats as she shifts her weight from the 
heels of her feet to the toes. My mom likes to listen to 
reggaetón as she cooks and sews and cleans. Even though 
she would blush at the lyrics if they came on in English, the 
dembow beat reminds her of visiting home and walking along 
the streets of Old San Juan, where homegrown artists pour out 
of the speakers of every humid café. When I come downstairs 
and dance badly to the rhythm, she always laughs and tries to 
show me the proper moves. I appreciate her effort, but I am 
more accustomed to music that can be danced to without 
leaving my chair.

I sunburn too easily to feel like a woman of color. I try to laugh 
it off in late June, when the redness of my cheeks finally starts 
to fade into something a little more golden-brown, a little more 
how I am supposed to look. At the tail-end of summer, when I 
have been out in the sun every day with only one reapplication 
of sunblock, I am darker than my mom. I feel a little less 
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gringa, and a little more Latina. Of course, my skin color does 
not dictate my ethnic makeup, but sometimes it’s nice to give 
everyone a glimpse of the culture I have been carrying with 
me, as if to prove that I have the right to do so.

I have never been able to roll my ‘r’s, and I am scared it is too 
late to learn how. My mom stopped speaking to us in Spanish 
when I was just two, because my dad worried that he would be 
left out of our conversations. Because of this, or maybe 
despite this, I seem to have a knack for picking up Spanish, at 
least on paper. My abuelos are hard to understand on the 
phone, and as much as I can blame it on the poor reception or 
the remnants of my abuela’s Spanish accent, I find myself 
playing catch up when I talk to them, always planning my next 
words and steering the conversation to my advantage. My 
abuelo sometimes asked why I never called him, and I would 
feel the guilt form in the tips of my ears, both from being the 
neglectful granddaughter, and from being too prideful to pick 
up the phone and let myself stumble over words that I wish 
would roll off my tongue. My family teases me for not being 
able to roll my ‘r’s, and they make the sound repeatedly in my 
direction just to rub it in. I roll my eyes, even though it makes 
me want to cry, knowing there is just another thing that a good 
Latina should be able to do. I know enough Spanish to be in 
the advanced placement class and to understand what my 
mom is saying about me on the phone, but not enough to 

teasingly hit her with one of the creative curses my abuelo was 
so fond of.

When I have called myself Latina, my friends have laughed 
and said, “no, you’re white.” Some days it is not worth it to 
explain that I can be both, or even more than that. The truth is, 
it is tiresome trying to validate your own identity. I know I am 
not fully American because my mom gets excited when we find 
a Cuban restaurant on a road trip because it’s the same 
comfort food she’s used to. I know I am not fully American 
because I still have family without power and internet, knocked 
out from a hurricane from months ago. I can never be fully 
American so long as I can fall asleep to the sound of coquí 
frogs and wake up to the smell of rain and quesitos. This is a 
strange limbo to exist in, even more so when I can tell there 
are people on all sides, scrutinizing my identity. On the one 
hand, there are the Americans, who do not understand what it 
means to love their culture so much and still feel like they will 
never have a proper place in it. On the other, there’s my family, 
from Dorado to Guaynabo, who pull me in to give me kisses on 
each cheek, but still ask how my Spanish is coming along. I 
am still trying to figure out how I can be loyal to them both, and 
how much of myself I am willing to give.

Even after all these years, Puerto Rico feels unfamiliar to me, 
like it is a space I call home without having any claim to it. 
Stepping through the Gate of Old San Juan still feels like 
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walking into a picture book, with sorbet vendors and pastel 
colonials and ruthless pigeons. The waterfalls of El Yunque 
drown out the sound of my steps as I navigate my way over 
wet, algae-coated stones. My family hires shady boats to take 
us to good snorkeling spots, and I am only wary of them for as 
long as it takes to untether the ropes from the dock. It is 
strange, knowing my heart has US citizenship, but it cannot 
resist salt spray and mango pulp. It is worth it, though, when I 
find green plantains and make arañitas, or when I can beat my 
family at May I. I may never be fully secure in my cultural 
identity, but I am lucky enough to have seats saved for me in 
places where my skin is always sandy and warm to the touch 
and where winter takes over for fall and spring. And maybe it 
isn’t a division between the American me and the Puerto Rican 
me. Maybe it’s a choice, and one that I am grateful to make, 
no matter how many times I have to.
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Camryn Dreams of Vampires
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Camryn Dreams of Vampires
The good in each of us is revealed when you become a 
vampire. 
To see how much your humanity is worth, you must die and be 
trapped in the endless forest of the remains of life. 
You are a vampire. You choose to suck the life out of 
everything in hopes of making yourself human again, but at the 
cost of another innocent life. 

You will never be you again, but still you wander the woods 
with no choice but death. 
If you choose life, it is at the cost of another’s death. 
If you choose to die to allow the blood to continue to course 
through another’s veins, you must end your life knowing that 
one day their blood will end anyways. 
You are just a vampire, but there is a void within you 
surpassing time that can never be filled, and nobody cares 
because 
you’re a vampire, alone in the woods with fear and grief, but 
you’re a vampire, and nobody cares about 
vampires until 
vampires start caring about them.

Honorable Mention

ANNA 
KERESZTESY
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Judging Us
Poetry
Grade: 9
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Elizabeth Telich
"

Judging Us
Momma want us to be this and daddy want us to be that just 
because y’all fell out dont mean we don’t need no dad
Just because you see smiling don’t mean i ain’t sad they judge 
me they don’t know me they just see that i’m black
Because back then black meant niggas and crack so they 
think we attached
Man i’m losing my breath when i walk in public with my hoodie 
they just think i’m a threat

Man life is a mess want to let out my stress but i can’t because 
if i do they might even judge that
I’m just tired i’m just tired i’m just tired of stress
All of this pain got me insane want me to change but i’m the 
same
Kids blowing out they because bully calling them names
Now a days that’s the reason why children joining these gangs 
that’s the reason why these males out here aiming them 
thangs

Honorable Mention

BRYAN LEE
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An Ode to the Curious
Poetry
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Kevin O'Brien
"

An Ode to the Curious
This is an ode to the curious ones among us,
To those who are eager to learn about the world’s beauteous.
To the toddler who watches an ant to see where it goes,
And to the biologist who observes a bacterium to see how it 
grows.
To Leonard Euler for his formulas, both elegant and ubiquitous,
And to Victor Hugo and his revolutionary novels that proved to 
be momentous.

 
This is an ode to the pathfinders and to the rule-breakers,
To those who strive to achieve and refuse to be bystanders.
To the entrepreneur who aims to build his own enterprise,
And to the architect who flouts against standard design (in 
order to improvise).
To Mahatma Gandhi and his non-violent statement that rippled 
throughout the world,
And to Dmitri Shostakovich and his defiant music that left the 
Soviets unfurled.
 
To the Lumière brothers, Auguste and Louis, and their 
pioneering invention
That prompted a century of creativity in the world of cinema.
To Yuri Gagarin and his intrepid journey to reach cosmic 
ascension
That provoked a generation of scientists to ponder space’s 
enigma.
 
To the ancient Greek philosophers and their profound 
philosophies,
For if it wasn’t for them the world’s secrets might still be 
hidden.
To the men and women who fought against their ruthless 
monarchies

Honorable Mention

BRIAN LI
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In order to have the world hear their voices which were once 
forbidden.
 
They are the explorers, the trailblazers, the boundless souls,
The torchbearers and the groundbreakers with high soaring 
goals.
They are people who we must all endeavor to be and thus,
This is an ode to the curious ones among us.
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Pursuit of Happiness
Short Story
Grade: 10
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Brittainy Quinn
"

Pursuit of Happiness
He wanted to feel. He wanted the infinite amount of emptiness 
to subside and every feeling that he had been able to grasp to 
flood throughout his body. The burning of alcohol and the 
pounding of the next morning headaches were the only things 
he’d truly felt in months. He lied there in bed staring blankly at 
the ceiling- his body stiff, unable to move even the slightest. 
Usually when this happened he would panic, scared that it was 

the end of himself, but on days like this one, he didn't care. He 
just laid there trying to awaken his limbs.

His gaze quickly averted once the alarm beside him began to 
chime. “C’mon Ethan,” he thought to himself. He tried with 
everything he had to move but his body rejected every wiggle 
or shake he tried prompting himself to do. He screwed his 
eyes shut and let the tears run into his ears. His chest was 
burning with every short breath he took. His throat began 
tightening and tears were streaming down his face.

His chest began heaving with every sharp intake of breath. 
Heavy sobs left his dry mouth and his hands gripped the 
sheets in tight fists. All the color from his hands drained as his 
grip began getting tighter and tighter. He sprung up from his 
bed, clutching his chest and gasping rapidly. He wiped his 
eyes and grabbed his phone, silencing the deafening alarm.

He kicked his feet over the edge of his bed and shivered as 
they made contact with the cold hardwood floor. His body 
ached and his mind was fuzzy. He rolled his shoulders and 
kicked his legs hoping to loosen his joints. A loud and 
inhumane noise fell from his chapped lips. Planting his hands 
firmly beside himself, he arose from his bed. His legs were 
wobbling and he lost his balance. His head was spinning and 
the now vile taste of whatever he’d eaten the night before 

Honorable Mention

AHLAIA LINDER
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made him cringe. Shielding his mouth, he sprinted into his 
bathroom, emptying out the contents of his stomach.

Without looking he flushed the toilet. His knees were still weak, 
but he gathered enough strength to lift himself off of the tile. 
He held onto anything he could in order to make it to the sink 
without falling. He rested against the countertop, breathing 
heavily. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and 
lifted his eyes to look at his reflection. He looked awful. His 
eyes were dull. The only pigment came from the redness 
beyond his pupils. His face was puffy and pink, and his hair 
pointed in every direction possible. He yanked open the 
cabinet no longer wanting to look at the shell of a man he’d 
became, hoping that this next dose of pills would take all of the 
numbing pain away.

“My God!” He cried out, the barely opaque bottle that could 
possibly end his everlasting suffering was clutched tightly in 
his shaking hand. He slowly unscrewed the cap, screwing his 
bloodshot eyes shut. With every snap and pop of the cap, he 
grew impatient. He gave the bottle one final twist and he let out 
a sound that could only he described as a victory screech. He 
turned the bottle over in his hand biting the inside of his cheek 
anxiously.

He wanted it to be over. He wanted everything to end. He 
slowly sat himself on the floor beside his bathtub. He stared at 
the white tablets in his sweaty palm, counting them over and 

over again. He hissed, tapping his foot angrily. “Just do it!” he 
shouted balling his fist. He raised his shaking hand to his lips, 
taking in what he hoped to be his final breaths. Slowly, he let 
the pills fall into his mouth, each one making the same small 
clicking noise as they fell atop of one another. His hand was 
empty but his mind was racing, he did it.

He actually did it. Every pill, every last pill that was once in the 
bottle, in his cabinet, over the counter and on the second shelf 
was now in his body. He rested his head against his hands and 
let out a choked sob. He rose on his feet and staggered into 
his bedroom.

He wandered over to his phone and smiled. He threw himself 
into bed and snorted. He pressed his thumb firmly over the 
home button, instantly unlocking it. He scrolled through his 
playlist, playing the first song that came to mind. He paired the 
device to his speaker and turned it as high as it allowed. He 
closed his eyes, fulling submerging himself in the music. “Roll 
it up take a hit,” he muttered, drawing small patterns along his 
skin. He bobbed his head along to the song. “Feeling lit, 
feeling like, 2AM, summer night,” he sang, slowly lifting himself 
out bed.

Throwing his arms up in the air, he danced around the room, 
laughing uncontrollably as he spun in circles with his arms 
waving carelessly above his head. “I'm on the pursuit of 
happiness and I know, everything that shine ain't always 
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gonna be gold!” He shouted, dragging his arm along his 
dresser, knocking everything off. “I'll be fine once I get it yeah, 
I'll be good!” He hiccuped. He grabbed at his sheets, yanking 
them off of the mattress. He threw every blanket and pillow 
onto the ground as he danced and kicked along to the song. 
He kicked over the lamp that once sat on his nightstand and 
laughed maniacally. “You're on the pursuit of happiness 
Ethan!” He yelled. He picked up the remnants of the lamp and 
threw it at the wall.

The shattering of the bulb startled him, yet all he could do was 
laugh. He screamed, tugging at his chocolate brown roots. 
Panting, he braced himself on his naked mattress. He could 
feel it, his heart, his head, his everything coming down. He 
placed his trembling hand on his heart, he felt himself smile. 
Closing his tearful eyes, he listened to his heart as it slowed to 
almost a complete stop. “I'll be good.”
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Designer Babies
Critical Essay
Grade: 10
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Kristen Srsen Kenney
"

Designer Babies
A Decision that Will Determine Humanity’s Fate: Should 
Designer Babies Be Legal?

Today, our country as we know it is defined by a class system 
based on wealth and merit, where individual initiative can allow 
a person born into poverty to rise to become the CEO of a 
successful company. Now imagine a day and age where 
society is defined by something that you have no control over: 

your genetic makeup. People walk around you with superior 
intelligence, athleticism, and appearance - and it was all 
determined by their parents. Welcome to a world where 
“designer babies” are legal. Despite this horrendous future, 
some doctors, scientists, and politicians still support the 
legalization of instituting the genetic modification of a human 
embryo, citing the theory that it will eradicate the diseases that 
plague our population today. However, they overlook the 
possibility that allowing this policy opens up an abyss of 
dangerous outcomes for the world’s future society where 
genetics can and will influence the class structure. This 
possibility of creating “designer babies” has existed since 
2001, when doctors in New Jersey accidentally altered a 
human embryo and, by extension, forever changed the genetic 
bloodline of that baby. This world-altering event spurred 
doctors to actually remove genes from an embryo, rather than 
simply altering them. This ability can not be left to the whims of 
only a small segment of the population, even if they are 
intelligent. While some scientists, doctors, and politicians 
argue that genetically altering embryos holds the answer for a 
healthier and brighter future free of disease, because of the 
unfair genetic advantages and the potential dangers that 
modifying the human genome presents, the ability to create 
“designer babies” should be a power not delegated to the 
human race and left to natural selection.

Honorable Mention

JAMES LYONS
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Some politicians, doctors, and scientists support the 
legalization of genetically modified embryos because it can 
eradicate diseases. Firstly, these people believe that genetic 
enhancing can result in the elimination of disease and 
disability among the human population. According to Vivek 
Wadhwa, a writer for the Washington Post, the ability to edit 
the human genomes will allow humans to “be able to withstand 
anthrax attacks or epidemics of pneumonic plague.” This 
ability could extend the lifespan of the human race and 
eliminate devastating epidemics that ruin not only the lives of 
the victims but their families too. The gene editing performed in 
the embryo creates an immunity to the chemical makeup of 
weapons like anthrax, thereby rendering the weapon obsolete. 
Secondly, editing these genes will stop the transmission of 
disease from parents to their offspring. With the aid of 
genetically modified genomes, doctors can protect against 
diseases like “cystic fibrosis, hemophilia, sickle-cell anemia, or 
Tay-Sachs disease” (“Designer Babies”). The eradication of 
these deadly and disabling diseases will stop the suffering of 
millions and save the government and individuals billions in 
healthcare costs. Instead, they could spend it on other 
pressing issues such as national defense and counter-
terrorism. Yet, while a segment of these doctors, scientists, 
and politicians support human gene editing, others remain 
strongly against it.

Other politicians, doctors, and scientists are more insightful 
and go against this movement because see that it would 
create an unfair society across the globe. The legalization of 
this technique gives the opportunity for doctors to edit genes 
for more than just immunity from disease. While genetically 
modified embryos offer a future with less disease, wary 
scientists and doctors caution “the genetic material of embryos 
might be altered is to enhance or optimize specific traits, such 
as intelligence or athleticism” (“Designer Babies”). Giving 
certain people this extra advantage over the rest of the human 
race, will create a species of “superhumans” with which the 
rest of society cannot contend. If the human race was meant to 
be this way, then the Universe/God would have no purpose. 
Humanity was not given a cheat code to life when it was 
formed. There is no reason that it should be given one now.

Furthermore, this trend will drive the rich to benefit massively, 
while the poor would sink lower. The potentially disastrous 
results of genetically modified embryos, could produce “a 
genetic underclass who must struggle to compete with the 
genetically modified offspring of the rich” (Wadhwa). Once the 
first baby is designed with the intelligence of Albert Einstein or 
the athleticism of LeBron James, its subsequent offspring will 
rise above the rest of society. The rest of the population will not 
be able to have the same capabilities. Thus, the rest of society 
would fall behind, not out of lack of talent or hard work, but 
because of an elite class of humans who have already been 
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given a monumental head start in life. The cycle of poverty 
would become irreversible, and despair would fill the lives of 
the poor, all of them knowing very well that they have no 
chance of succeeding in this unfair society.

Thankfully, the American public heartily opposes this 
movement of creating “designer babies.” In a survey 
conducted by Harvard entitled The Public and Genetic Editing, 
Testing, and Therapy, in January of 2016, it was found that 
65% of Americans believe any gene-editing, whether it be to 
protect against disease or not, was against its legalization 
while a staunch 83% of the public was against the legalization 
of designer baby technology (“American Attitudes toward Gene 
Editing of Human Embryos, 2016”). While the American public 
is generally split on societal issues, such an overwhelmingly 
negative response to genetic modification to heighten traits like 
intelligence and athleticism can only mean that this concept is 
inherently immoral and would be disastrous for society. These 
designer babies could present dangers to the balance of 
nature.

Alarmed politicians, doctors, and scientists believe that 
allowing babies to be “designed by parents” presents a terrible 
danger because it would cause irreparable damage to the 
governing rule of nature. It would make law of natural 
selection, which has determined the fate of the human race for 
thousands of years, obsolete and ineffective. Acknowledging 

the potential catastrophic effects of human genome editing, 
scientist David Baltimore and his colleagues state in a 2016 
international summit statement, “the safety issues [of human 
gene-editing] have not yet been adequately explored.” To even 
consider making such a mammoth decision without fully 
researching its implications would be imprudent to the point of 
being reckless. The disruption of the boundaries governing the 
human race will directly impact the world as the rest of 
humanity struggles to keep up with an accelerated process of 
human evolution. This unnatural occurrence will dismantle the 
course of adaptation that humanity was designed to go 
through, the survival of the fittest. But, if the fittest are already 
chosen because of genetic modification, the fate of the non-
modified population will then be set in stone: a fate of certain 
death. Nothing will be left to chance if the ability to form 
“designer babies” is set loose.

Finally, the foundations of the human race would be shaken 
tremendously. The director of the Center for Genetics and 
Society, Marcy Darnovsky, declares “It is highly irresponsible 
for a few scientists to take it upon themselves to yank this 
treacherous genie out of its bottle” (Adams). Fiddling with the 
law of natural selection, which has governed the earth for 
billions of years, would threaten to unravel the very fabric of 
which the human race is woven from. Ignoring natural 
selection will stop the human race from adapting to its 
changing environment as it has for the entirety of history. 
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Therefore, because of the unfair advantages the offspring of 
the rich will be given, the creation of a subservient genetic 
underclass, and the disruption of the balance of nature and 
natural selection, the technology that would create “designer 
babies” should not be legalized.

In conclusion, while some politicians, scientists, and doctors 
support the institution of “designer babies,” this technology 
should not be unleashed on the world because of the societal 
upheaval that would benefit the rich and their offspring and the 
danger it presents to the natural laws that govern the human 
race. The children of the rich and privileged would have unfair 
traits, putting them in a class above the rest of humanity. The 
wealthy would become far richer and more successful while 
the poor would sink into even greater subservience. The force 
that has molded the human race hitherto, the law of natural 
selection, would be thrown aside, causing the potential 
downfall of the human race. Such a world-changing 
technology, with its repercussions spanning the rest of human 
existence should not be left to the decision of mortal men, no 
matter how educated they are. The human race has survived 
perfectly well without the implementation of such an immoral 
and dangerous technology. No reason can justify why we, who 
are here for just fleeting moments in the long timeline of the 
earth, should allow a system with such devastating potential to 
be unleashed. "Consider God's handiwork; who can straighten 
what He hath made crooked?" - Ecclesiastes 7:13.
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Music
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Music
Children’s music is often used to express new ideas and 
feelings in a way that is understandable and appealing to 
children. Mothers soothe their babies and chase away 
nightmares with the soft hums of lullabies. Bright, happy, color-
blocked characters teach kids to count, learn shapes, and 
recognize basic words through catchy songs and clever lyrics. 
Music becomes the backdrop of a child’s verdant imagination 

as they play with white dolls in a light-yellow dollhouse to the 
theme songs of Disney princesses.

In third grade, I mocked Eddie Murray for singing Barbie songs 
with a wooden block at indoor recess. I no longer affiliated 
myself in public with such childhood illusions as Sesame 
Street or Blue’s Clues. I exchanged my purple, bedazzled, 
Velcro shoes for sneakers, though my mom still had to tie my 
laces for more than a year until I figured out how to coax the 
bunny into the hole without losing an ear. When all my friends 
laughed at Barney, accused him of smoking “in real life” and 
replaced his lyrics with those of hatred, I hummed with them in 
unison. They smiled approvingly when I joined in.

At night, as I nuzzled my teddy bear under the protection of my 
pink canopy and princess bed covers, I still sang the real 
words to my parents: “I love you, you love me, we’re a happy 
family. With a great big hug, and a kiss from me to you, won’t 
you say you love me too.”

I always played along.

***

Second only to the United States, the Indian film industry is 
one of the largest in the world. Bollywood is characterized by 
flashy, yet elegant costumes, romantic storylines of action and 
drama, and music that evokes a desire to leave the couch, 

Honorable Mention

GURNOOR 
MAJHAIL



641

sneak onto a train, and dance on its roof as it meanders 
through the mountains. Indeed, the allure of the music is in the 
luxuriousness of everything from the upbeat dances to the 
depth of the singer’s voice as they hit melancholy notes.

I cleaned out my closet this summer. As I sifted through the 
pages of my old middle school English notebooks, I noticed 
the excessive extent to which I pined about getting a dog and 
the regression of my handwriting as the pace of school 
increased. Amidst the stack, I investigated a worn, flimsy 
composition notebook with a collage of stickers and peeling 
newspaper cutouts on the cover: it was my old Girl Scouts 
journal from elementary school. Although most of the writing 
prompts in the notebook received some sort of comment or 
affirmation from the troop leader, one page was bookmarked 
with a paperclip. It lacked any of the loosely legible river of 
blue or green ink below the shaky silver letters that defined the 
other entries. On the page with the metal wire that stopped 
flow of my entries, I described my detest for “English radio 
songs” and the shallowness of the singers’ voices. Instead, I 
approved of Bollywood music, and the colors that burst from 
the rhythms: the rainbow of celebration, the grays and blues of 
sadness, the pinks of mischief.

I remember sitting down with Mrs. Anderson, my notebook on 
a veneered table, teal carpet beneath my laced sneakers. I no 
longer remember why the page was bookmarked, nor what I 

discussed that day with Mrs. Anderson. I can confirm that I did 
not contribute my opinions during circle time with the other 
girls in the troop. I conceded that “English radio songs” were 
the only possible options to play during meetings with 
everyone else.

I always went along.

***

Pop music is a superfluous category of music. It changes with 
politics, social movements, the evolution of technology, and so 
on. Rather than by a specific style, pop may be characterized 
by different sounds and trends that change over time. Perhaps 
most important is that pop is able to convey emotions and 
feelings that people need to cope with the events of the time.

For two years in elementary school, my role model was a fifth-
grader with brown, blonde, and red highlights in her feathered 
hair. On a day with particularly good lunch, I mustered all my 
strength and managed to mumble a mélange of compliments 
about her hair as we crossed paths in the hallway. 
Remarkably, she heard me, and stopped to thank me in the 
way someone thanks their younger sister’s friend – in a 
genuine, yet unintentionally condescending manner. She 
asked my name, and I murmured with my eyes at her black 
sneakers instead of her brown eyes. She heard “Manure,” and 
adopted me as her friend. I never corrected her.
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On the bus, she once caught me while I peered at her from the 
crackled gray seat as she danced to the chorus of “We R Who 
We R” by Ke$ha. She gave me a reassuring smile, as if to 
invite me to join in from my seat. I almost raised my hands, as 
if to throw invisible rainbow confetti with her and her friend, but 
I ducked back and spent the rest of the bus ride looking out the 
window. I memorized the lyrics every time the song came on 
the radio.

I always tried, but never sang along.

***

Country music is evolving. Artists are playing with sound as 
collaborations between pop and country artists are becoming 
increasingly frequent, often with a pop musician lending their 
vocals to the easy tones of Southern music. Nevertheless, the 
importance of storytelling becomes evident as the common 
theme that connects the most diverse experiments in the 
industry. Indeed, the relatability of “the simple life’ draws 
musicians an expanded audience beyond the sunny South. 
That feeling of a warm breeze, evoked by Kenny Chesney’s 
anthems of a carefree summer afternoon, or the contagious 
passion of Lauren Alaina’s empowering ballads offer an 
escape from the drudgery of everyday life.

The cross country team was my first interaction with people in 
a new high school. I created the perfect imitation of our coach 

during spirit week, down to the pink hat and bright blue 
eyeliner pencil. I didn’t refuse a single sculpted scoop of ice 
cream on Mitchell’s Mondays, and snaked my own white 
spoon through throngs of arms to eat our annual unsliced, 
unthawed ice cream cake. I laughed with everyone as dark 
brown beards of chocolate covered our bright faces. I started 
collecting a list of all the hilarious original jokes I created, and 
didn’t hesitate to share my brilliance. On the bus to our 
overnight invitational, we played our team Spotify playlist (with 
more than 50 songs), and danced up and down the aisles to all 
type of music. We belted out the songs from Moana and threw 
our arms up to “Party in the USA” as the bus driver warily 
watched us acting like a troupe of monkeys. We would’ve 
danced on top of the bus if we could. When a country song I’d 
snuck into the playlist tentatively hummed through the 
speakers, my throat closed in fear of rejection. Just as I 
thought a senior was going to forward the song, someone 
stopped the her and said, “wait, I kind of like this.”

This time, I joined along.
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Beneath the Surface
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Beneath the Surface
I'm tired
I'm tired of feeling hopeless
Like nothing can be changed
Watching as life passes me by
As people of color suffer at the hands of our administration
As families are being torn apart and it's being justified by 
calling them illegals
It's easy to dehumanized people and do terrible things to them

The only way you could treat people the way that they do is to 
somehow convince yourself that they are lesser than you
Less deserving of opportunities or a life
It's easy when you have worked for your success and others 
are just lazy
But no one looks beneath the surface
Where black and latinx people are incarcerated at 5 times the 
rate of white people
It's so easy to ignore those facts
And as people are ignoring the blatant injustices in the word
Life is passing us by
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Endure I am told
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Endure I am told
I remember I was 10 being told that I should stay quiet and not 
raise my voice
I was told not to get fat because then men wouldn't like me
I remember being 12 thinking my appearance was more 
important than my mind
I thought that my only purpose was to get an education so I 
would be more likely to get a proposal 
I was told that I should speak quietly because when I'm 
married my husband would want me to 
Endure endure endure I was told

I remember being 12 and being cat called for the first time
I remember being 15 when an old man approached me and 
made me feel unsafe

I remember being 16 and being written off because my 
experiences as a women weren't real according to my cousin
I had never been victim to sexual harassment according to her
I saw women being addressed in demeaning manors and I 
was told it was just being part of a woman
Endure endure endure I was told again

It seems now that I am tired of being told to endure
We need to make our voices heard
We cannot be silenced my men or women who believe our 
voices should not be heard
We cannot endure any longer
We must fight back
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He's Here
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 7
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
"

He's Here
I stared, horror-stricken, as my father crept up behind my 
mother. I gasped as I saw the needle in his hand. He couldn’t 
actually be… 
“Mom, behind you!” I shrieked, tears filling my eyes. It was too 
late. My father plunged the syringe into her neck, and she fell 
to her knees. She trained her eyes on me.  
 
She said something softly as the life drained out of her, “I love 
you, remember that…” Then, she was gone. I wanted to rush 

over, but there was nothing I could do. 
 
“Mom!” I screamed, sitting bolt upright. I took a few shaky 
breaths. It was that nightmare again. I had had it every night 
for the past several years. I looked around. I was in my 
apartment, a 17-year-old who had passed himself off as an 18-
year-old. I still had the same brown hair and the same 
energetic personality. I was the same old Jake. I looked at my 
alarm clock. 4:27 A.M. I hugged myself, hoping that I hadn’t 
woken my best friend, May. Hands shaking, I wrapped my 
arms around myself. If it wasn’t so early, I’d go and talk to her. 
I took a few deep breaths, willing myself to calm down. 
 
I lay back, trying to fall back asleep. I tossed and turned for a 
while before sitting back up. It was no use. I stood and threw 
on a pair of dark blue jeans and a purple shirt that May had 
bought me for my birthday. I flicked my wrist, and a small flame 
burst to life in my hand. I stared at it, remembering the reason I 
had these powers. 
 
“Wh-what are you doing? D-Dad!” I had whined, backing up 
against the wall of his laboratory. 
 
“Just come over here and lay down on the operating table,” My 
father demanded. 
 
I whimpered and slowly approached the metal table. I 
hesitantly climbed onto it and lay down on my back, terrified. I 
didn’t want to do this... 
 
“Hold still,” he said demandingly. I heard a clatter as he 
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searched for a specific tool on his rack. He chuckled evilly. 
 
“Let’s see how your system reacts to this.”  
 
I winced as a needle was inserted into my arm. A burning liquid 
flowed into my bloodstream. 
 
Feeling my arm quivering, I screamed and threw my head 
back in pain. I looked at it, my eyes broadening in fear. The 
vibrations started spreading to the rest of my body. My body 
convulsed in a strange manner. I looked at my father, trying to 
keep my head still. He was in a lab coat, scribbling on a 
clipboard, and every once in a while he looked at me with a 
cruel glint in his eyes. He tossed the clipboard to the side and 
left the room, leaving me alone to suffer. 
 
I was shaking there for probably an hour or two before the 
movement in my body subsided. I took a few deep breaths. 
That was insane… I looked at my hands. They glowed 
strangely. I examined my right hand closely. I instantly moved 
my face away when I felt a tingling sensation run through my 
fingertips. It turned out to be a wise decision as my fingertips 
then burst into flames. My eyes widened, and I jolted backward 
as if I could run from my own hand. I didn’t feel any pain in my 
hand, just a surreal tickling feeling, almost comforting, like it 
was meant to happen.  
 
After a shaky breath, I looked back at my hand. I stood up and 
kept staring at my flaming fingers. As I thought of the flame 
disappearing, it did. I was shocked. When I imagined it, the fire 
returned. Had my father just given me pyrokinesis? He couldn’t 
have done it purposely. It must’ve been some sort of weird 

side-effect from the serum. I knew that he basically hated me. 
He was psychopath, a sociopath, and a megalomaniac. That 
combination was not a good thing in the slightest. He used to 
be so kind, only testing on himself… but then his work drove 
him insane...  
 
I rushed over to the clipboard. I picked it up and skimmed 
down the list. I read over a name and nearly did a double take. 
Who was Chaos? I quickly decided I didn’t care and kept 
skimming. I froze as I read who the next test subject was. May 
Evans. She had been my friend for as long as I could 
remember. The time scheduled was… now! I heard a familiar 
scream. I had heard that scream before. I spun around, 
rushing through the open door, wanting to save May. 
 
Returning from my recollections, I diverted my gaze from the 
flame and sighed uneasily. I looked at the closed door. Maybe I 
needed a calming walk. I went into the hall and walked slowly, 
thinking as I stared at the reddish-orange flame. I heard the 
shuffle of feet. Pivoting, I thrust my hand forward and the flame 
shot out at the figure. Immediately there was a swish and 
the psshh of extinguished fire. As I dropped my hand, I looked 
at the floor, blushing. 
 
“S-Sorry, May. I thought you were an intruder… or worse.” 
 
She retracted the tendril of water and sighed, fixing her 
shimmering grey eyes on me. She sighed, “It’s okay. Until I 
saw the fire, so did I…” 
 
I looked back at her, a small smile forming on my face, “Well, I 
guess we were on the same wavelength.” 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She smiled at me, and I felt my heart rate quicken. 
 
“Hey, May?” I said, wanting to tell her how much she meant to 
me. I wasn’t one to use the phrase “best friend” very lightly. 
 
When she waited in anticipation, I suddenly felt cold. I 
stuttered slightly, “N-Nevermind.” 
 
She frowned then looked away. 
 
My heart sank. I quickly said, “I’m sorry.” 
 
She looked at me, clearly surprised. “For what?” 
 
“For not telling you what I was thinking.” 
 
She smiled at me. “No need to apologize.” 
 
I smiled back. My smile wavered as I recalled why she too had 
powers. 
 
I had run down the hall of my father’s lab, one task on my 
mind. Save May. I looked around frantically. One of these test 
rooms had to be holding her. I racked my brain. The clipboard 
indicated… 371. I spun around, looking for the room. I saw the 
door with the number 371 in large black numbers. I rushed 
over and slammed into it, running into the room. As soon as I 
saw May on the floor convulsing, I knew I was too late. I glared 
at my father who was watching me with glee in his eyes. I 
lunged forward, snarling. I tackled him to the ground and 
pinned him down. I summoned a fireball to my hand. For the 

first time ever, I saw fear flash through my father’s eyes.  
 
“What did you do to her!?” I growled.  
 
He sneered up at me. “The exact same thing I did to you.” 
 
“You’d better be careful! I have a fireball!” 
 
“You wouldn’t hurt your own father.”  
 
I grabbed his collar and pulled him up slightly. I glared at him. 
“You are not my father. My father died when my mother did.” I 
then pushed him down to the ground. He threw me off and 
jumped to his feet to run out the open door, lab coat whipping 
behind him. I didn’t try to chase him. Instead, I rushed over to 
May who was still shaking on the operating table.  
 
I checked the notes my father had taken. He administered the 
mysterious shot at 11:49, only five minutes ago. I felt hollow. I 
was too late. If only I had been faster. If only I hadn’t been so 
caught up in my powers. I shook my head. “If only” wouldn’t 
help May. I stayed with her until she sat up and looked at me, 
eyes red like she had been crying. She then launched herself 
at me, hugging me so tightly that I could almost feel my bones 
being crushed. 
 
“J-Jake! You’re alive! Your father… he said that you were 
dead!” 
 
“It’s okay… I’m okay and so are you…” 
 
May let go of me and said, “But your father-” 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Rage filled me. “I don’t care what my father said! He’s just a 
liar!” May looked away and nodded slightly. I noticed her hands 
were shimmering blue. “Um… May? Your hands are blue.” She 
looked at them and screamed. 
 
“It’s okay… You’re like me now.” 
 
“Wh-What do you mean?”  
 
I sighed and summoned a fireball to my hand, causing May to 
scramble backwards. My heart sank as I saw the fear in her 
eyes. She was afraid of me. 
 
“May, it’s me… Jake” I said, approaching her slowly. She 
hesitated then moved back toward me. I looked at her hand. It 
wasn’t glowing blue anymore, but I noticed that it had a layer 
of water around it. May followed my gaze and saw her hand. 
Instead of fear as I expected, her expression was one of 
wonder. She examined it like it were a new species of animal. 
 
“Amazing…,” she said as the water rippled under her 
command. She seemed completely entranced by it.  
 
I smiled. “We should probably get some rest. I am completely 
beat.” 
 
“Yeah, that shaking really tired me out too.”  
 
“Let’s get you back to your room.” I helped her up, and we 
slowly walked to her room down the hall. She didn’t have a 
home. Her parents had died in a car accident a few years ago, 

so she had to settled in a room in the lab. 
 
“Goodnight,” she said quietly, closing her eyes.  
 
I waited until she was asleep before leaning down and kissing 
her on the forehead. “Sweet dreams,” I whispered. Then, I 
stood and left. 
 
“Jake, are you okay?” asked May, breaking me out of my 
reverie. I blinked twice in rapid succession. 
 
“Wh-What? O-Oh, I’m fine,” I said, looking away. 
 
She frowned, “Are you sure?” 
 
I nodded and looked back up at her. “I’m great,” I said, smiling. 
“After all, I’m here with you.” 
 
She blushed slightly. “Thanks. Well, hopefully we can 
eventually come out of hiding.” My smile evaporated. 
 
“Yeah, it’s hard to believe that after all this time, my father is 
still hunting us.” 
 
“Well, we don’t know that for su-” She was cut off by a giant 
bang as the door splintered into thousands of pieces. I 
instinctively ran between the doorway and May. She rolled her 
eyes and pulled me away. “For the record, I can take care of 
myself.” I laughed nervously, but I froze when I saw the figure 
in the doorway. 
 
“He’s here,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. The figure in the 
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door barely resembled my father at all. The only word I could 
think of to describe the demon-like creature was heteroclite. 
Large dark wings protruded from his back and horns stuck out 
of his head. When he opened his mouth, six tongues swirled 
around like thin pink snakes, seeming to have minds of their 
own.  
He hissed out, “Hello there, son.” 
 
I took a feeble step back, swearing under my breath and 
summoning an orb of fire to my hand. Through my shock, I 
managed to say, “What happened to you!?” 
 
“Why, I’ve created a creature of true greatness! It followed my 
every command and the best part is…” A shadowy creature 
seemed to float out of my father. My father returned to his 
original form, grinning evilly. It opened its glowing blood red 
eyes and stared at us. “It can possess people,” my father said. 
“Now, Chaos, attack!” Chaos didn’t move. “What are you 
doing? I told you to attack!” 
 
May and I exchanged glances as Chaos still stayed in place. 
He looked down at his hand as if checking his fingernails. My 
father stomped over and glared at Chaos. “Listen to me. I am 
your creator. Now, attack them!” Chaos smiled a toothy grin 
that showed his surprisingly bright white teeth. 
 
“No.” He then leapt upon my father. I heard my father scream 
and looked away. As soon as the screams died away, I 
hesitantly turned around. 
 
Chaos wiped his mouth with one arm, removing the sickening 
sight of mangled body parts around his mouth. Chaos grinned. 

Only this time, his shiny white teeth were dripping red with 
blood. Terror engulfed me as May took a step toward him. 
 
“Wh-Why did you help us?” May boldly asked. 
 
“Help you? I helped myself! Now, to finish the job!” His voice 
turned to a shriek at the end and he started shaking. May 
retreated, and I put myself between her and Chaos. She 
groaned and pushed me aside. 
 
“I already told you I can take care of myse-” She couldn’t finish 
because Chaos transformed into a stream of darkness and 
funneled himself into May’s open mouth. I felt the blood drain 
from my face. 
 
I grabbed her by the shoulders and yelled hysterically, “May! 
Fight him! You have to!” She twitched and I felt her go cold. To 
my dismay, the same dark wings that had sprouted from my 
father broke through the skin on her back. May looked at me, 
no recognition showing in her eyes. “M-May?” I asked, hoping 
that it wasn’t true. But it was. Chaos had completely taken her 
over. I took a step back, terrified. 
 
The insane voice of Chaos flooded out of May’s mouth. 
“Where are you going?” 
 
“Let her go!” I said, tears rolling down my cheeks. 
 
“Aww, does the little pyrokinetic miss his friend? Oh, do you 
want her back? Just try and take her!” 
 
I felt numb. “If you’re asking me to fight. I won’t.” 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Chaos took a step toward me. “Then I guess you’ll never see 
her again!” 
 
I took a step toward her. “May, I know you’re in there. Please, 
just come back. Please…” 
 
Chaos cackled. “It won’t work! She’s completely under my 
control!” 
 
I took another step forward. “She’s not. She’s still in there. I 
know she is. She has to be.” I saw a flicker of memory flash 
through May’s eyes. 
 
“J-Jake? Is that… is that you?” 
 
I nodded. “Yes, it’s me. Please, come back. I need you back. 
Please.” 
 
“Jake… I’m… I’m sorry…” 
 
“For what?” The void replaced her gaze. Then, a blast of water 
shot from her fingertips, throwing me backwards. I slammed 
against the wall and fell to the ground, grunting in pain. I felt a 
few of my ribs break. Nauseated and screaming, I looked up, 
expecting to see the demonic figure of Chaos. Instead, May 
rushed over to me. 
 
“It’s okay,” I said, my voice a hoarse whisper. “If I’m going to 
die, I just want you to know that… you’re my best friend…” 
 
Tears choked May’s voice, but she managed to say, “You’re 

my best friend too...” I smiled, then drifted out of 
consciousness. 
 
Chaos was the one who saved me. He told me that what I did 
to try to save May reminded him that not all humans are pure 
evil. My father had been. Chaos had been specifically created 
to attack May and me. My father, however, had not meant to 
create a creature with a will of its own; he had meant for 
Chaos to be more of an attack dog rather than a human-like 
creature. When my father ordered Chaos to obey his 
commands, Chaos, realizing that my father didn’t believe he 
was smart enough to make choices on his own, turned on him. 
Though, he still viewed us as his targets. When May tried to 
use her powers to heal me, Chaos decided to join us. 
 
Chaos left May and entered me, using his abilities to reconnect 
my bones. May apparently didn’t know this because once he 
left my body, she tried to attack him. But once his intent 
became clear to her, she couldn’t stop thanking him for 
changing his mind. 
Emerging from unconsciousness, I found that I was in our 
apartment, but the mess from the broken door had been 
cleaned up. Thoughts spiraled through my mind. Confused, I 
couldn’t tell what was real or not. What had happened?  
 
I mumbled, “Run… hide… hunted… Run… hide… hunted” 
Someone rushed over to me. It was May. 
 
“Jake?” 
 
“Run. Hide. Hunted.” 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“Jake! Snap out of it!” 
 
I repeated those words over and over and over again, Only 
stopping when May hugged me. 
 
“I’m just glad you’re alive.” The shock faded and it felt a light 
was piercing through the fog clouding my mind. She pulled 
away and smiled. 
In a small voice, I asked, “May?” 
 
“Yes. It’s me.” 
 
I looked past her. I could swear something had run by. All I 
remembered from the mysterious figure was a white lab coat. 
It couldn’t be. He was dead.   
 
My voice quivered as I said, “May, he’s here.”
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Seeing Red
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Seeing Red
My life story in 24 words: 
Brew, you’re ok, Manhattan drifting. 
Pointe shoes untied.
Ambitious intellect, trip. 
Coffee, Nanny, Coffee. 
Black dress, loose jeans. 
Exhausted street noise. Seeing Red.
Goodbye. 

 
My life story in 12 words taken from the original 24:
Seeing Red, loose jeans. 
Trip. Manhattan coffee drifting. 
You’re ok, ambitious brew. 
 
My life story in 6 words: 
Ambitious Manhattan. 
Red jeans. Ok coffee. 
 
3 words: 
ambitious 
coffee 
red 
 
My life story in 1 word:
Faced with choosing between
ambition and coffee, 
I see red.
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Of a Warm Summer Day
Poetry
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett
"

Of a Warm Summer Day
As I trotted through the peaceful, coniferous wood,
I graciously recalled my bygone childhood.
The endless play of a warm, summer day
Is unfortunately fading away to a hazy fog of gray.
 
Hours spent in the embrace of the golden sun,
In this same wood, where I had so much fun.
Running and laughing and dancing away,

Oh, the forgotten memories of a warm summer day.
 
Coming across the small pond where I used to fish,
To relive these forgone days is my one greatest wish.
All while keeping my childish excitement at bay,
Oh, the great fun of a warm summer day.
 
Recalling the ancient times when I used to be free,
Climbing the outstretched branches of a tall, twisted tree.
In the wind would its brilliant leaves ever so sway,
Oh, the peaceful spell of a warm summer day.

But now I am grown, with a lot on my mind,
Longing for the excitement I used to so easily find.
With all of these wonderful memories drifting away,
Oh, how I long for a warm summer day.

Honorable Mention
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Free Speech is Not a Disguise for Bigotry
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Free Speech is Not a Disguise for 
Bigotry

“No Eloise shut up you don’t know what you’re saying, you’re 
lucky you’re a chick. I mean, if I was a girl my parents wouldn’t 
expect shit from me—like they don’t expect anything from my 
sister.” he said as my sarcastic “Well that was only slightly 
sexist, Dylan” was tuned out by the belittling chuckles and 

smiles of agreement from my three male friends, most of 
whom prided themselves on their liberalness, despite 
attending an all-boys private school in a wealthy suburb of 
New York City.

In that moment, I came to understand that it is not our words 
alone that define who we are. Instead, it is the actions we take 
that give meaning to those same words that has perpetuated 
injustice throughout the United States. Dylan’s comment alone 
held little power over me, but the complicity of my six other 
friends caused my entire body to become tense in that 
moment, feeling utterly defenseless simply because of my 
body’s anatomy. When colleges and universities invite guest 
speakers who have a history of marginalizing a minority group, 
they are indistinguishable from the six high-school-aged boys 
who laughed and remained quiet as my vagina became a 
legitimate argument against my capabilities.

Free speech is the strongest pillar of democracy and I firmly 
believe in each and every individual’s right to voice his/her/
their opinions and speak out against governments and 
opinions they disagree with. However, the difference between 
Ann Coulter tweeting, “If we took away women’s right to vote 
we’d never have to worry about another Democrat president” 
and providing for her a platform to speak at UC Berkeley, an 
intellectual space that claims to advocate on behalf of diversity, 
is not minute. Ann Coulter has and should have every single 
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right to voice her opinion; but when an esteemed university 
allows a student group to pay a woman with a history of 
racism, sexism, anti-semitism, and everything else the school 
vows to try and eliminate through programs such as Title IX 
and Affirmative Action thousands of dollars to voice her bigotry, 
they are subjugating female and minority voices—making a 
mockery of their everlasting struggle to be treated as equal in 
academic spaces.

While it is true that college campuses across the United States 
have become synonymous with leftist ideals, what is often 
misunderstood about these liberal bubbles is that they do not 
operate on terms of eradicating conservative voices, but on 
hopes of eliminating the “intellectual platform” that has allowed 
bigotry to become legitimized throughout the history of the 
United States. This issue is not about pitting liberals against 
conservatives—it is far deeper than that— and it is that exact 
misunderstanding that has allowed for this controversy to 
persist throughout this past year. No true student activist at a 
place like Middlebury or Berkeley would feel in any way 
threatened by the prospects of a student who believes in a 
small federal government and lower taxes; the issue arises, 
however when that same student begins to incorporate racial 
undertones into their argument against the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program. Liberal students on college 
campuses do not seek to silence conservative voices, but 

merely to advocate for the voices that have been 
disenfranchised since the founding of the United States.

We can not allow for the continuity of complicity in the face of 
inequality. It is all too often that a New York Times alert lights 
up my phone to tell me that President Trump has stated that 
non-white immigrants are from “shithole countries” or that 
Congresswoman Waters is a “low I.Q. individual” and I am 
brought back to the day that those three boys made a joke out 
of my desire to be treated as their equal. Arduous discussions 
of free speech and equality can not continue to be dominated 
by the controversy they create. In the fight towards equality, it 
is vital to recognize that the voices of the far-right do exist, but 
we must also recognize that campuses should not create a 
platform for bigotry to be permissible. We need to engage with 
all ideas, but never compromise what is morally just.



656

Mo'oleo
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Mo'oleo
When I was six years old, eager to explore the world, but 
lacking the vocabulary and mental maturity to express how I 
felt, I was frequently bothered by my own inability to contribute 
to conversations my parents and middle-school-aged sister 
conducted around the dinner table. As a result, my childhood 
readiness to tackle any challenge the world placed before me 
manifested itself in my desire to engage with the people I 
admired most.

Since first grade, I have religiously watched 60 Minutes every 
single Sunday night with my family. For most of my childhood, I 
couldn’t comprehend 99% of the news stories being covered, 
but nevertheless, found refuge in the remaining 1%. I 
remember in second grade listening to a story on The Great 
Depression, clinging to the one fact I could understand without 
dispute: $400 a year was a substantial income.

60 Minutes was not just the first place where I found myself 
readily accepting facts that were virtually of no value to 
practically anyone besides economists and APUSH teachers, 
but also the place where I first began to feel the weight of the 
world. “ALEX! You’re not ready for this. Come back in twenty 
minutes” my mom shouted as Leslie Stahl's story abruptly 
ended and Anderson Cooper’s report on Taliban War Prisoners 
flashed on.

I’m thirteen. I’m three months away from high school. What 
could I possibly not handle? I leave the room but quickly 
retreat to a hideout where I can hear the TV while remaining 
out of everyone’s field of view. I rustle to find a more 
comfortable position than my current awkward crouch. A 
gunshot goes off. A sort of premeditated gasp comes from the 
TV room as I slyly glance into the room to peer at the TV.  A 
row of men in masks with their hands tied behind their backs to 
chairs. No one dead. No blood anywhere. While I would later 
find out that this was a psychological torture technique utilized 
by extremists groups, right now I can’t grasp what the TV is 
trying to tell me. I don’t have the capacity or the history to 
understand how we got to this moment.  I don’t want to expose 
my failure to comply with my mom’s order, so I stay quiet. I 
stay quiet, but I have lost my innocence. Violence is no longer 
a foreign concept of the past to be coupled with ancient roman 
gladiators or my brother’s far fetched video games, but 
something I have now seen in real life before my own eyes
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***

Empty echoes fill our new house, definitely not our home, but a 
place I’ve been subjected to for the remainder of my high 
school career. Sarah and Jack are back at school, Dad’s still in 
New York, I don’t know anybody here except Mom and 
Caroline. The moving truck is supposed to come tomorrow, 
Monday, but it’s still Sunday and I’m all alone and anxious to 
start at my new school. The house is over one hundred years 
old and, consequently, each step on the hardwood floors 
sends an eerie creaking echo throughout the house. Why do I 
have to be here? Why can’t I just stay with Dad in New 
York? Aimlessly scrolling through social media feeds from the 
life I have just departed from, I hear an echoing “Girls” a 
disgruntled “yeeess” falls from my lips  “come down, I got the 
TV to turn on, and it’s Sunday night.” I walk downstairs and, 
wondering if my mom expected us to sit on the chilled floor, 
look up to see Caroline has already gathered a wide array of 
pillows and blankets, making some sort of mix between a fort 
and a couch. “And I’m Anderson Cooper, these stories tonight 
on 60 Minutes.” I feel at home again. I have found a teenage 
safe haven in a childhood tradition.

Eleven year later, 60 Minutes has become an undeniable part 
of my identity. I no longer have to cling to the salaries of 
people who lived a century ago or peer through a small 
opening to witness news stories, but 60 Minutes remains an 

integral aspect of who I am. While it is true that much of my 
relationship with the show has evolved, and even in times of 
being frustrated with the inadequate journalism, 60 Minutes is 
still the show that first helped me to define who I wanted to be
—the poised, fearless journalist willing to risk her innocence in 
pursuit of the truth.
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Erasure
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Erasure
Erasure  
Who will be compelled  
To let you through  
To swing, so high  
That they— 
I hope you’re lucky enough  
So you can gape at the Bend  
Maybe clearance, too. 
 
Democracy 
We say we crave the idea of an open dialogue, 
A sort of utopia where people can speak their minds, 
Be as messy as the chopping waves cutting through the river, 
Bouncing off one another, 
Embracing their free will but— 

What if democracy means something else?  
What if you were the minnow, being caught in the engine of 
The Nautica Queen, 
The tiny little speck facing a reckless giant?  
What if the only reason we even have “democracy” is so that 
our 
Societal inequities can persist under the pseudonym of “having 
a say?” 
Democracy is the Nautica Queen, its oil slicks leaving behind a 
legacy 
Of colonialism and inquisition, 
Taking its passengers along a supposedly “joyful” ride  
Yet leaving its legacy where it— 
Was not wanted. 
 
The River Knows  
The river knows when this country no longer needs 
To produce steel  
It knows what it is like to come back from being down 3-1  
To win a championship after decades of drought 
The river knows how it feels to lose game four 
In your home arena  
The river understands that the sound of a horn transcends 
The ripples it makes in a water 
The river needs a Browns win and a Cavs championships 
She needs the tears of a city torn down time and again  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Only to rebuild itself 
The river knows not how she burned  
But how she came back 
The river feels the pain of the departure of its economy 
To Los Angeles 
 
Teach Me  
River you always allow yourself to feel  
Teach me how to let loose and rage the way your waves do, 
To cry river, teach me how to cry— 
Or 
To just be happy. 
I want to feel something, River. 
To be happy and sad and raging with anger. 
Teach me how to feel. 
River, you burned. 
Yet, you rose again. 
Teach me how to accept my vulnerabilities— 
To take risks and to fail. 
I want to know what it is like to move on. 
River, you never once question your right to protrude  
Through the city. 
Teach me how to understand that I deserve my seat at the 
table 
Just as much as anyone else. 
I don’t want to keep feeling as if I am faking it. 

River what was it like to be humiliated in front of everyone?  
To have no one living thing be able to live in your presence. 
Was your heart full of rejection?  
River, are you fearful for what is to come?  
River how did you reemerge  
When everyone kept polluting you?  
When they decided you weren’t worth their time?  
 
Nostalgia  
I am freshly sixteen years old and have been living in 
Cleveland for 365 days on this very day. I look out at the river 
and although slightly murky, I’m astonished that this is in fact 
the river that dubbed Cleveland “The Mistake on the Lake.” A 
party boat passes by and a dozen or so twenty-something-
year olds are dancing and drinking, silencing the music playing 
quietly in Coastal’s indoor restaurant. As I look around, I begin 
to feel as if I am finally home. A year of feeling as if I had not 
belonged, alas is over. My willingness to change my 
pronunciation of the word “orange” or my failure to pronounce 
any ‘a’ like a true Midwesterner is diminished and I find myself 
at ease. Amidst tumult, I find my peace, I have finally arrived at 
a place where I can allow myself to reflect. 
Thank you, river.
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In Hypocrisy We Trust: A Brief History of American 
Foreign Policy in the Middle East and a Hope for 
the Future
Critical Essay
Grade: 10
Hawken School
Instructor: Andrew Cleminshaw
"

In Hypocrisy We Trust: A Brief History 
of American Foreign Policy in the 
Middle East and a Hope for the Future
Since post World War Two, the United States involvement in 
the Middle East has steadily increased. By the late 1950s, the 

U.S. had replaced England and France as the world 
superpower that interacted with that region the most. During 
that time, some great things were accomplished. In 1978, 
Jimmy Carter hosted negotiations between the Israeli prime 
minister and Egyptian president of the time; the end result 
being territories restored to Egypt and the Muslim-majority 
country being the first to officially recognize Israel.[1] Several 
times the United States has brokered meetings between the 
Israel and Arab-majority nations, taking small steps to ease 
cultural and religious tensions in the Middle East. Despite 
these successes in the name of good, for every Camp David 
Accord, there is another CENTO; a fight for peace motivated 
by the agenda of the U.S.[2] From World War Two to the 
present day, the United States initiated several foreign policies 
with Middle Eastern countries. Most of the policies failed, and 
all of them prioritized U.S. gain, from the Cold War to oil and 
arms deals, over foreign citizens and justice.

Although several objectives appeared to have adhered to the 
western motto of peace and democracy, such as settling 
Israeli-Arab tensions and stabilizing the Middle-Eastern region, 
ultimately the initial intention behind engaging with the Middle 
East was to further the war against the spread of communism 
via the Soviet Union. One of Dwight D Eisenhower’s goals for 
American foreign policy in the region was to promote healthier 
relationships between Arab and Jewish cultures in order to 
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stabilize the Middle East. The reasoning behind this was not 
out of democratic ideals, but rather our fear of communism 
spreading to other countries.[3] In fact “U.S policy makers 
often times viewed Israel as a proxy in the fight against Soviet 
influence in the region,” and threatened to withdraw support 
from the nation when they made a political or military move 
without their consent or sanction. The Middle Eastern nation 
was not even granted the status of “ally” until John F 
Kennedy’s presidency. If the United States’ intention was to 
support Israel, their foreign policy toward the country would 
have been different. The western nation would have been 
more focused on helping Israel establish itself rather than 
utilizing the smaller country’s dependency as a way to 
advance their anti-Soviet agenda. This is similar to the way the 
United States treated Egypt. Originally president Nassar was 
supported by the U.S., but the relationship quickly soured after 
Egypt simply recognized communist China. After that political 
action, the U.S abandoned plans to help Egypt build the 
Aswan High Dam (a project that would have jumpstarted 
economic growth).[4] Instead of sending the message of 
democracy and support to Middle Eastern countries, U.S 
foreign policy told other nations to play by their rules, or face 
consequences.

The hypocrisy of U.S foreign policy can also be seen in the 
nation’s utilization of religious, authoritarian governments 
(such as Saudi Arabia and Iraq) for their own gain. Ibn Saud 

was the dictator of Saudi Arabia who fostered Wahhabism (a 
radical form of Sunni Islam) in his people in order to strengthen 
his hold on the nation. Despite his manipulation of culture and 
the Quran, the U.S initiated friendly relationships with the 
country in order to benefit from the newly discovered oil.[5] 
Since his regime, Saudi Arabia has been a hub of extremist 
ideology and terrorist recruitment. For example, during the 
invasion of Kuwait when Saudi Arabia’s safety was threatened, 
the U.S deployed troops in an attempt to help their ally. Even 
after enemy forces had been removed from the territory, 
American soldiers continued to occupy the region. This action 
later backfired when the terrorist group Al-Qaeda (who thrived 
in extremist environment the U.S helped cultivate) used the 
occupation of their holy lands as a justification for carrying out 
devastating attacks. Despite increasing anti-western feelings 
among Saudi Arabian citizens, the United States has 
continued to ally itself with the predictable and harsh 
government, because the superpower is unable to wean itself 
from the plethora of oil wells, profitable arms deals, and 
plentiful imports of the dangerous country.[6] Similarly, 
Saddam Hussein was not put in power by the U.S, but the 
western country did support Iraq’s brutal dictator, especially 
during the Iran-Iraq War.[7] Because of tensions between the 
United States and Iran in the 80s, the U.S was willing to 
overlook the fact that Iraq regularly used chemical weapons 
against their foe. This was a direct violation of American 
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ideology and an indirect violation of the Geneva Protocol that 
the U.S signed in 1925. Both Middle Eastern countries 
maintain a reputation of violating human rights, oppressing 
minorities, and carrying out gratuitously violent acts against 
their enemies.

Because foreign policy in the Middle East has been motivated 
by selfish political and economic agendas, the United States 
has decidedly not been a force for good. Their reasoning for 
political expansion in the Middle East stems from their anti-
Soviet agenda, and continues to be fueled by personal gain. 
Any benefits the region gains from policies since World War 
two has been coincidental. The longer the U.S attempted to 
develop relationships in these countries, the more policies 
failed and the more the western superpower’s selfish 
reasoning came to light. This is a striking foil to the country 
that Americans belive in and fight for. As we continue to 
navigate the contradicotry and adapting world of political Islam 
in the Middle East, we must keep our intentions in check. As a 
superpower we have the ability to be a bridge between warring 
countries and an aid to those in need, but also a force for 
selfishness. Our actions must reflect the democracy and 
justice that we claim to uphold.
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My Sister
Humor
Grade: 10
Hawken School
Instructor: Andrew Cleminshaw
"

My Sister
Her name is pronounced "Katelyn" but spelled "Caitlín." The 
traditional Irish spelling reflects her traditional Irish 
stubbornness and pride. This is probably why when someone 
called her a cuter, smaller version of her older sister, she made 
the decision to grab me by the arm and flip me over by 
sweeping my legs from underneath me. She isn’t a version of 
anyone. She’s her own person. And she makes that known 
from the moment you first meet her to the first time you think 
you have her all figured out.

Caitlín is the kind of person you hear before you see. There 
might be the sound of passionate exclamations you can’t quite 
make out coming from the closed door in the writing center 
during afternoon break. That is probably her getting in a 
heated debate over whether or not giraffes truly exist. Of 
course, you’re more likely to be at an Outdoor Leadership 

practice when you hear a voice boom “That’s just false!” 
Turning with the expectation to see at least an average sized 
person looking pretty angry, you’d instead see a five-foot-
nothing girl with eyebrows raised nearly to her hairline. She is 
not afraid to tell people when they’re wrong. In fact, she has 
the tendency to blurt out whatever odd thought happens to be 
occupying her brain.

Unable to resist the urge to give her two-cents, the absolute 
ridiculous things Caitlín says are infamous among her friends. 
“Usually when I talk to myself it’s in an Australian accent,” she 
comments nonchalantly as two of her friends carry on a 
conversation about whether or not it’s weird to talk to yourself. 
When our younger brother started talking at the dinner table 
about what he learned in science class that day, she 
interjected with “I don’t think penguins are birds.”

I vividly remember lying on my stomach in the living room floor 
when Caitlín, who was finishing her homework on the couch, 
sneezed. “Bless you,” I said automatically. “Ugh,” she replied, 
“you know that feeling you get when you sneeze and all you 
taste is soap?” Without waiting for me to respond, she 
continued. “I have that and I didn’t even eat soap today…
weird.”

This is the first stage of getting to know her: enduring cussing 
at loud volumes, engaging in pointless and senseless debates 
over what is real and what isn’t, and receiving sporadic 
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insights into her brain whether you like it or not. Her ability to 
nonchalantly spout whatever she’s thinking fully extends to her 
thoughts on other people.

When the dark-haired boy in the grade above her with a bad 
reputation with women started casual conversation, she made 
her feelings very clear. Caitlín was in the process of 
exchanging her nice pair of black boots she wore to school for 
the muddy brown ones designated for Outdoor Leadership, 
when the boy sat down near her on the bench she was using 
to prop herself up as she tied her shoes in a sturdy double 
knot. She made no effort to hide her distaste.

“Do you know what’s going on in OL today?” he asked.

“I don’t like you.”

“Aw, come on, everyone likes me,” he did his best to salvage 
the conversation.

Her hands left the finish knot as she put her foot down. She 
turned to him with an expressionless face, her fierce brown 
eyes boring into his, “I don’t like you. Why are you talking to 
me?”

When his response faltered, she left him to the bustle of 
people also getting ready to join OL in favor of her friends.

Cruelty is never truly the aim with these blunt remarks, but 
efficiency. She would much rather let you know that an attempt 
at a relationship would be pointless than lead you to believe 
the two of you are destined to become great friends.

If, by this point, the two of you are still enjoying each other’s 
company, the teasing comes in:

“Bix, why do you need so many bookmarks? You can’t even 
read!”

“Kirby, do the world a favor and take that piercing out of your 
ear. You look like a wannabe Cris Harris.”

“What do you know, Brian, you’re literally a piece of meat.”

To any outsider, it would seem like she isn’t the biggest fan of 
whoever she happens to be insulting. But to Caitlín, who shies 
away from hugs and saves compliments for emergencies and 
homecoming, this is affection.

“It’s not ‘abandonment’ if I was never there for you in the first 
place,” she once told her self-described “best friend.” Then, as 
if feeling that statement sounded as though it carried an ounce 
of truth, added, “Kidding! I’m kidding!”

As paradoxical as it seems, each tease and jab is a small 
promise to her friends to be there. Of course, she can talk 
trash to and with her friends to their face all day long, but the 
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second someone else delivers even a passive-aggressive 
comment about someone Caitlín cares about, she is instantly 
on the defensive. “Don’t you talk about my friends like that,” 
she says as her toothy smile disappears completely. Although 
she’s always despised being pulled into fights and gossip, 
never once has she failed to be there for a friend.

The first time she got sucked into a big fight with her friends 
was a few days before the school talent show. Three of the 
girls abandoned ship on their dance routine, leaving Caitlín 
and one other girl that weren’t infuriated with the others. 
Before Caitlín could say something along the lines of, “I don’t 
think we can do this without the others, it would be weird if we 
did a group dance with only the two of us.” Her friend told 
Caitlín she still really wanted to perform. That was how, in 
seventh grade, Caitlín performed K-pop choreography in front 
of her school with herself and one person.

Although vulnerability awaits her outside her shield of razor-
sharp wit, she drops it in a heartbeat when a friend needs her.

I remember struggling to finish making grilled cheese for the 
two of us and our brother through my tears as I went on about 
whatever or whoever had been bothering me.

“God, that’s so frustrating,” Caitlín replied sympathetically. She 
leaned against the doorway to the living room as I flipped the 

last sandwich on the stove. “You wanna know what this 
reminds me of?”

“What,” I sniffled.

“What's that stupid shape…” she trailed off. Looking up I saw 
that she was lost in thought before she slammed her fist into 
her hand, “TRAPEZOID!”

Although I didn’t think I was ready to laugh right before that 
moment, somehow that ridiculous comment got me. By the 
time the two of us finished laughing, I felt much better and the 
sandwiches were done.

“Thank you,” Caitlín said.

I pretended not to see the self-satisfied smirk tugging on her 
thin lips. As if she had planned the trapezoid joke from the 
beginning. As if she’s always one step ahead with the rest of 
the world following clumsily after.
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The Last Trip
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

The Last Trip
July 2nd:

Our first stop: Progressive. Your dad’s first job and our last 
stop in Ohio.

We posed by the sign outside for photos: adults, all girls, 
children, and a single picture of everyone standing together.

We’re here to clean out your dad’s office and finally see the 
building from the inside.

We’re stopped at the entrance by security and told to get 
nametags. Mine reads Vedha Gowdu. I might not be blood 
related, but I know that I’m still family.

***

I don’t remember the first day we met. They said we were 2-3 
years old and our parents knew each other.

Your dad was my dad’s boss at work. They still call each other 
boss.

I don’t remember a time before you. I remember the memories 
and stories we made, but I don’t remember the first one that 
started it all.

July 3rd:

We’ve finally reached North Carolina, and we are all sitting on 
the floor of a small apartment. The tiny room was not made for 
five people.

Honorable Mention

VEDHASYA MUVVA



667

We all have a bowl of food in our hands and we’re being loud 
as we talk about how we need to learn to play pool and oh! 
There’s a swimming pool down the street we should visit.

We try to play rummy before we sleep but the only deck of 
cards we find has eight twos and zero Jacks.

We laugh and play bluff instead.

***

We used to have movie nights every Friday. It would be both of 
our families, with a big pile of comforters, sitting in one room in 
one house. We would watch a movie, sometimes two, and 
maybe have a sleepover.

Now, Friday nights mean staying up doing homework and I 
don’t have anyone to watch movies with anymore.

June 15th:

There’s a moving truck in the driveway. I’m wearing my blue 
pajamas and you and your brother are standing next to me. It’s 
not technically the last day, but it feels like it. Uncle is taking 
pictures by the parked car: we have that same silver Odyssey

We’re taking pictures on the truck, because it looks so long 
and tall and big and there are boxes everywhere and –

I’ve never been this close to a truck, and I feel small.

***

We used to be each other’s plus one to every party.

I remember the days when I would go to parties without 
knowing the host. You would introduce me to everyone there 
and I would get to make new friends.

At the parties, we didn’t always stick together. Sometimes we 
would go to parties and join different groups; you were with the 
older kids, and I stuck to the younger ones, but we’d always 
stop by every now and then. It was usually to save each other 
from awkward situations.

June 30th:

It’s a full moon and the stars are twinkling but it’s your last day 
and the house is empty and the walls are bare. The plant in 
the kitchen that crawled across the ceiling chipping at paint 
and tugging on the wallpaper is gone. The bunk bed I’d 
crawled under when I was seven and fell asleep is gone. All 
the remains of my memories are packed up into boxes in a 
truck miles away in a place I’ve yet to set foot.

The last thing I see as we walk out the door is an unopened 
gift card on the otherwise bare counter.
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You wanted to welcome the new family to their first house to let 
them know they weren’t alone. 
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Wings of Darkness
Dramatic Script
Grade: 11
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne
"

Wings of Darkness
Except- 
 
 
0938 Hours 
Point Pleasant, WV  
 
The camera turns on and Tony begins speaking. 
 
TONY: So we’ve made it across the bridge, but the traffic is 

still practically at a standstill. We've only moved five blocks 
since we got across the bridge. Um... 
 
The camera pans over to an empty parking lot in front of a 
shop. 
 
TONY: Kelly, pull over into this lot over here. We can wait out 
the traffic and check out this little shop perhaps?  
 
Kelly complies, and the car pulls into the empty parking lot and 
they exit the car and enter the shop. 
 
The camera pans around the shop, revealing many different 
items of Native American craftsmanship. 
 
Upon entering, Kelly begins talking about the interior of the 
shop. 
 
KELLY: Look at all this stuff… there's a lot of American Indian 
things. Check out this little dreamcatcher. 
 
Kelly holds up a small, handcrafted dreamcatcher. 
 
Tony pans over to a far wall by the register counter, something 
catching his attention. 
 
TONY: Kelly, come check this out... 
 
The camera pans over the wall, which is covered with 
newspaper clips and articles dating from 1966 and 1967, all 
detailing sightings and drawings of a strange creature and 
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several articles detailing the collapse of the Silver Bridge. 
 
Multiple articles detailing a creature also are attached to the 
wall,  including, ¨COUPLE SEES MAN-SIZED BIRD… 
CREATURE… SOMETHING¨ and ¨RED EYED CREATURE 
REPORTED.¨  
 
Tony is interrupted reading when a side door opens and an 
elderly Native American man wearing an eyepatch enters 
behind the counter. 
 
SHOPKEEPER: Morning folks,¨I see you've taken interest in 
my articles here. 
 
TONY: Can you explain what these are about?  
 
SHOPKEEPER: No problem at all, glad to inform some 
outsiders about what happened all those years ago. Back in 66 
and 67, there was this creature. People called it Mothman. It 
terrorized this town for over a year, showing up out of nowhere 
and stalking people. It eventually disappeared when the Silver 
Bridge collapsed into the Ohio River and took 46 people down 
with it. A close friend of mine died. The tragedy made national 
news. Official reports said it was the structural failure of an 
eyebar that bought it down. But I and the people in this town 
know better. Some people say Mothman caused the collapse, 
others say that maybe he was warning us. I don’t think it 
matters personally. I uh… actually had my own encounter back 
in the summer of 67. I encountered him out on Route 62 
where.. well…heh... where do you think this eyepatch came 
from?  
 

KELLY: Wait, so you believe this whole, crazy thing?  
 
The shopkeeper glares at the camera, then proceeds to lift up 
the eyepatch, revealing a scarred hole where his left eye 
would have been, various scars from cuts line the exterior of 
the eye. 
 
Kelly is heard gagging and is seen running outside, the 
shopkeeper puts the eyepatch back on. 
 
SHOPKEEPER: HE did this, and mark my words. One day he 
will return, and we will be ready. 
 
The man reaches below the counter and pulls out an AK47, 
and a belt of grenades. Tony takes several steps back and the 
shopkeeper lets out a hearty laugh before returning the 
weapons below the counter. 
 
SHOPKEEPER: Sorry if I scare you, but you can tell that I take 
this seriously. Anyways, what brings you and her into town?  
 
Tony appears to be in a state of shock before he begins 
speaking reluctantly to the shopkeeper. 
 
TONY: We’re going camping in the McClintic Area for a night, 
and then we’re going over into Ohio to see some family.¨ 
 
SHOPKEEPER: You’re heading over into McClintic? Well, 
here's a suggestion from me to you. There are these bunkers 
that used to store ammunition and explosives back in the early 
1900’s. It’s pretty creepy, and people will occasionally ask 
questions on a recorder, and when they go back, they'll hear 
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things like disembodied voices, growling, and the flapping of 
wings. People say that’s where the Mothman lives. 
 
TONY: How do I get to these bunkers?  
 
SHOPKEEPER: Head up Route 62 and then turn right onto 
Potters Creek Road. Once you get to the park, the bunkers are 
about half a mile in through some pretty thick forest. 
 
TONY: Alright, I'll check it out. Thanks, sir. 
 
SHOPKEEPER: No problem, have a nice day. 
 
Tony begins to exit the shop before the shopkeeper speaks 
again. 
 
SHOPKEEPER: And remember, if you see Mothman…. Run. 
 
The shopkeeper breaks out in laughter and Tony promptly 
shuts the door behind him. Kelly is waiting in the passenger 
seat of the car and Tony gets in the driver's seat. 
 
TONY: So Kelly, the guy in there gave me some directions to 
this supposed haunted place over in the park. I say we check it 
out.  
 
KELLY: Do you really trust that guy?  
 
TONY: Look, it's on the way to our campsite, we´ll go and we 
can say we went. 
 
hesitates at first, before relaxing and agreeing to go. The traffic 

is shown to have been cleared out and the car pulls out. The 
camera pans towards the window of the shop and the 
shopkeeper is seen staring out at the car. The camera shuts 
off. 
 

1236 hours 
McClintic Wildlife Area, WV  
 
The camera turns on, showing Tony and Kelly walking through 
the forest. 
 
KELLY: ¨Tony. If I get poison ivy I swear to god, I'm going to be 
very, very upset with you... 
 
TONY: You’re not going to get poison ivy. Stop being so 
dramatic. If the directions are correct, the bunkers should be in 
the clearing up ahead. 
 
Tony and Kelly exit into a large clearing where an Igloo style 
bunker comes into view. 
 
TONY: Whoa… I say we go inside. 
 
KELLY: Go inside Tony? Do you think it's even open?  
 
TONY: One way to find out. 
 
Tony approaches the bulkhead door and pulls it open with 
relative ease. 
 
TONY: Ladies first. 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Kelly enters holding the camera, revealing an empty interior 
covered with graffiti. Tony enters second holding a phone. 
 
KELLY: Alright Tony lets make this quick. I don't like the feeling 
of this place. It’s cold and it just doesn't feel right… 
 
TONY: What do you mean by not right?  
 
KELLY: I don't know. It just feels… wrong, like we shouldn't be 
here. 
 
TONY: Alright, alright. I’ll ask some questions and we can get 
out okay?  
 
Tony turns on his phone and activates the recording app. 
 
TONY: Alright Kelly just… just be quiet during this. 
 
Tony begins asking questions into the darkness of the room. 
 
TONY: Hello? Is anyone here?  
 
... 
 
TONY: Do you have a name?  
 
... 
 
TONY: Is there anything you want from us?  
 
A faint fluttering of wings is heard. 

 
KELLY: Tony, let's get the hell out of here! 
 
TONY: Not yet!¨ Tony replies harshly. 
 
Pause and Tony resumes asking questions. 
 
TONY: Can you show yourself to us?  
 
The sound of flapping wings increases in volume and Kelly 
grabs Tony’s shirt. 
 
KELLY: I’m not waiting anymore! Let’s go! 
 
TONY: Alright! I'm coming! 
 
Both Tony and Kelly exit the bunker, and Kelly slams the 
bulkhead shut behind her. A metallic bang echoes throughout 
the forest. 
 
KELLY: We go. NOW! 
 
The camera shuts off.
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Wild Tranquility
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Lee Fallon, James Garrett, John 
Somers
"

Wild Tranquility

If I had to spend a year in the past or the future, I would only 
go back in time ten years before my own birth -- not to the 
Revolutionary War or to the year 2050 when humanity has a 
colony on Mars -- I would travel back to the year 1990. From 
there, I would travel to Atlanta, Georgia and attend graduation 

at Emory University. After that, I would head out on the open 
road with one recent graduate on his journey across the 
country in his yellow Datsun, with no money and no particular 
direction. I would accompany Christopher J. McCandless on 
his pilgrimage through the United States, the pilgrimage that 
began after his college graduation from Emory and ended with 
his death in Fairbanks, Alaska almost two years later.

I first became interested in the exploits of Chris McCandless 
when I read Into The Wild, by Jon Krakauer. I have always 
been an avid reader as well as a creative writer, but reading 
Into the Wild was a revelation for me. I had enjoyed books 
before and had a few that I considered to be my favorites, but 
this experience was different. The connection that I felt with 
McCandless was profound; I felt my heart leap when reading 
certain descriptive lines about him that could’ve applied 
directly to me; his love of the outdoors, his restless nature, his 
wild-hearted desire to find out what was at the core of life. In 
his novel, Travels With Charley, John Steinbeck talks about a 
particular urge; the urge to be somewhere else, to travel to a 
foreign place to see new things, the burning curiosity to know 
what lies just outside of view. Steinbeck claims this urge is so 
powerful that he categorizes it as an incurable disease. For 
better or worse, it seems that I’m a carrier of this particular 
disease.

Honorable Mention

JOHN NESTOR
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Another reason for joining McCandless on his American 
odyssey would be the benefit it would bring to my writing, since 
I am passionate about writing creatively. I enjoy writing short 
stories and poetry and have recently developed a fondness for 
writing haikus. I do my best writing while on the road, 
surrounded by nature. The sharp, refreshing smell of pine 
trees or the site of monstrous mountains seem to have a 
magical effect, and before I know it, my pen is moving across 
the paper. McCandless’s route included stops in Montana, 
Colorado, South Dakota, and others. All of these places are 
known for beautiful national parks and scenery.

At the end of Into The Wild, the author, Jon Krakauer, talks 
about McCandless’ final journal entries. One in particular that 
resonated with me was written shortly before he died. It 
discussed what encompasses true and pure happiness, which 
was what McCandless had been seeking when he embarked 
on his journey. McCandless’ conclusion was that happiness is 
only true when it is shared. After reading this entry, I began to 
interact with those around me in a different way. I began to pay 
more attention to my everyday encounters with the people 
around me, finding joy in the little things throughout my day or 
week. Without even realizing it at first, this revelation had had 
caused me to subconsciously alter the way I was interacting 
with my friends and family. Sometimes I recognize these 
moments while they are occurring, but in other cases its not 
until later that I become fully aware. In both cases, it has made 

me grateful of these times surrounded by people who I love. 
So if I were able to go backwards or forwards in time, I would 
go back to 1990 and share my happiness with Chris 
McCandless.
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all people
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

all people
people aren’t people
            they’re feet on the sidewalks of new york city &
                        blurs of color & blood to the head when you
                                    stand up too quickly.
she looks like a woman from humans of new york
            all bags and layers of skin flapping as she walks:
                        she scatters pebbles against the storefront 
windows.

the spoon of her cheek bones
            made of whale bone & yellow fabric
an antique her grandmother keeps on the highest shelf.
                                    or maybe she keeps it in the basement
a my-hand-is-shaking-why-can’t-I-hold-this-camera memory.
           
all people are the same people
I felt so alone I wanted to kill
our trash can into a
dreams they put a dream to
my head/they said:
/they said:/they said:
           
            you are alone,
            you are new york

Honorable Mention

REBECCA OET
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the dentist gave me one SPONGEBOB flavored 
toothpaste packet, two dinosaur stickers, and 
three holes in my mouth
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

the dentist gave me one SPONGEBOB 
flavored toothpaste packet, two 
dinosaur stickers, and three holes in 
my mouth
1.# I watched SPONGEBOB with cereal and cherries in my 
best friend’s basement.
 
2.# my sibling loved dinosaurs and trains and Legos and 
marbles, swept them starfish

through the house. I found broken train track bits in my 
bed. They wore masks

and hung them from the ceiling, but they fit too big on 
me.

 
3.# my tongue wiggled in my mouth like a worm dragging itself 
through soil on a muddy

day, dirt slick and concrete hovelled. the dentist was 
crooked, metal tools
glinting, light sharp. I felt 3 bullets on each side of my 
gums, anesthetic full

 
and heavy, lips drooping. the wrench of bone leaving 
flesh, the snap of the dentist’s wrists, the hush as the 
world narrowed into tooth and hollow. no piece of me 
was left behind.
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satellite
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

satellite
repeating a prayer to keep the
meaning in it away
__________________________________________________

Papa: # I can’t believe Jacob beat all of Nethack in one 
sitting…
I couldn’t do it for years. Must be something he got from his 
mother.
Papa smiles. His face is stretching as he turns to Mama, lips 
drawn but there is a full skeleton hidden behind his skin.
Mama: # Jacob is a lot like my father.
Papa: # Your father was brilliant?
Mama: # Yes. He is.
Papa: # My father is brilliant too.
Mama: # If you say so.

Papa:# Excuse me? What is that supposed to mean?
Papa is upset. He is still smiling but his eyebrows are drawing 
closer together. His voice has gone up an octave.
Mama:# I don’t know. I mean… I just don’t know.
The last time Mama heard about Papa’s father the two were 
fighting. Papa called him an idiot and wandered the house 
naked for two weeks, grumbling under his breath.
Papa: # He is brilliant.
# # # # Petulant.
Rebecca:# Everyone’s father is brilliant.
Rebecca had been quiet throughout the entire conversation, 
until this moment. She thinks about the movie she watched 
last night: THE INCREDIBLES. “If everyone is special… no 
one is.”
__________________________________________________

Rebecca: # Why are the dogs whimpering like that? How do 
they know that we’re approaching something? We’re always 
approaching something. Why this something?
The dogs jump like freshly cut grass being spit out from a 
lawnmower.
__________________________________________________

Hair Designs by Colleen, creaky bench out in front. Rebecca’s 
dog trembles and pants in the summer swell. She is 12 and 
she is afraid. The place is closed, blue sticker with an apology 
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and an empty clock on the door. They don’t know when they’ll 
return. Behind the smudged window is a pasted paper dotted 
with air bubbles advertising a local fish fry/chinaware shop. A 
neon sign that usually blinks Open! with swirly text lies 
dormant, sticker saying Best Neon Signs not even peeled off. 
Across the street a glassy Chevrolet dealership stands still, 
even the cars spinning by on the highway – should be moving 
in the reflection – become timeless and frozen. Rebecca’s 
jeans melt into her skin, the leaves are curling inwards.
__________________________________________________

orbiting the meaning of death
until it appears to be just a small speck
in the distance.
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smells like teen spirit (violin cover)
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

smells like teen spirit (violin cover)
smells like teen spirit (violin cover) 
[nirvana/david garrett] 
  
1.# every Friday mid-evening I strike a
match hold the wood between  
my teeth smolder and honey 
and watch the blackening  
trail hissing into my 
mouth with every 
inhale I  
become fire.
  
# # # I let the flame live behind my teeth  
# # # roof of my mouth a home and I 
swallow the match whole  

my weekly medicine. 
  
2.# this morning I became a dream heard
an alarm a chorus a soundtrack to  
my fingers and toes dreaming  
down the stairs I thought it 
was violins but it was 
actually a  
dog barking.
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Hermosa Rosa
Poetry
Grade: 10
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Brittainy Quinn
"

Hermosa Rosa
A young girl
gentle heart of sweetness
tenderness flows
From her honey scented aroma

A once innocent soul
Was stolen from her,
She held on tight till it slipped out her reach

Thorns embedded in her skin
Bloody hands of salt and bitterness

Felt the stab of crimson
Thorns of betrayal lodged deep within
And the candied burn of saffron

Sunlight varnished the budding rose
Till the sun found a magnolia
That's when  depression arose

Weeds and thistles choked me
The rain wet her and the sun scorch her
And now she withers

Parasitic poison painted on her petals
Her greens grayed and my reds rusted
Jaded from the nectar of mother nature
Which intoxicated me, the joven hermosa rose

Honorable Mention

NOEL PACHECO
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Run
Poetry
Grade: 12
Mayfield High School
Instructor: Kari Beery
"

Run
Tragedy confines me. Nine injured, thousands mentally 
scarred and four dead in Ohio.  
I stand on concrete floors, between tight walls, captured in the 
life that someone once lived when the air turns on. The vents 
scream in my ears and choke out my happiness; my mind 
bathes me in a bloodbath of fear.
       Don’t cry - 10.
Five years of training has taught me to find cover -

Garage outside.  Laundry room upstairs.  Close the door. Seal 
the window.
       Run - 9.
The shelter in my home and three at my school; where is my 
shelter now?
       Hide - 8.
I stand frozen, heart racing, face calm like no one else in the 
crowd.   Sit still - 7.   My throat restricts and my eyes burn from 
impending acidic tears.   Keep level - 6.   The inescapability of 
a bomb landing on my body, shattering my bones and 
spirit, fragmenting me so that I will never be found.   Don’t fail - 
5.
       I am afraid - 4.
Run away - 3, past the crowd faster and faster and yet I stand 
still looking at the speaker ahead of me - 2.  A blackened 
rainbow of emotions and a lifetime of trauma - 1, is just a noise 
coming from the vents above.

Honorable Mention

SHEA PAGE
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To Memory
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

To Memory
cactus on your
fingertips 
try to let her go
so you can hold me softer.

your laughter
allowing me
to swallow coffee

with sweet cream
and the way our eyes met
cause I liked
the way you 
liked me.

you shook your head to ghosts
but bowed it to this soul
wish I said thank you
or I want you
or I
love you
or anything
other than
bye you.
wishing to be back
by you.
don’t forget my face
without it by you.
cactus too sharp
can’t touch
anymore

all I want to do
is buy you
happiness

Honorable Mention

CAMRYN 
PARSONS
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labeled with a silver sharpie
reading my middle name.
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Almost Love
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Almost Love
To the boys I've almost loved:

I liked the way you traced infinity on my left palm. I liked the 
way you asked me why I was afraid of so many things. I liked 
the way you wrapped your arms around my waste as we 
watched the stars circle the moon. I wish I could say I loved at 
least one of you or even for a second fallen in love with each 
of you. I think somehow each time despite shorter moments 
spent together I came closer to that feeling but never close 
enough. In June swear I was so close to close enough.

I liked the way my heart beat faster and how I had to stop 
before I spoke to check if I was making any sense because 
you made me want to not make sense. I liked that you liked 
me despite my worries. I liked that you liked my worries. I liked 
running back to our rooms past curfew and falling asleep 

because it was so easy when you were the only thing on my 
mind. I hate that we had a last kiss but I love that it was under 
the tree and the midnight sky and that I was going to say 
goodbye without being alone with you ever again and I liked 
that you asked me why I changed my mind.

I didn’t like that you probably only liked me for my body or the 
stories. I didn’t like that I always felt like you wanted more from 
me. I didn’t like that you told a girl you loved her just to sleep 
with her. I didn’t like that you got alcohol poisoning twice and 
befriended the kid who loved acid but then again you were still 
the best I ever had. The best I ever had compared to a hunter 
and a sexist and yes you said retard but you didn’t say 
meninism over feminism and you didn’t say you loved to kill so 
maybe I should shut out the flaws and remember the way you 
made my heart beat and feet fly and how hearing you speak 
sent shivers through my whole body. I didn’t like that you 
weren’t going to see me off our last morning together. I didn’t 
like that I had to wake you up and I didn’t like that we sat in 
silence and I didn’t like that you didn’t speak until we hugged 
and all you said was “thanks for the good times” because for 
you they were good but for me they were more they were so 
much more. I didn’t like that you had been in love before me.

I don’t like that we don’t talk anymore.

I liked that we didn’t have to do anything but walk underneath 
the night sky in the 90 degree heat. I liked that you looked for 
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ghosts with me even when you were convinced there were 
none there. I liked the way you strummed your ukulele and 
could tell when I was bored. I liked that you noticed me. I liked 
that you liked me. I liked that I liked you. I liked that I almost 
loved you.

I like that I’ll never forgot you. I don’t like that you’re going to 
forget me. But maybe that’s how it was supposed to be.
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cold glory
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

cold glory
tips of our eyelashes sparkling with snow
and even if just for one second
we were free of the boundaries
the fences built in attempt
not to block out dangerous winds
but to keep our dancing souls in.
 
nothing like running with
nothing to run into
nothing like yelling with
no one to yell back at you
nothing like living without the idea of death
in the back of your head putting weight
on a body already carrying too much
to release a full breath

or a heart too confused to be confident
enough to understand why for you
it might beat faster or for her
it might even stop.
 
I want to walk on our frozen over lake
twenty-five miles away
without fear the ice will break
frozen water swallowing tall frames.
 
once I was babysitting a boy age 3
fascinated with the titanic
I’m not sure what that says about him or about me
besides that he is aware
he wants to be aware
of reality:
the majority of people did not die
from drowning but freezing and
I’m not sure what this says about
adventure
but maybe the fences were better.
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watched
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

watched
I hope your eager eyes open
To every precious passage
These next chapters read.
For too long you were trapped in the plots
Of pages unwilling to be turned.
 
The hospital was 30 minutes driving distance,
But to lay by you I considered walking.
There was nothing else to do besides resist sleep,
Dangling nightmares for me to catch like fish
Jumping for worms in a world where
Good can only last for so long.
Nana’s spare bed had too much room:
I felt an emptiness that having a sibling did not teach you.
My small arms did not know what to do besides cradle myself

As there were no covers to steal back from the body next to 
mine.
 
In the corner of my eyes, I pretended not to notice
As I watched them stick needles into you.
Critical students crowding around your bed,
Scared as hell,
But wanting it to be me.
I deserved it, you didn’t.
I thought
if I thought hard enough,
I could make the cold arms inside white lab coats
Disappear into the distance of the long hallways,
And maybe for a second it could be just us.
We made cookies in your bed
Watched by parents,
Watched by new doctors,
Watched by a God I was no longer sure I believed in.
 
I cannot remember who cured you nor how;
I only remember confusion.
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A Dialogue Between Ammu from God of Small 
Things and Ellen from Age of Innocence: The 
Love Laws in Opposite Corners of the World
Short Story
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

A Dialogue Between Ammu from God 
of Small Things and Ellen from Age of 
Innocence: The Love Laws in Opposite 
Corners of the World
The Love Laws in Opposite Corners of the World

It is summer and the leaves in Ayemenem are parched from 
the lack of visitors coming to travel during the hottest month of 
the year. Ammu makes her way to the family business she 
occasionally oversees, Paradise Pickles. As she reaches the 
store, she quickly enters and first opens all the windows, 
letting in brilliant rays of morning light. The hinge on the 
window suddenly breaks off, letting a gust of fresh air enter the 
shop, unlike Archer’s own window of life, kept hinged and 
securely shut by May. Since her divorce, Ammu had met a 
man from a caste lower than hers, but her love was no 
different or the slightest bit shameful. She had not a single 
care about the Love Laws her society condoned and 
encouraged. Little did she know that she would meet a woman 
from a different world than hers, with a story quite similar.

Ellen Olenska entered the Paradise Pickles shop and hurriedly 
came in, without a single care about her disheveled look or her 
outfit, which most definitely did not match the attire of the 
town’s residents. New York Society had done little damage to 
her free will and she did not care about blending in with the 
town, but rather enjoying the conversations she would have 
with the people and the rich culture she would experience. She 
thought back to her cousin May, who felt uncomfortable even 
around Europeans, as she felt that by not blending into the 
culture, she was a disgrace, the idea put in her head by New 
York society that ostracized those that did not conform.

Honorable Mention

SIMRAN PATWA
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Ellen looked to the corner of the shop, which had yellow roses 
for sale. They symbolized Ellen’s loss of innocence, yet her 
face brightened as soon at the memory of Archer sending her 
yellow roses. While her innocence had been stripped so easily 
of her after her marriage with Count Olenska, she was glad 
she did not carry around Lilies-of-the-Valley that May did, 
symbolizing May’s innocence, but also her dangerous, hidden 
qualities. On the surface, the flowers were white and pure, but 
poisonous on the inside, a quality Ellen never possessed. She 
could not carry within her the venom of society.

Ammu stayed fixed in her position for a moment, as she had 
not gotten a lot of visitors lately, let alone foreigners. But soon, 
she composed her bewildered look and set out to help the 
customer in front of her. “Hello, how can I help you?” Ammu 
said slowly and kindly. “Well, hello! I would like to buy some 
pickles and a yellow rose!” Ellen said in an enthusiastic tone 
that surfaced no sense of fear of inferiority in this new culture 
she had just entered. Ammu tried hard to continue to hide her 
astonishment, but could not. “Well, of course, but I’m surprised 
because we don’t really get a lot of foreigners that are so 
excited to buy pickles.” “Well, why wouldn’t I be? They’re 
delicious and I want to explore as much as I can for someone 
special.” “And may I ask who this special person is,” Ammu 
asked. “Well…” Ellen thought long and hard. She could not 
come up with a clear answer as to who Archer was to her. Was 
she no more than his past lover? Was she just his mistress for 

a short period of time? “Just someone I love,” Ellen replied, 
confident of her answer, but unsure of her lover’s answer ever 
since the day he had sent her the key to a hotel room. He 
wanted her for no more than his mistress and she had wanted 
more. But Ellen had decided to lead his legacy of traveling 
because, despite his indecisiveness to be with her, she had 
loved him unconditionally even to this day. She had put off 
buying any sort of house because of her travel plans and also 
because it wouldn’t feel like a home without Archer. “So…,” 
Ellen continued “what made you decide to get into the pickle-
making business?” “Well it has always been a family business, 
but even more than that, the business has always been a 
symbol of my own life. Very few people are aware that we also 
produce banana jam, the consistency neither of jam nor jelly. I 
know that I am breaking the rules by making it, but I feel a 
sense of closeness when making the jam because it is similar 
to my own life…I have never fit into one specific category. I 
have never been jam or jelly, but rather a mix. Society views 
me as risky as I cross all boundaries that it has placed in front 
of me. I feel most myself in this shop, knowing that I am 
pursuing something that resonates most within me.” “Wow! I 
love it,” Ellen exclaims. “Living on the edge is truly what life is 
about, you know? Where I come from, New York, society is a 
rigid structure that values propriety more than living life to the 
fullest. And this did not resonate with me, so I decided to leave 
it the chance I got it. The expectations it placed in front of me 
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were but a solace to society that a potential threat like myself 
would not disrupt the order. No one stood by me when I first 
entered New York society because I had been going through a 
divorce. I had no shoulder to lean on, as divorce is not a 
readily accepted concept, even if there were atrocities 
committed against me.” “No way!” Ammu exclaimed. “I got 
divorced from my ex-husband and my family was anything but 
supportive of it. They treated it like it was an unspeakable 
action that brought disgrace to our family.” “I’m really sorry to 
hear that,” Ellen muttered under her breath and they both felt 
the pain inside their hearts. They both knew they did not 
deserve this.

“In my society,” Ammu began to say, “my lover will be killed if I 
keep seeing him. He will be killed only because he is of a 
different caste.” “I’m so sorry to hear that.” “The Love laws, 
they say,” said Ammu bitterly “are the boundaries of love. But 
love has no limits. And society tried to confine me. But I did not 
listen to them and am currently still with the love of my life and 
happier than ever.” “I had that once…” Ellen trailed on. “It was 
the most I have ever loved. Sure I had a relationship with my 
husband and an ever more passionate affair with my 
husband’s assistant, but this was different. We wanted to be 
together, but if he left his fiancé, her reputation, as well as his, 
would have been tarnished. And I would do more damage to 
his reputation because of my own poor

behavior. I had no idea that I had been breaking societal 
conventions when I first entered New York society. I got up and 
went across the room to talk to another man, which a lady is 
apparently not supposed to do. Moreover, I wore clothes that 
stood out in a rather unpleasant manner. Even though I love 
him very much, once his fiancé, my cousin, came and confided 
in me when she found out that she was pregnant, I realized 
that I had to step out. If I remained in this love triangle, 
everyone would eventually be destroyed, along with my set of 
morals and values.”

“Sacrifice,” was the one word Ammu uttered. “That’s what you 
did and that’s what I’ve been doing for the longest time. I 
sacrifice everything in my life for my family and to please 
society.” “Yes, and that is why I refrained from letting myself 
love when I first came to New York because my family was 
against my divorce, despite seeing my unhappiness. But now, I 
am done holding on to the weight of society and want to live 
my own life to the fullest,” Ellen added. Ammu smiled in a 
smile of agreement. After Ellen had paid Ammu, Ammu wished 
her best of luck in all of her travels and in life. Ellen wished her 
the same. As Ellen turned to leave, she no longer thought that 
her loss of innocence was a burden, but rather a mark of 
experience in living life and that not fitting into society did not 
make her an outcast, but just different and strong-willed to live 
life on her own terms. Once she had stepped out the door with 
her jam and yellow rose, the gray moth perched on top of the 
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door slowly left the shop, signaling a new beginning of 
happiness for both Ellen and Ammu, and an end to the eerie 
touch of the icy moth, keeping the heart from living freely and 
beating.
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Home in a 4x6 Photo Frame
My mother’s face is stained with tears. No, not stained, I think. 
Shielded. My mother’s tears conceal the pain hidden behind 
her eyes as she left me with my grandparents in India. The 
tears protect her from showing true grief – endless grief that 
could never be obscured because she felt the weight of 
sadness fall over her as she let go of my hand that day at the 
airport. My two-month-old self lets go of my mother’s hand, not 
knowing that in a short day, my mother would make her way 
back to the place that was home. Home. That is a word I 
ponder over for countless hours because of my uncertainty. Or 
is it insecurity? Do I call the place I grew up in home or do I 
give the place I currently reside the title of home? I cannot 
seem to come to terms with what the word home means to me 
so I decide to wait – wait for the meaning to come to me. I 
think of my relationship with home and I think of it as a 

boomerang that has been thrown too hard – it will take a while 
to find its way back but will come back all the same.

My mom wiped away her tears slowly and then embraced me 
one last time before it was time for her to return back to the 
States. Hundreds of medical school textbooks and countless 
hours of test prep had come between us – physically forming a 
barrier between my mother and I. My grandmother carries my 
sleepy head on her shoulder and assures my mom that three 
years will pass in the blink of an eye. In this moment, I know 
that my mother is doing everything she can to hold a smile on 
her face and stay strong, but her eyes give away the yearning 
she has to hold me one last time. My grandfather tells my 
grandmother and mother to hold me and stand in front of the 
airport for a picture. My grandfather says one word, “Haso.” 
“Smile.” My huge puffy cheeks are overbearing and I cannot 
curve my lips at their tips for a smile. My eyes are half closed. 
My hair (which believe it or not I had a lot of for a two-month-
old) was ruffled. My hands form into fists in front of my face 
and I squint just as my grandfather shutter flashes. Today, I am 
beyond thankful that my grandfather captured this moment – 
not only in an oversized Polaroid camera, but also in words 
that allowed the story to come to life years later. In the picture, 
the sky is dark and streaked with stars that gleam with hope. 
My mother is holding a bottle of milk, empty from the long 
travel we had from the States to India. She looks unfazed by 
the journey and ready to attend to my needs. I, on the other 
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hand, am grimacing and look like the long journey drained all 
the energy out of me. My grandmother, who has a very colorful 
wardrobe, wears a bright orange shirt that perfectly 
compliments my mother’s deep blue shirt. I have always been 
in awe of my mother and grandmother’s strength even in times 
that seem like time will never budge and the finish line seems 
so distant. Even in times like these, the two strongest women 
in my life seem to have their running shoes on and their 
ponytails laced back, ready to run any race even if time does 
not run alongside and decides to stay at a standstill.

Struggle. It is the word that resonates in my family and is the 
wave that first overtook my grandmother and then passed on 
through my mother when she moved to America – in hopes of 
fulfilling the dream she always had to become a doctor – with 
my father. My grandmother grew up in a small village in North 
India and faced hardships as she pursued her medical degree 
due to her gender and her strong will to speak up against 
gender discrimination. My grandmother could not bear to 
receive a lower education than her male counterparts and 
therefore strived to receive equity by fighting for her right to 
study with boys – who had better teachers and a more 
rigorous curriculum. My grandmother – a woman that is one of 
my role models – succeeded and became one of the best 
surgeons the hospital she worked at had ever seen. She never 
studied because it was anyone’s expectation. She studied 
because she enjoyed it. Education to her was like reading a 

novel for enjoyment. To this day, I am astonished at the 
perspective she approached learning with. And today, my 
grandmother’s actions impact me as much as the words she 
says every time she sees me stress about an upcoming math 
test or complain about the amount of homework I have. She 
tells me to enjoy my studies because it is a privilege that is 
meant to enrich our lives, not fill them with tears of frustration 
due to the stress. She is a strong woman that broke barriers 
and now tells me to do the same in a society that continues to 
discriminate in the workplace. She is a woman that balanced a 
career with upbringing two children and continued to always 
smile. She smiled because she made this life on her own. She 
smiled because the wrinkles around her eyes and forehead 
are a sign of strength rather than age and loving sacrifice 
rather than burden or obligations she had to fulfill.

My mother is a woman that means everything to me. She is 
someone that waved a difficult goodbye to her family and 
moved to America in order to make her dreams a reality. She 
left India with a few hundred dollars and a suitcase with 
clothing and pictures, ripped at the edges from age that 
smelled of sawdust and old perfume, encased in photo frames. 
She came to the States before my father and lived there for six 
months alone and attended graduate school – a place she had 
to start over and forge new relationships. She came to a 
country where the language she spoke at home was most 
definitely not the language spoken when she left her 
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apartment. She immediately made a group of friends. How did 
my mother, who was completely new in a country, so quickly 
adjust to the culture of a university and find a friend group 
while working a job every night? She amazes me and looking 
back at the day she left me in that airport, I can’t help but feel 
proud of her – proud of her for pursuing her dreams and 
consequently allowing me to learn more about my Indian roots 
and heritage. I am proud of what she has become today – a 
woman that is assertive and well-educated, not just 
academically but also in the art of cooking and international 
relations and politics. I think about my life – with little trace of 
struggle and privilege beyond compare. I never had to fight for 
an education or move to a country where nothing is familiar 
and everything is unknown.

I think I have found my answer of what the monosyllabic word 
home means to me. It seems like such a simple concept, yet it 
confuses me. But I know now. Well, knowing might be an 
overstatement. But for now, let me put it this way. I believe that 
my home is where I have someone to look up to and follow 
their footsteps. Not to become a follower, but because that 
person’s footprints left an impression that is strong, unique, 
and non-replicable. I admire that and want to do the same for 
others that follow me. Home to me is a place where comfort 
and struggle can resonate. Home is a place where you unpack 
that suitcase and leave it unpacked. Home is where the people 
I love are. So I guess I have two homes. I guess I have two 

people to look up to – both women that are resilient in their 
own ways. This is the privilege I talk about – the fact that I 
have so many role models surrounding me and have the 
opportunity to find comfort and love in two places. That day at 
the airport, as my head lay on my grandmother’s shoulder, 
uncertain and sleepy, I knew that I would be just ok because I 
was at home.
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The Powder in the Cracks of My Life
It is the summer of ’12 and I watch my sister run through our 
backyard with a bright white face and chocolate brown limbs. 
This was not something I witnessed on a day-to-day basis, so I 
sat in my seat, baffled, and curious. My sister was five years 
old and I was thirteen. The 8-year age gap had induced many 
differences between us that were almost impossible to bridge. 
I had always wished that we would talk more, but we had 
never been that close. Of course I loved my sister and would 
protect her forever, but I would never be able to fully 
understand her. The same went for her. She called me “didi” 
because she respected me and she had been taught the word 
in Gujarati, our mother tongue, from a young age, but that had 
been all. Whenever either of us got hurt, we would rush over to 
one another, but we had never shared our internal thoughts, 

which were sometimes more important to release and more 
painful than a simple cut on the knee.

As I sat glued to the brilliant yellow chair, I watched a 
caterpillar inch its way across the table. I gave it a quick 
glance. It had yet to transform. It had yet to fly. I slowly made 
my way over to my sister who was running in circles around 
the old swing set to catch our dog. She looks so happy. She 
looks comfortable. I come closer to her and see the loose 
particles of white powder clinging to her jet black eyebrows. I 
stop my sister and just then, a butterfly flies past her. My sister 
cannot stand still and chases after the butterfly, but cannot 
catch it. She cannot pick it up by its wings.

I stand confused, like someone who’s eyes are playing tricks 
on them. I hope that they are tricks. I pray that she was just 
careless and either fell face first into the box of flour. I call her 
out by her nickname and she runs to me. “Didi, did you see 
that! It was such a pretty butterfly,” she says to me excitedly. I 
nod, trying to be engrossed in what she is telling me, but I 
cannot hide the eagerness to know why she had smeared 
powder all over her face. But I find a way to compose myself 
and smile a kind smile. I ask my sister why she has smeared 
powder all over her face. She answers in her most confident 
voice: “Because I want to be white.” My world goes blank and 
my mouth is shut not physically, but there is a gate that bars 
words from leaving. My heart drops. I recount my own 
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experiences with race when I was younger. I tried to 
desperately to conform when what I should have been doing 
was embracing the color of my skin. My voice is breaking as I 
think back to my own experiences. “Why,” I ask. But I do not 
need to ask because I know. My sister tells me that her friends 
exclude her and tell her that it is because of the color of her 
skin. They say, “It is because you’re brown.”

I close my eyes, and when they open, I speak from my own 
experiences. I relive all that I faced and channeled it into 
advocacy for acceptance of culture. I tell that she must not 
eschew the beautiful culture that breaths within her. My sister 
had stolen my grandmother’s pressed powder because she felt 
that was the key to combat exclusion at school. I looked her in 
the eyes and told her that no matter what, she could not let the 
white powder seep into her skin and become her. I told her that 
she must stay true to herself. I tell her that her road to self-
acceptance is like the transformation of a caterpillar to a 
butterfly. I tell my sister that once she begins to love herself for 
who she is, she will grow butterfly wings and have the power to 
love herself for who she is. I tell her that people do not look at 
butterflies with more awe than caterpillars because of the 
outward beauty of the butterfly, but because it flies freely 
without a care. “You will be the butterfly one day,” I softly say. 
“People will try to pull your wings down, but never let them 
take away your strength.” I tell her that she should not care 
what others think. I tell her that I love her so much and that I 

would always be there to talk and listen. My sister and I were 
both reduced to tears. “I love you didi,” she said. For the first 
time, I could hear love in her voice.
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Utopia
“I can’t breathe,” I gasp. But oxygen is still flowing into my 
lungs, carbon dioxide out. My heart is still contracting, pushing 
that very same oxygen into the smallest of vessels, forcing 
them, without a second thought, to breathe. Yet, my brain 
cannot register that oxygen still exists in the room, remaining 
unseen, untouched, untasted. I need more and more and more 
until I’m not even exhaling.

They say that carbon dioxide is poisonous to the body; thus, 
we need to release through the pores of our lungs, allowing it 
only limited time to contaminate our blood. I think—no, I know
—that all this poison is further inducing my hysteria. I want to 
be bled, like the medieval doctors did, to purify my body, but 
I’m stuck trying to figure out how to calm down by myself.

I don’t understand why I was shocked by my ACT score. I did 
nothing to prepare for the exam, putting off studying over and 
over again, replacing it with monotonous hours of TV and 
internet browsing. Each time my parents pleaded with me to 
study, “even if just one practice test,” I always droned in 
response, “I’ve already studied today; I’m doing my homework 
now,” while flipping through the pages of some trashy romance 
novel on the internet.

A normal heart rate is 60 to 100 beats per minute. Without 
even checking my pulse, I felt my heart rate increase until the 
only thing I heard was its pounding against my ribcage, trying 
to rip through the sinews of chest like a caged animal. At that 
point, it wasn’t self-pity or anger; instead, I think, it was fear. 
“Regular” class grades didn’t matter; rather, standardized test 
scores were the true test of intelligence to my parents. It 
wasn’t because the material itself was challenging; it was more 
that standardized test scores were the gateway to college. 
One point, in their opinion, meant the difference between an 
Ivy League and a small public college in rural Kentucky, the 
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difference between a world-renowned doctor and a part-timer 
at your local McDonald’s.

Although I lunge into my room, my trembling hand cannot 
seem to close the door in one motion. I’m kneeling on the 
ground right in front of the door, incapable of even crawling to 
my bed. I can feel the strength in my body slowly seeping out, 
assimilating with the air and drifting under the crack in the 
doorway. Nothing is left in me now, except the pain of knowing 
I have created my own problems.

“Do you have a ride?” a test administrator asked me, arms 
filled with test booklets and answer sheets. She glanced 
around the room and then looked back at my small table, the 
only one that was still occupied. Although she smiled politely 
and asked amiably, her eyes were impatient and exhausted. 
She was kicking me out.

I panicked. This was the only place to ensure my longevity. 
How do I tell my parents? What will they say? Should I give 
excuses or just promise to do better? Should I cry; would my 
tears even soften their anger? Or should I just stay here, 
remaining in the sanctuary of a school, continuing to pretend 
like nothing happened?

“Yes, I was just finishing up finding my score.” I rose up, eyes 
still focused on the scores in my hand. Somehow, I was able to 
grab my belongings despite lacking the strength to even raise 

my head. I started walking, the proctor trailing slowly behind, 
almost as if escorting me out because she couldn’t bear to 
supervise children for a minute longer than the three hours 
she’d already had to endure.

“Have a nice day!” she mocked, strolling to her car. I was now 
outside with no escape, no possible way to get out because 
the doors behind me were already locked. I had nowhere to go 
except the car.

I’m folded over, legs haphazardly tucked somewhere 
underneath my body—sorry, I cannot remember. My fist has 
not unclenched since the car ride, and although I actively try to 
peel finger after finger from my thumb, the neurons in my brain 
refuse to acknowledge me. Please, I’m begging at this point, 
please. But they cannot hear me, much like I cannot hear my 
parents downstairs, debating the best course of action for my 
future.

With each step towards the car, I used whatever energy I had 
left in placing my right foot in front of my left. With each step, I 
tried to figure out the best approach, settling on honesty and 
looking pathetic. Not in the insulting sense, but in the way that 
a dog left on the sweltering July sidewalk of an unfamiliar 
neighborhood looks; the way a single shoe drifts in the crests 
of lapping waves, refusing to sink but not knowing how to be 
saved looks; the way a journal, empty save a single page in 
the very beginning with illegible scribbles over a fickle child, 
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stands amongst her favorite toys from her childhood looks. I 
didn’t think it would work—my parents were never the type to 
fall for emotional manipulation, but I could not help but cling to 
elusive hope.

Finally, I sat in the car.

My father bought this car, slightly used, seven years ago when 
I was nine. It took roughly ten years of saving to afford this car, 
while we instead used a rusted, fifteen-year-old Toyota Camry 
too dangerous to drive at night because it was prone to 
breaking down at the most inconvenient of times. That 
purchase marked our new lives—it symbolized the 
romanticized American dream. So, of course, we had to keep it 
in pristine condition. But today, I was abusing this seat. 
Although my nails were short on account of me cutting them 
five days before, I still tried digging whatever edge I had left 
into the underpart of the car’s seat.

“How was it?” they asked in unison, looking at me through the 
mirror. From their voices, I could feel the weight of their 
expectations, thick in the barely air-conditioned car. They 
wanted to hear that I had received a perfect score; they 
wanted to know that I could get into a good college and that 
one act would fulfill their duties as parents because that was 
their reason for working 65-hour weeks and that was their 
reason for sacrificing the luxuries that other people have and 
that is their reason for coming here, to America.

I couldn’t even force myself to raise my eyes to meet their 
gaze. I’ve always wondered what mechanism in the brain 
causes the complex emotions we feel. Is it a hormone, random 
neurons stimulated, or is it even known? But today, I figured 
out that it known those; it was caused by the knowledge that I 
could have done better and that I should have done better. I 
shouldn’t have ignored this problem, nor should I have tried to 
distract myself from the reality of almost being a junior.

Stop, stop, I just want it all to stop. I clutch my head, interlacing 
my fingers on its crown. I’m spiraling now. I cannot help but 
think that this is the only test of my hard work. I failed here, 
and I will fail again because I’ve created a false reality that I 
refuse to break. Sometimes, I can sneak behind the curtain 
and see all the destruction and ruin, but then I falsely promise 
myself to fix it and return to my own utopia. I had gotten used 
to the comforts of middle school, to never competing with so 
many smart and talented people. As soon as I experienced 
real competition, I couldn’t help but be intimidated, immediately 
shutting down in attempt to have an excuse as to why I 
couldn’t accomplish things.

Biting back tears, I tried releasing my stress on the innocent 
car seat, treating it like a stress ball, as I told them my scores.

“What?”
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Briefly, I tilted my head up slightly, barely enough to see the 
mirror. Instead, I saw their faces, staring at me. I could see it in 
their faces, the fact that they couldn’t see me, their child. I was 
someone else, someone not worthy of staying in this luxury 
car, attending this luxury school, living this luxury life. I had 
stolen years of their life and killed hope from their dreams.

They couldn’t form words; my brother had been able to 
achieve a perfect score on the same test, yet I struggled to 
come close. Each time they asked me something, “Did you 
even try?” or “What’s wrong with you?” I felt myself sinking 
further and further into the backseat, stiffening my limbs and 
driving my thumb nail into the fleshy part between my thumb 
and forefinger on the other hand.

But then they shifted topics: my failures these past two years. I 
couldn’t qualify to States in speech, despite the fact that my 
brother did every year. I love writing and won awards in middle 
school, but I haven’t picked up a pen without the insistence of 
other people since high school began. I hadn’t competed or 
excelled at any competition in two whole years. It was failure 
after disappointment after regret. For one whole hour, their 
diatribes were the same even after all these years; eerily calm, 
bitter truths, sporadically interrupted by silence when they 
didn’t quite know how to say something because they didn’t 
want to hurt me. Yet, they continued.

I knew everything they were saying; I had realized it months 
ago, but never confronted it. I wanted to be better but couldn’t 
find the motivation to work through it. Instead, I intentionally 
forgot each failure so that that they didn’t even creep up on me 
during the night. I was coward, too afraid to face these 
problems. Instead: distracting myself constantly. It became 
easy after a while. All you have to do is pretend it isn’t there. 
Anytime just a morsel, a grain of it, seeps into your mind, all 
you have to do is tighten the gates, sweep away the pesky 
trash, and continue to fantasize about having it all. Being 
successful, being loved, being it all. Just fantasize harder; 
focus only on that. If that the garbage outside the fortress piles 
higher than the walls so that another piece falls in, build the 
walls higher, stronger, and dream louder and brighter so that 
everything else in life is obsolete.

I pushed these realizations away, looking at them occasionally 
as though they were a pair of uncomfortable shoes that I never 
found the right occasion to wear. But here they were, forcing 
me to wear that same of pair of shoes without easing me into 
it. They sat there, jamming my foot into, forcing me to stand, 
hoping that I wouldn’t collapse after walking.

But I was breaking. My fingers were now digging more and 
more into the tan leather, as though excavating for oil. My back 
was unnaturally straight, my limbs grotesquely rigid. Each 
attempt at speech was feeble mumbling, a stark contrast to my 
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usual ‘Sorry, I didn’t realize that I was speaking this loud.’ 
Tears kept rolling, despite my repeated attempts to wipe them 
away. Intermittently, they would stop, as if I had nothing more 
to release and give. But then, three minutes later, I could feel 
their coldness burning my face.

As we reached home, I got out the car without a word and 
walked to my room, head down, barely seeing my feet through 
tears. I’m in my room now, door partially closed. I’ve finally 
unclenched my fist, running my hands through the carpet, 
heaving as if I’ve suddenly forgotten fifteen years’ worth of 
breathing. I pinch my eyes together in a last-ditch effort to stop 
the crying, but the pressure of trying to block everything out 
starts to hurt. I’m trying my best to convince myself to stay 
calm—to just stop—but it’s like my brain is off. There is this 
deafening radio static in my head that wouldn’t even let me 
think. I want it all to stop: the hands digging through any 
material they can, the legs lacking the strength to even drag 
my body to the bed three feet away, the lack of oxygen feeding 
my brain.

Eventually, I just become exhausted. I don’t have the energy to 
cry or spiral or even close my eyes. I lug myself over to my 
bed and fall asleep, hoping that miraculously I’ll be better in a 
few hours.
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Idleness and Its Disastrous Effects
Ambition drives us to be better, to achieve greater things, and 
to be more than what we are in this moment by having goals. 
For some, this may be just a single goal, like getting rich or 
eating 50 hotdogs in under 3 minutes. However, once this goal 
is reached, sometimes there is nothing more to drive that 
person to be better in any capacity. While others may find a 
new goal, others accept this position that they’ve reached and 
become comfortable in it, losing motivation. I followed the latter 
path by succumbing to this tempting pull of satisfaction, 
leading me to live without a purpose. Nikolai Gogol delineates 
this path as well in his fantastical short story, “The Portrait.” 
Chartkov, a young artist, adjusts his standards after achieving 
his short-term goals of both fame and fortune. Although happy 
at first, jealousy and anger push him to death, a clear fable-like 

punishment used by Gogol to warn the reader of the dangers 
of contentment, something that I also struggle with.

At the start of this story, Chartkov’s goal of being a great artist 
drives him to work hard and forgo luxuries in life. Even though 
he grows weary of trying to become better, he still pushes 
forward out of sheer ambition to become an actual artist, not 
just an art student. In fact, his focus makes him overlook his 
finances; he doesn’t even notice spending his last rubles on a 
mysterious painting from the bazaar. I also followed the same 
ideology (though in a different context) throughout middle 
school. From 4th grade until 8th grade, my life revolved around 
one goal: getting into a good high school. I worked tirelessly to 
achieve it, participating in events merely to embellish my 
résumé. In fact, working on projects and competitions for hours 
at a time, on top of homework, was a norm. Although I hated 
constantly pushing myself, I continued to do so because I 
needed to achieve my single goal. At that time, it didn’t matter 
that I forsook going to movies, slacking off occasionally, or just 
being with friends because getting into high school was the 
only thing that mattered. Eventually, I achieved results in the 
form of acceptance letters, Hathaway Brown included. Yet, this 
brought a new dilemma. What was I supposed to do now? I 
completed my only goal. Sure, there was college to worry 
about, but oddly enough my parents didn’t stress the 
importance of college as they did with high school (in 
hindsight, they probably assumed I would know). Becoming a 
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doctor was obviously the ultimate goal, but that was twelve 
years away; I had time to work things out. At this point, I had 
nothing in my life, no purpose to push me in the right direction.

I quickly became lazy and unmotivated, barely putting any 
effort into anything: I stopped participating in various academic 
competitions; I stopped learning about work in my lab; I 
stopped dancing. I allowed TV and the internet to distract me, 
spending hours mindlessly scrolling and watching. Sometimes, 
I would somehow find the motivation to work, but I quickly 
found another article, another video that dragged me away 
from reading a few chapters for biology or studying for a 
chemistry test. Time went on, as it always does, but I still didn’t 
find a goal worth achieving.

Although Chartkov had an “ultimate” goal of becoming a great 
artist, as did I, he loses sight of it after acquiring some money. 
He soon buys his reputation and loses all motivation; instead, 
he entices rich clients with self-made reviews and paints them 
without paying attention to the finer details of the person or 
subject, as a great artist would. In fact, Chartkov “saw that it 
was decidedly impossible to finish his works, that everything 
had to be replaced by adroitness and quick, facile 
brushwork” (365). Here, Chartkov is changing his style and 
techniques to quickly produce art with no meaning despite 
being advised to create careful strokes in order to capture the 
subject. Although he must produce art that pleases his clients, 

a true artist would never defile the standards of professional 
art. He is slowly worrying more about wealth and image rather 
than actual art.

As time goes on, he loses his identity as an artist by 
completely giving up on his former goal and embodying a 
“fashionable artist,” someone who cares more about superficial 
things rather than technique and style of art. At this point in his 
life, he arrogantly looks down on effort spent honing a skill or 
ability: “’No, I do not understand...why others strain so much, 
sitting and toiling over their work…That is craft not art’” (366). 
Flattery and praise from his clients and others then further 
encourage his laziness and growing ego. The money and 
reputation produce a false impression of being a great artist. 
He willfully believes these lies and, in doing so, loses his drive.

Soon after, another artist arrives, acting as a foil to Chartkov. 
This artist has suffered to become a great artist, a complete 
opposite of Chartkov’s work ethic: “like a hermit, immersed 
himself in work and totally undistracted studies” (369). After he 
showcases a piece, everyone marvels at the uncanny likeness 
to the subject. Chartkov himself realizes that hard work 
develops talent, a characteristic which he looked down on. 
After seeing the amazing painting, Chartkov also sees his own 
lack of skill; “his brush was becoming cold and dull, and he 
imperceptibly locked himself into monotonous, predetermined, 
long worn-out forms” (367). Chartkov tries drawing something 
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new and different, “but alas! His figures, poses, groupings, 
thoughts came out forced and incoherent. His brush and 
imagination were confine too much to one measure, and the 
powerless impulse to overstep the limits and fetter he had 
imposed on himself now tasted of wrongness and error” (371). 
After neglecting his true aspiration for so long, he isn’t able to 
go back and fix it. Instead, his art is worse than ever and, 
Chartkov sees that he’s been irreversibly tainted because he 
didn’t try. Driven with jealousy and rage of everything he could 
have become, he falls violently ill, haunted by his failures.

The loss of his ability and ultimate death serves as a 
punishment for perversion of a classic value, hard work. Gogol 
extends this trite principle by explaining that lack of ambition to 
better oneself leads to this. Because Chartkov achieved his 
goal, he didn’t feel the need to better himself; after I enrolled in 
high school, I slipped into idleness. While I occasionally realize 
that my habit will ruin me, I still refuse to change. Maybe I don’t 
want to find a goal; maybe I’ve become too comfortable not 
trying because it’s so much easier. It’s become a habit to bury 
these feelings of guilt because it’s too overwhelming thinking 
about how nothing will work out for me, as “The Portrait” has 
taught me. Giving up is the only easy choice, but I know now 
that this isn’t a feasible option. This story showed me that I 
can’t do this anymore, that I need to change. I can’t ever end 
up like Chartkov, driven insane because I lacked ambition.
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lies
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

lies
lies 
break me with your lies 
            poisoning me slowly 
let me submerge myself in your insincerities 
            because they keep me alive  
i’m not strong enough to see  
            nor willful enough to believe
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Love: Murder of Ourselves
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Love: Murder of Ourselves
Love: Murder of Ourselves 
  
The infinite sea of your eyes 
pulls me closer and closer, 
each wave of love sinking me, deeper and deeper 
  
I cannot swim fast enough, 
once I realize the riptide  
has claimed another unknowing, unwilling victim.
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My Pal
Short Story
Grade: 7
Birchwood School
Instructor: Richard Kurtz
#

My Pal
“Snuffles? Where are you boy?” Poor thing’s probably scared 
to death. As I walk along the sidewalk at dusk, I see all of the 
familiar houses. To the left is where Snuffles ran off to play 
fetch with Mr. Roger’s kids, and to the right, where he once 
crawled under the fence and stole Mrs. Ruby’s apple cream 
pie. He was sick for a whole week. I keep walking until I come 
to an old mansion. Rumor has it that it’s been abandoned for 
years. Its old gutters droop from years of uncleaned muck 

inside. Below them, windows thick with dust, curtain the low 
light of the fading day.

Something from within crashes and I hear the shattering of 
glass. Oof that sounds bad. As I look to the right of me, I see a 
faint trail of muddy paw prints leading to the back of the house. 
Oh no! Their about the same tiny size as Snuffle’s prints! I 
sprint up the cement steps, careful to avoid the overgrown 
moss.

“Hello! Anyone home? I think my dog’s inside!” I knock on the 
door, but no answer. I notice that the side door is ajar. I slowly 
push it open, but all I see is darkness. As my eyes adjust, I 
make out an object which appears to be an old washing 
machine, its knobs filled with cobwebs. Beside it sits a tall 
rusty sink with a clothesline above. Ah, this must be the 
basement. Wide steps lead to the first floor, and as I climb, 
they creak with every step. When I reach the hallway, several 
different rooms come into view.

“Hello?” I call. Wow! It’s really dark.

ARRFFF!

A huge furry beast blocks the kitchen entrance, its rigid fur 
standing out against the pure white walls! It’s massive and its 
fur is overgrown! The creature’s stout tail sticks out, ready for 
battle!

Honorable Mention

HOPE PTACEK
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Letting my hands slowly drift down so as not make too sudden 
a movement, I reach to find something, anything, for 
protection. At last! I find something thick-a broken umbrella. 
Well it’s better than nothing. I shout, “Stay back!” and swing my 
weapon at it. It whines as if offended. Pitch black eyes watch 
me carefully, when, out of nowhere, something flies through 
the air directly above the creature. A bat! Taking advantage of 
the distraction, I run to another room and shut the door behind 
me. I hear movement then a high pitched yelp. No, No, No, 
No! Oh Snuffles! My vision blurs through my tears. He had 
always been my pal, my companion throughout my childhood. 
Any story I can remember included him. Snuffles was so cute, 
always the center of attention. Oh no! What are Mom and Dad 
going to say?

I take in my surroundings and it looks like I’m in a bedroom. A 
bed waits, with soft lilac covers, neatly made. Adjacent to the 
bed, my own reflection looks back from the mirror and in the 
corner I see the window that holds the bright moon. Its soft 
light comforts me. I sit upon the mattress, lean back, close my 
eyes, and begin drifting off to sleep. I rest for a moment and 
realize how quiet it is.

Suddenly, I detect the faint sound of nails scraping across the 
floor. It makes me shiver. Louder and louder it grows with little 
pitter-pats across the wooden slats, coming toward me. I grab 
the bedside lamp shade and sit up on the bed.

BAM! The door blasts open! “Ahhh!” comes my scream, loud 
and strong, and holding the lampshade before me in defense, I 
close my eyes in fear. I feel the fierce creature jump onto the 
bed and I go limp. This is the en! No more TV, no more 
IPhone, no more food! At least I’ll get to see Snuffles. We can 
play all the time. I can already picture his shaggy fur rubbing 
against my arm. It’s smelly too. It feels so real, like I could just 
reach out and touch him. So real in fact that I open my eyes. 
The creature moves close to my side and places its tired head 
on my lap, exhausted. I smile and softly pet its velvety fur, as 
my hands become covered with mud. Snuffles?

“My pal.”
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Hi School
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Hi School
I am fourteen or fifteen years old, and
I cannot explain high school
but as a bat to the face,
Wrought, melodramatic, and sublimely tragic.

Most people here indulge in psychic numbing and manic 
denial.
They are part of a some secret club

that I cannot decide if I want to join or not.

I’m on the edge of my seat, my hands curl into tight sweaty 
fists.
My chest is tight, my cheeks are hot. I forget to breathe.
I am an awkward heavy handed mule of a wannabe high 
school dropout.

Yet here I am, curious about what people are reading.
I’ll probably marvel at least five times a year,
Over old cliches that tell us good poems,
Or a story of love and distance,
A whole world, an exquisite phrase.

Honorable Mention
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Acting while Asian
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Acting while Asian
I suppose my acting career started at age five, when I learned 
that I should not be angry, I should not cry. I broke both of 
these rules when Linda from pre-kindergarten called me “ugly.” 
With tears running and cheeks bunching like two tomatoes 
sprouting at the sides of my face, I dove into my dad’s car, 
recanting my harrowing tale of Linda and misery to the tune of 
No Doubt on the radio. As the song ended I turned to my dad 
expectantly, waiting for his tough-loved support, yet he simply 
looked ahead and shrugged, stating that situations like these 
are bound to happen, and that it was wrong of me to show I 
cared. When I stepped into the phlegm-stained classroom the 
next day, I wanted nothing more than to turn that daycare into 
a toddler-run fight club. But I dutifully heeded my dad’s words 
and slipped into the starring role of “Quiet Unaffected Kid,” 
forcing my undeveloped features into a straight, inexpressive 

face, betraying nothing as Linda continued to test my 
knowledge on how absurd my eyes looked.

I continued to grow up as an excitable child, hollering across 
swing-sets and hurtling off speeding bikes. Yet four middle 
schools and one high school later, I found myself defaulting to 
the “quiet unaffected kid” persona far more often. At first it was 
a ploy to make new friends, placing my meek self in the 
sightline of eager kids who just wanted an extra tetherball 
player. Later, it became a safeguard, preventing me from 
forming close relationships that would be lost the moment U-
Haul shipped me off to another rainy suburb. By the time I 
reached high school, I had permanently adopted my role as a 
closed-off, brooding character, and no one seemed in a rush to 
change that. For some, I comfortably fit a stereotype, 
assuming the position of yet another socially-awkward chinese 
kid whose main purpose was to be smart and, of course, play 
piano. Any attempt of emotion felt forced, my slit-eyed, 
stuttered exuberance met with unease and second-hand 
embarrassment. On the flip side, lurking adults would inform 
me that “I looked better when I smiled,” sending my mouth into 
reverse and parking it in the shape of a downturned 
boomerang. I had resigned myself to life as a stoic spectator, 
sacrificing emotional expression for ease and acceptance.

While the audience to my everyday emotions preferred my 
generalized persona, the audience to the theater rejected it. 
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The quiet and diminutive guise that got me through the halls of 
high school could not be transferred onto the stage, the 
teacher writing off my quietness as stage-fright and my 
inexpression as ill-preparation. In order to enjoy drama (and 
receive a passing grade) I revved up my temporal lobe and 
allowed myself to be free, slowly shedding off protective guises 
and restrictive dispositions in exchange for overreactions and 
hyperbolic movement. Under the spotlight, everything felt more 
full. I laughed harder, roared louder, allowed myself to become 
angry, let tears run and cheeks bunch. Through the scrim of 
theater I had been able to rediscover what laid below the 
sentimental operating system, regaining the essence of what it 
meant to be human.

All of my emotive work culminated in the annual school 
musical, featuring yours truly as a boisterous British man 
searching for love. “So a smooch is a kiss, eh?” I proclaimed 
with a bobbling accent, arms auditioning for the role of 
Scarecrow, legs pinned to the ground as if Peyton Manning 
was waiting in the wings to take me down. Back convex, face 
contorted, every ligament within me driven to exude every 
emotion that night. In short, it was an award-winning 
performance, if Charlie Chaplin had won his Oscar after 
downing 5-hour energy in the middle of a rundown high school 
stage. The “loud unapologetic kid” had nailed it, emotions and 
expressions included.
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Chalk Board
Poetry
Grade: 12
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Kristen Srsen Kenney
"

Chalk Board
dust 
thick white dust 
lines of mistakes 
wiped away 
in one wide  
~ b r u s h ~ 
erase the past. 
start fresh. 

sea of matted sage  
braced for the mark 
of something profound  
bestow upon it 
the secrets of life  
listen to the shrieks 
of a mind being pounded  
onto a wall  
in thin  
white  
strokes 
~ b r u s h ~  
the mind reduced to dust 
erase the past. 
start fresh.

Honorable Mention
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It Would Be a Beautiful Life
Poetry
Grade: 12
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Kristen Srsen Kenney
"

It Would Be a Beautiful Life
I wish her music would play in the background of my life  
It would be a beautiful life 
She resonates every sentence  
Each word plucked effortlessly 
on silver strings 
A soft crescendo as 
her passion grows 
Lost in song  
as I am lost in her 
How blessed she is 
how God must love her 
to bestow such a gift 
I wonder- does he love her more than I?  
No.  
Surely he cannot. 

To cast down his beloved gale  
Condemned to life amongst second-rate angels. 
Or perhaps he set her free  
Cupped hands left cold, outstretched  
empty now, but bittersweet- 
for look! Look how strong she flies! 
This must be our gift 
Noah’s rainbow  
Sent to show not all can be evil  
while such beauty resides 
how he must love her then indeed  
he set her free. 
she flew to me. 
I shall keep her in my company 
It is right and just (it is truly right and just) 
Oh please my love, come fly next to me  
Let me listen while I can- 
for it is right and just (it is truly right and just) 
Let me darn your voice  
so I may carry you  
everywhere  
and anywhere  
I go 
Swathe my ears, 
veil my eyes 
I want you. 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Only you. 
Everywhere  
and forever. 
music playing softly in the background of my life  
It would be a beautiful life. 
She will fly back in time, 
but for this moment, she is mine.
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AIDS
Poetry
Grade: 11
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne
"

AIDS
Even to the eyes of 
an eleven-year-old girl  
sitting in the cushioned backseat 
of a rented minivan, 
 
the sweating sickly man  
appeared nearly defeated  
in a used-to-be-white rumpled shirt 

tapping at her mother’s pristine passenger window. 
 
When the window slid down  
and the sticky stench of need seeped in  
contrasting with the bright Stellenbosberg air, 
 
she saw shining liquid jewels 
falling from the man’s dark eyes 
over conspicuous sores 
as he extended cracked beseeching palms. 
 
He said his name was Martin  
and then he spelled  
the four simple letters 
of his dreaded disease. 
 
Her father passed several stiff foreign bills 
—rand— 
into Martin’s shaking hands 
as the girl watched  
with sympathetic liquid jewels 
swelling from her own eyes. 
 
Martin murmured  
thank you, dankie, thank you 
with all the strength he could give  

Honorable Mention
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promising this kindness 
would pay for his bus fare home  
and the treatment he needed. 
 
But the girl didn’t see  
what her father saw that night: 
 
Martin, 
 
slumped, 
crumpled, 
etiolated  
 
outside a liquor store.
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Carnival of Hell
Poetry
Grade: 11
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne
"

Carnival of Hell
Come one, come all,
freaks of every nature
to the Carnival of Hell;
open all day, all night, all year long…

Ride the rollercoaster,
strap in tight,
notice the adrenaline bubble in your body

with every
Tick-
Tick-
Tick-
of the track, until the steel beast

plummets,
your heart along with it,
but as you scream
you are swooped up, and
without time to think
even a
moment,
you are launched in a loop,
twisting and turning,
before screeeeeching
to a halt

Next is the funhouse,
where imagination comes to life,
where nightmares take shape,
where even the most pure figures are
distorted in the looking glass;
be amazed as you watch your figure

Honorable Mention

JULIANA REISING
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s t r e t c h
like taffy,
billow
like cotton candy,
tsiwt
like a pretzel, or
become buLBOus
as a candy apple-
you try to find clarity in the incoherent images,
as clowns laugh all the while

        Test your strength, ring the bell, win the prize!
Guess your weight?
    Guess your age?
        Guess your deepest desires?
                Toss the ball into the fishbowl, and win a little orange 
friend-
                                Good for a whole three days!
    Take an aim, throw that dart and
                            POP
        Choose a duck, pick a prize!
                                        Everyone's a winner!
                    Everyone's a winner!
                                Everyone’s a wi-

Finally the Ferris wheel;
it takes you
up and up
and
up
until you are poised at the top
rocking slightly
you want to stay suspended,
above the
chaos,
above the calamity,
the only alleviation from your
nightmarish day…
but what goes up must come down,
and the minute
your feet hit the ground again,
you are immersed
into the hallucination-inducing,
flashing rainbow lights, and
fireworks
burst cooling blue
angry red
toxic green
cheery yellow,
streaking across an endless obsidian sky
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BOOM
and it is at that moment
in which the clowns return,
pointing
and cackling
and circling

Welcome to the Carnival of Hell
where insufferable pipe music swells
as you fade
into
i
n    
S
A
n
I
t    
y
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Incoming
Poetry
Grade: 11
Westlake High School
Instructor: Julie Davidson
"

Incoming
He who is not accepted—

She who is not respected—
Is alienated by their own species,

Because we wish to fulfill the malice within us,
Because we wish to fulfill the sadness within us,

Because we wish to fulfill the uncomfortable status within us,
Because we wish to rise above those who are different in the 

lonely palace within us,

And those who suffer from our intended voices of scorn are the 
sorry victims we’ve chosen.

A country divided,
Trades of morality at odds,
The black ‘jailbird,’
The Mexican ‘drug lord,’
The Muslim ‘terrorist,’
These faces of rebellion,
‘Delirious,’
‘Menacing,’
Drowning,
In the conventional images of humanity,
Choking on the hatred of the prejudiced.

And apathy towards the entirety of it all,
Another grisly threat,
To society,
To the American image,
To the goddamn generations behind us.
Fear of emotion shall not hinder our journey,
To real American virtue.
Division is here,
And it’s here to stay.

Not for vain discourse,
but for the change that’s closing in on our horizon.

Honorable Mention
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crimson
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

crimson
regret looks like  
the first drop of  

blood i ever  
purposely extracted  

from myself.  
 

did it ever occur 
to you  

that my thoughts 
are  
more dangerous 
than  
the blade? 

don’t tell me  
it’s not my fault  

when i’m the one  
who took a razor blade  

and carved until magma oozed  
out of my 

sprawling fault lines
 
don’t tell me i’m strong  
because i’m not  
 
do strong girls 
kill themselves  
a little bit  
every time they try to feel  
alive?  
 
 

she asked me  
if i felt alive  

the thing   

Honorable Mention
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is 
i don’t know  
i don’t know  

my name  
i don’t know  

alive  
i don’t know

 
but all i know  
is this 
and what i do not  
is too much  
for me to learn

 
my best friend says i will learn to love me. 

she loves me  
but how does she love me  

if she doesn't know me?  
because this isn't me  

hell, i don’t even know me.  
(depression)
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In Search of Solitude: Why it is so Hard to Find 
and Why so Few People are Looking
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

In Search of Solitude: Why it is so 
Hard to Find and Why so Few People 
are Looking
We shape the world around our fears; we morph and ape our 
environment to fit our deepest wants. The fear of solitude 
might have primordial roots in survival benefits of living in a 

group, however the fear persists today and is exacerbated by 
technology. There are few places in today’s world where one 
can find true, complete solitude; we have simply enveloped 
ourselves in noise. It is harder now than ever to escape. While 
technology has done indisputable good for humanity, it has 
indeed a toxic “straitjacket effect,” with the cult of social media 
as a key perpetrator in this constraining phenomenon. Social 
media is the quicksand of our current consumerist culture: 
limitless content burying us alive. Technology, and more 
precisely social media, has begun to act as an extension of our 
brains; our memories, our sense of direction, our sense of 
purpose… We forget how we lived before, not needing to 
remember how to survive like we used to. Some primitive part 
of ourselves, our human instincts, are lost. We forget how to 
be alone, how to live without that extension of our brains, and 
unfortunately, we are therefore afraid to indulge in solitude, the 
little of it that can be found.

Polish sociologist and philosopher Zygmunt Bauman refers to 
the vices of technology by breaking down human yearning into 
two categories; desire and want. “Desire needs to be planted 
and cultivated, tended to, groomed,” he explains, while “acting 
on wish does not require such costly groundwork. Seduction is 
instantaneous, wish descends from the here and now. 
Consumers are overwhelmed by the allure and act, so to 
speak, ‘on impulse,’” (“The Tourist Syndrome”). While 

Honorable Mention
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724

consumerism in 1950’s America might look like the compulsive 
appetite for hula hoops and Mickey Mouse, today’s leading 
form of consumerism is more subtle. Americans are buying just 
as much if not more as they were in the 1950’s, however now 
there is another layer to the take-take-take culture. The 
technology of the twenty-first century has cultivated an 
obsession with online content. Today, in 2018, many of us are 
completely reliant on the internet. While there are innumerable 
benefits attached to social media, it has, indeed, caused our 
brains to feel accustomed to overstimulation and created a 
distorted lens into which we regard everything, even scenes 
outside of the screen. There is an emptiness that fills us, a 
boredom that cramps our minds when we find ourselves sans 
technology. Devoid of stimuli, we are unwillingly enveloped in 
what we perceive to be a primitive state of being; alone. The 
internet readily and regularly fulfills our wants by providing the 
worthless and distracting content we seek to avoid solitude. 
The “new-consumerism,” (that is to say excessive 
technological media consumption) inhibits the development of 
a healthy relationship with solitude.

“C’est un grand malheur de ne peut pas être seul,” said 
seventeenth century French philosopher Blaise Pascal. There 
are so many benefits to solitude, to disconnecting from media, 
to taking a step back. Being alone allows one to feel the most 
raw, rich emotions, and to perceive the world unfiltered, 
uninfluenced by people or stimuli. British author Alain de 

Botton examines the meditative benefits of riding a train in his 
book, The Art of Travel. He makes a connection between the 
flow of ideas and the quiet observational nature of a train 
passenger. Ideas need calm spaces; “large thoughts at times 
requiring large views, and new thoughts new places,” (De 
Botton, 54). There is an inherent restlessness that manifests 
itself in those who desire this mind space, as it is increasingly 
difficult to find. Although uprooting oneself and travelling 
somewhere far away is now a more accessible reality than 
ever, it is nearly impossible to escape completely, nearly 
impossible to find the meditative state of a train ride in the real 
world. This era has a sharp memory, it knows your shadow, it 
records your footprint. Nineteenth century French writer 
Charles Baudelaire would have called those with restless 
souls, seeking a quieter world, poets. Those “who could not be 
satisfied with the horizons of home even as they appreciated 
the limits of other lands, whose temperaments oscillated 
between hope and despair, childlike idealism and 
cynicism” (De Botton, 32). Living in this time is not easy for 
those who not only desire solitude, but require it; there is just 
too much noise.

People, Bauman says, “want the real stuff, but real stuff being 
unavailable, they settle for substitutes – frail fragile fissiparous 
formations,” (“The Tourist Syndrome”). Today, the experience 
of human emotion can be replaced by social media, or at least, 
it is a cheap and fast way to fill that void. “Substitutes mitigate, 
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attenuate the pain, the suffering caused by the absence of the 
real stuff,” (“The Tourist Syndrome”) Bauman explains. We 
substitute the values of solitude with flat, unfeeling, 
technological stimulus. The empty, one way relationship we 
create with technology validates our existence in a way we are 
afraid our own minds’ will not if left alone to operate 
uninhibited. We have created a world where moving around is 
easy, yet leaving is impossible. What we want is always 
achievable, and what we fear can always be forgotten if our 
brains are plugged in. Our lives are cemented in our internet 
presence, our media history. The culture we have shaped 
pushes us to look to the outside world to fill the empty parts of 
ourselves; substituting mindfulness for weightless, superficial 
substances. The emotions, ideas, or elements of our identity 
we go looking for in the social media abyss, could much more 
easily be located on the empty seat of a train compartment, 
where the view is vast and, save for the train’s metronomic 
click-clack, silence reigns.
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On a Napkin
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

On a Napkin
I’m freezing. Paris is brutal today, unwilling to yield to the 
groans of us foreigners, totally and intentionally unromantic. 
The city grumbles something sarcastic, maybe a little rude and 
dismissive, “this is what you came for… take it or leave it… 
this is what I really am…” that sort of thing. Honest. I’ve placed 
myself at a round table, with round Italian glasses and fake, 
tacky round candles, and Paris is laughing at me on the other 
side of the window because I’m drinking milk from a plastic 
black straw and trying so hard to be French. The woman at the 
next table has the haircut I want. Short. She leans on the 
round table, not afraid that it will rock and shudder the round 
Italian glassware. I assign sounds to the spasms of her lips. 
People are so beautiful when you don’t know them. But I 
romanticize. What I need is a cold splash of sea water, 
something to burn my eyes and cleanse my head. Just today I 

sat reading Adrienne Rich and was struck by the dreadful 
coughing spells that have plagued me since the onset of this 
sickness. I was just in the middle of a line.

napkin crease

Maybe it revealed something my body thought I shouldn’t 
know. I bought it out of defiance. The woman with the short 
hair has left the café. She’ll find new tables to tilt with her 
elbows, I hope she never loses that confidence. I cannot test 
the furniture of this place because I am not French. I would be 
instantly exposed, far too obvious, far too American. A TV 
plays music videos without the audio in the next room. I don’t 
need to hear the music to know it’s bad. Awfully presumptuous 
of me, perhaps… but I know I’m right. I don’t have to hide my 
artists’ arrogance, not here. I want to press my hands against 
the sidewalk, maybe burn my finger on a café flame, any 
souvenir of today. But alas, dust disappears in water and these 
tacky candles are fake. I keep rolling my eyes at the idea of 
love in this city, or perhaps love at all. I see America in 
everything, cacti in glassware, stop signs in shoe buckles, the 
history of American steal in the clack-clack of the subway. And 
I see America in Parisian

napkin crease

love. It looks staged, directed and rehearsed and cheesy. I’m 
being awfully cynical, awfully cynical. A couple is holding 
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hands in that declarative way I really abhor, pointing their 
intertwined fingers south-west, that is to say, in my lonely 
direction. A really bad Hollywood production, no nuances, no 
layers. I’m freezing. French was only beautiful when I didn’t 
know it. Now the sonic, rhythmic gurgling means something 
and I can understand, at least in my American way, which 
means incomplete and comically unpoetic. A young German 
couple has taken the empty table once conquered by the 
short-haired French woman. Her controlled audacity, stoic 
Parisian poise, still hovers over her table. The Germans don’t 
know how to deal with the table’s curious rocking. They’re not 
in their element but speak naturally and freely and avoid 
making eye contact with the shrug of the round table

napkin crease

so as to avoid the awkward confrontation. The German is quite 
beautiful. I do not understand it, only one or two words from 
what my friend Vahey has taught me from her six months in 
Goslar. The woman speaks of her father. The word is 
weightless, she puts no wind in it. She must have a good 
relationship with him, or maybe all Germans say the word 
father in the same airy way. I can be sure that I am being 
American, awfully and fatally American. Certainly not German 
enough to understand who they are, or French enough to even 
come close. They’ve just clinked glasses to consecrate the 
evening. But I romanticize. In the book store, absorbing 

Adrienne Rich, after another major, spastic declaration of my 
ailment, a man, old enough to know better, sat next to me and 
the elderly lady flipping through a magazine at the opposite 
side of the bench. He declared to her that I was his wife. He 
was trying to impress me with his arrogance. He didn’t know 
my arrogance far surpasses his and I am far too selfish to 
have noticed his idiocy. I continued to read but he just talked at 
me. I flashed the cover of my book in his direction but he had

napkin crease

the legendary obliviousness my mother has warned me about. 
Quite the clown. I gave him a fake name and a fake number. 
He was a bad actor, part of the multiple act play of Paris. He 
had rehearsed his lines and practiced that artificial charm 
some less intelligent American women find handsomely 
Parisian and just oh so magical. He dropped the last line of his 
monologue, “Think about me.” I would have shoved him in my 
book like a bookmark, placed him on a particularly fiery page, 
and pushed the book back on the shelf. Maybe then he could 
taste the irony, but more than likely he wouldn’t because in 
memorizing his lines he had forgotten all the nuances of real 
life. But in the end I am another foolish American victim 
because here I am at this round table drinking milk from a 
plastic black straw, hearing Paris laugh at me because I am 
indeed thinking about him.
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Le Flâneur à Paris
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Le Flâneur à Paris
I bent my bone
In my hand
Crushed it when you called my name
Because I had to sacrifice
And give my sails and compass
To be with you.
Your concrete necks
Dipped in the shadow as you tip your hat.
“Live in le flou.”
And choking on smoke and saxophone,
You hand me my ticket
And I give you my skeleton.
I have taken my place amongst old friends,
Resigned to the catacombs
Where all good men

Breathe in your smog.
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Madame Detective
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Madame Detective
Scraping dirt from underneath my fingernails,
Turn midnight to snail pink.
A twisted inventory for the week.
I cut my nails short because I hate seeing the dirt,
The discolored Montessori Prepositions
Lately I’ve been painting them Montessori Verb
And then I pick them off nervously
Dear god don’t ask me to explain myself.
 
I swing open the door, a bit dizzy,
Expecting my Harlem-bound aunt, or green ribbons of winter 
night
But discovering only
the distortions planted on my magnifying glass
Convex lens to revise the “truer bits”

The unmeasurable arc of struggle.
 
Struggling to understand the metaphor?
The suns beyond belong beyond
They rise over heavily untamed mountains
And yet they cannot read the calligraphy of their spines,
Hastily enter the read phases, yellow, gold,
Homer’s Odyssey could have been shorter,
We got tired illuminating the journey,
Let’s invent the resolution.
 
Next stanza!
Time moves backwards here,
Non-non-linearly
Non-nonsensically
But rather a drowning diver,
A one way flight to where canals
Are only allowed on travel brochures.
Every day I become a diver and recall my primitive instincts
To grunt, sigh, hold my breath and par-dessus tout nod.
 
Light extracting from my brain what sounds nice in an official 
report.
The crimes
I’ve been chasing them for years now, no funhouse mirror 
distortions,
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All the way back to open waters
And yet always end up cornered by the blinding orbs that 
belong beyond
The white-blizzard day my shoulder popped out,
The square, grey bricks that did not move when I never saw 
Kaitlin again,
The French, marble statues who continued to smile
even when I screamed out America’s History,
park dirt to stain my fingernails.
I cannot open my eyes
Or feel the road signs in my belly anymore.
 
Standing next to the hovering horizons of my origins,
The canals the unshrouded metaphor for an umbilical cord,
left there scratching my head
holding the badge I must carry,
hero,
crazy, for recognizing
That I’ve cradled rock, chewed the crust, reconstructed the 
scene,
And that now my fingers are dirty.
Why might my fingers be dirty?
 
I cannot question my instincts any longer
My weekdays are spelled in pink

Cherry flavored round stones, non-skippable, they do not 
belong on the water,
Chalky and bitter,
The CVS drug that keeps me from throwing up every time I 
enter the interrogation room.
I’ve never known a sun so loud.
 
The arc that smiles or frowns depending on which direction I 
point
Dirt’s still under my finger nails,
Muck that builds to mock me
The dirty relationship with god’s beyond,
The Icelandic prayers that have long unhinged themselves
Unbent in heavy light, swing-swang-swung my doors open to 
make me dizzy,
To discover that fate tastes like dirt,
When I use my teeth to extract it
The philosophy remains in my stomach
Even when it’s gurgled out
Washed up on my own banks, resurfacing in porcelain boils
 
Probably should have scanned the river
Like any amateur detective would have done
To find what’s weird
What’s troubling the fish
Checked off that box and moved to step 2



731

 
But I am not a detective
Only an observer of green, spider web lichen
The evening gowns of lava rock
The patterns of my nonlinear history
Non linéare
That’s French for non-linear.
Born on a sheep’s wooly back,
Hiked all way to that spidery tower just to say I had,
Watching the snow thaw.
 
Baptism on the bank
But on my own accord, no suns present,
I was the first of December,
The my-oh-my that could never be google-translated into 
photons,
Put on your glasses, you’ll need to see to understand this one,
I was the black edge of the raven’s wing witnessing
The carnival rape the land
Long before it happened.
 
And of course I didn’t really see it,
But it left silver dust to collect and I felt it fester
In all its used magic
Object of no desire, pure plastic blend
That gathered under my fingernails,

Forced me to solve,
upset my stomach.
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Clarinet Concerto in A, K. 622: II. Adagio
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Clarinet Concerto in A, K. 622: II. 
Adagio
Parallel, metal openings, long, narrow shrapnel on beaches, 
lines on the map leading to the capital. Attack strategy. The 
needle stung as the Novocain swelled my upper lip. My dentist 
is, I believe, the best there is out there, always leaving 104.9 
on in the background, infinitely gentle, invading with ease, 
never revealing the needle. If it ever hurts, if I can taste blood, 
I know the inevitability of it, the futility of trying to prevent those 
casualties. I gawked at the ceiling vents, and, as there is little 
else to do, allowed the grooves of the grate to jiggle and twitch 
in self-induced hallucination (hovering horizons, clef paper, 
lines of defense).

Sanding out the rough texture of my two front teeth, I could 
hear a clarinet. Notes hovering on the clef paper, tracing their 

way over the horizon to cut through the machine gun 
vrrrghvrrrrrgh. God, that clarinet was so familiar (cousin, sister, 
buddy of mine). Oh! And I know what she is whispering too!

“I don’t have to just rely on one person,” she cooed in all the 
genuine legato of unfettered emotion.

“We have two months left and I really just want to take 
advantage of them.”

Generic sounding from a flute or an oboe perhaps, but the 
voice was clear and honest and nobody could deny that sad 
mouthful their attention. Of course it had been then, when I 
listened to Mozart, on the beaches of Normandy, April 2018. 
Movement two. Clarinet concerto. Americans everywhere.

Javi and I had never been particularly close. Living in France 
with fellow Americans, however, where everyone is struggling 
to remember how to pronounce their own name, you find 
yourself in love with the most unfamiliar connections. Javi and 
I traversed the rough, white boulders encircling Omaha beach, 
barefoot, pants rolled mid-calf because at any moment the 
water could invade. We crawled like some part of us had 
always known the bitter beach, way way way back when, we 
had learned it. Utah. Omaha. Gold. Juno. Sword. Sanding 
down our feet on the jaws of the cliffs. I lost my balance and 
launched my hand right towards a sharp rock. Sliced. The pain 
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was numbed by the poetry of the moment. A gentle hurt, an 
inevitability of adventure I accepted as a souvenir.

The whole class bussed back to the hotel later in the day. That 
night I went along with some friends to our closest beach, 
Juno. There was a Canadian among us actually. Five 
Americans and a Canadian. The stars were enchantresses 
and neatly lined themselves up to confuse and mock our North 
American astrology. Looking out at the ocean was like closing 
your eyes. The complete comfort of an outer space black. The 
evening and the impossible darkness of the salty ocean 
provided cover for the intimacies of friendship to flower where 
they would have gushed and bulged in all their embarrassing 
vulnerability in daylight. We all bled that night.

Morning came with its full heart so tender and yellow, 
illuminating the promises of the night before, reviewing the 
white boulders (one, two, three, just two left!). I woke up early, 
the light so astonishingly honest, I knew it meant to make this 
moment nostalgia (and oh! Lightly! Lightly! It hurts!). Toast 
buttered, evening retired to count the number of letters in our 
confessions, Juno was empty for me to trace and traverse. 
The pulse of last night’s tide composed faint lines across the 
pale, smoothened skin of the beach, lines whose slightly 
curved nature allowed one to squint and pretend they were 
straight. I didn’t of course, but followed them loyally under 
fading starts on a walk across the battlefield. I picked at the 

rocks, and pale shells and scattered beach ephemera. My 
earbuds in, a clarinet singing to me the story of yesterday, but 
not and never the one of tomorrow. In the distance, Javi, like a 
ghost. Truly but a moment of glorious chance. We walked in 
silence mostly, held firmly onto ourselves, feeling our 
stomachs tethered to this earth (crawled, climbed, sanded, 
picked, bled, Ouch!)

Despite the numbness of my mouth I could taste that salty, 
bitter Novocain. And trembling in me, the tides of April, even 
when the drill rang in my ears and refused me the final 
melodious groans of her trilling voice (the coarseness of sand 
and the dream of morning…).

“You’re all set!” My dentist said, as if he didn’t realize where I 
was. As if he didn’t know I was walking in Normandy. I’d never 
be “set” and that was the sad thing (that was the second 
movement of Mozart’s clarinet concerto in A, performed by the 
Cleveland Orchestra). No prophecy is avoidable. The lines on 
the ceiling became quite dull to me, anchored in reality and my 
teeth felt too smooth. Where is the edge for me to get cut on? I 
left before I could definitively know what came next, but I am 
familiar with the nature of 104.9. I recall clearly blowing sand 
off the cut in my hand, and I know that in the white light of that 
room, the third movement never came.
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Beating the Odds
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Beating the Odds

The red bead is snatched from my finger and analyzed with a 
beep. “249 mg/dL,” the meter reads. I sigh and twist the tiny 
needle onto my Novolog pen, as I have many times a day for 
the last six years. Two units of insulin rush through my 
bloodstream. A bruise forms on the side of my leg as I slip on 
sweatpants from the day before. I shrug into the kitchen past 

the wagging tail and tiny nose of my dog waiting to greet me. I 
eat eggs and toast for breakfast. It’s 32 grams of 
carbohydrates, a dangerous amount for any diabetic, but 
manageable with insulin. On most days, I try not to think about 
my condition.

My winter break is a lazy one. Instead of going skiing or 
playing in the snow, my days are spent in my bed, watching 
movies and taking naps. I dream of a different life, only to 
wake up to the sound of my brother yelling or a dog barking. 
This is my routine; my mind lives in a different world than my 
body. I long for a more glamorous, exuberant, and robust life. I 
fantasize about my future and how I might change who I am 
and how I live. I imagine a world where I don’t have to think 
about counting carbohydrates or taking injections. Yet, every 
morning, the sun rises in the east and my dreams vanish in the 
west with the moon.

One morning, the sun breaks through my blinds as usual, but 
something is not right. I force my eyes open and stand up. My 
room is swallowed by dark clouds, and I fall back to my bed. I 
stagger to the door, but the clouds seem to attack my body, 
filling my lungs and my stomach. I fall to the floor and clutch at 
my chest. Despite my deep breaths, the clouds refuse to make 
room for air, and I doze back into a dream.

Honorable Mention

MIA SHEIN
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I spend the next 72 hours in a coma. My only memory is 
waking up briefly in the ICU. Defeating the odds, I return home 
a survivor of severe diabetic ketoacidosis, a potentially deadly 
build-up of acids in the bloodstream. I learn about my narrow 
escape, and my usually exhausted mind is wracked by anxiety 
and trauma.

Over the next few weeks, I recover through my journal. 
Scribbling out each thought and feeling racing through my 
confused brain, I realize that the past six years of my life have 
been spent at war with my disease. Seeing this reality on 
paper, I learn to embrace who I am rather than long for a new 
identity. I learn to appreciate my body for carrying me through 
a time when it should have given up. I spend nights focusing 
on the cool air flowing through my cloud-free lungs. Living 
each moment in the present allows me to find the good in the 
bad and break free from my former seclusion. No matter how 
appealing it might seem, I am meant to do more than 
fantasize. I learn to return to reality.

With this new perspective, I am excited about the future. 
Having come face to face with the wrath of my disease, I no 
longer demonize it. Instead, I have accepted its presence and 
am able to inhabit my body with appreciation. As a survivor, I 
now encourage others to embrace and accept themselves for 
who they are and make the most of the cards they have been 
dealt. My routine is different these days. The sunlight 

continues to break through the blinds, but I welcome it in. 
When I enter the kitchen, I greet the wagging tail and tiny nose 
of my dog with love, and my mind and body love this new 
harmonic world.



736

Lead Poisoning
Poetry
Grade: 11
Beachwood High School
Instructors: Josh Davis
"

Lead Poisoning
I am scared to go to school.
I know how much money our district put into renovations
I know how many levys we passed to revamp our front 
entrance with clear glass
I know the building is sturdy because when I hit my elbow 
against the wall it hurt

My parents came to this country because they wanted my 
brother and I to learn everything that they did not in their 
country,
    But,
          They didn’t want us to learn how to stack chairs against 
the door
          They didn’t want us to learn how to spread out in the 
room so that its harder to get us
          They didn’t want us to learn fill with fear when we heard 
what turned out to be fireworks

My parents came to this country so that my brother and I could 
have a better education,
          because in our country the politicians get fat and rich 
while the people have to beg for money
          because in our country it is not safe to walk across the 
street on your own

They didn’t know that in this country people have to beg for 
their life,
     that in this country it is not truly safe to walk anywhere

I’m scared to go to school because when it rains bullets
     glass shatters into a million snowflake like pieces
     sturdy buildings or rich buildings or small buildings or big 
buildings, it doesn’t matter

Honorable Mention
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     umbrellas of denials and “but it won’t happen here” are torn

This country is suffering from lead poisoning
     lead runs in the veins and arteries of our country,
     it becomes clogged in out brain, it is forming a clot
     every so often the heart will give a ferocious pump, the lead 
will expel out
          sometimes it hits concerts
          sometimes bars
          sometimes schools

Our country is large, though it staggers, though it groans, it is 
still alive in spite of this poison

But when kids eat lead, they don’t get back up, lead kills

This is the poison that runs in the blood of our country. I am 
scared to go to school because of it.
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Citizens of the World
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Beachwood High School
Instructors: Josh Davis
"

Citizens of the World
My childhood home was carefully created.

It was the place where my mother looked at us sharply when 
my little brother and I spoke English to each other and where 
my father made me repeat in Nepali every English word that 
accidentally slipped through my lips. It was the place where I 
learned there are no Nepali words for certain things, such as 
giraffes. It was the place where I tried on the intricate lehengas 
that my aunt and grandmother would send me from Nepal and 
my mother would dress my brother in traditional deura surals 
for her photoshoots. It was the place where I insisted my whole 
family sport red, white and blue for Memorial Day and even 
made my mom adorn my hair with red glitter. It was the place 
where I scrambled to get to the tv and with fumbling fingers put 
on my brothers favourite Nepali song when he threw his baby 
tantrums (it was an instant cure). It was the place where my 

father played the Beatles songs on his guitar on the weekends. 
It was the place where my mother would berate my brother 
and I for asking for mac and cheese for dinner and serve us 
double helpings of the traditional rice and curry that has 
sustained the Nepali people for centuries. It was the place 
where my parents worked tirelessly to teach my brother and I 
to exercise the rights included from our pictures on American 
Passports while reminding us of the flesh and blood that we 
came from. It was the place where, when my parents moved 
halfway across the world, they took a piece of their homeland 
and planted it inside our house, letting it blossom into a 
microcosm of Nepal in the inside of a two-story, middle class, 
white house surrounded on all sides by America.

As a child, I came to the conclusion, therefore, that I must be 
both Nepali and American.

One day at fifth grade lunch, I proudly told my best friend that I 
was Nepali-American.

She wrinkled her nose at me, took a sip of her chocolate milk 
and replied, “No you can’t be both.”

About to eat a mouthful of homemade rice, I immediately put 
the spoon down and put my thermos back into my lunchbox, 
ready to fight out what I knew was going to be a laborious 
battle.
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“Yes, I can because I was born here, but my parents are both 
from Nepal,” I countered. I smiled to myself sure that I had just 
won.

“So? You’re still American because you were born here.” My 
friend pointed to another one of my classmates sitting with us, 
“Juno is Chinese-American because her dad is American but 
her Mom is Chinese.”

I crossed my tiny arms defensively, “But she was born here 
too, so according to you doesn’t that make her only 
American?”

My friend shook her head and in the fifth grade fashion, rolled 
her eyes, “No, because of her parents.”

“Then in that case both my parents are Nepali, so I would be 
completely Nepali, wouldn’t I?”

My friend paused for a second with a perplexed look on her 
face and than shrugged, “Whatever it doesn’t really matter 
anyway.”

I nodded in agreement, and though I won the battle, I had not 
won the war. All my life I was confident in my identity. I was a 
chatterbox, I said whatever was on my mind be it in Nepali or 
in English, and for the first time, I remained quiet throughout 
the day, preoccupied with unfamiliar thoughts of doubt.

Though I would never admit defeat out loud, I wondered, is it 
true? Can I not be both Nepali and American?

I thought about the many times I visited Nepal. I had lived 
there for two years when I was younger, and visited for a 
couple weeks almost every year, but my home was in Ohio.

I felt Nepali. I spoke my native tongue, I knew the way around 
our neighborhood in Nepal, I ordered samosas from the corner 
store for my grandparents and danced to Nepali songs with my 
cousins. Up until this moment, that had been enough for me, if 
I fit into Nepal, then, I told myself I was definitely Nepali.

I felt American. I went to an American public school, I spoke 
fluently in English, on friday nights I watched Disney and Pixar 
movies, and for my birthday every year we had a barbeque 
because it fell near Memorial Day weekend. If I fit into 
America, and of course because I was born here, I told myself 
I must be American as well.

Yet one conversation was enough for me to question all of my 
hard thinking.

When we visited Nepal that year, I noticed things I had not 
noticed before. I noticed my mom pay a visa fee for me and 
my brother because we didn’t have Nepali passports. I don’t 
belong here, I thought. I noticed my relatives speaking to us in 
English and their amazement when I answered back in Nepali. 



740

I noticed how my parents made us lie and say we went to 
school in India when someone asked us our school for a 
contest at the Lego store because in Nepal it is not safe to 
advertise you live in America. I don’t belong here. I noticed 
how when we went to a restaurant, my brother and I 
immediately went for the pizza we had missed. I noticed how 
when my brother excitedly rambled away in his slightly 
accented Nepali about some cartoon he watched, his cousin 
gave him a confused look and said, “I can’t understand you.” 
These things were small, but they remained in the back of my 
mind. Every so often the would resurface and rear their ugly 
heads when they were not wanted.

I was fortunate enough to grow up in a diverse, welcoming, 
and affluent community, where I made friends of all 
backgrounds and kinds and never felt ostracized. I grew up as 
happy as a child could be, unaware, and disbelieving of the 
discrimination, hatred and violence that exists in this world.

Of course, I knew what racism and discrimination were. I was 
taught to respect and love all kinds of people by my parents, 
and in my naivety I believed the stain of racism to be almost 
faded, to require but a single thorough scrubbing with soap 
and then be tossed in the washing machine to make is 
disappear.

As I grew older, the world grew harder. I noticed the way 
people looked at me when I was boarding a plane with mostly 

white customers. I noticed the way my parents had to argue 
with a sales associated to get our theme park tickets for 
seemingly no reason. I noticed all the hateful news stories that 
made me sick. I remembered how my Pakistani friend told me 
at the airport they patted down her braids and noticed no one's 
hair getting touched when I went through airport security.

Perhaps the saddest of all was that as I grew older, the world I 
loved and found so much joy in grew dimmer, and grew 
damper.

I remembered back to my conversation with my friend and 
thought, I belong nowhere.

Here, they hated me because I was different, and no one 
cared to look past my dark skin and hair to see my American 
passport and American childhood, to them I was just like my 
parents, an immigrant.

In my parents home country, I could never fit in because I 
didn’t go to school there, I couldn’t relate to all the pop culture 
references my cousins made, I didn’t know how to barter and 
not get cheated of my money, and I would always have to pay 
to visit their because I am a tourist.

In the middle of this turmoil I forgot who I truly was and I lost. I 
lost hate and polarization in the world that never should have 
told me who I was, or who I saw myself as.
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The years progressed and I remained stuck in this 
unsatisfactory middle ground. One day, a family friend visited 
us. She had been born in Nepal, lived in Norway for a bit, gone 
back to Nepal, studied in a Catholic school in Nepal until eight 
grade, gone to high school in America, and was now applying 
to medical school. On one of our late night talks, she said 
something that spun my head upside down. She said to me, “I 
think of myself as a citizen of the world.”

She said what I as a child had envisioned but had been too 
young to grasp, and what I as a teenager had forgotten. She 
answered the question that had haunted me for far to long.

In this world we have a culture that promotes divisions and 
hard lines. Either Democrat or Republican. Either pro-
immigrants or anti-immigrants. Either Nepali or American.

I am much older now and I have developed a hard shell 
around the moldable soft core I had as a child. I am saddened 
at the dissilousmentment that is promoted through our culture. 
I am saddened that as a child I even questioned my identity, 
that I, possibly having had experienced more culture and 
diversity than any of my peers, believed myself to be in the 
middle, unimportant and unbelonging anywhere.

It turns out fifth grade me was right. It turns out that my friend 
was right as well, it doesn’t really matter. It doesn’t really 
matter what my passport says. It doesn’t really matter, Nepali, 

American, Asian, African-American, Latino, it all really doesn’t 
matter. Because in the end we are all citizens of the world. We 
belong where our experiences have defined us, we belong 
everywhere.

I have a younger brother who has grown up with a childhood 
identical to mine, and I want him to know that he belongs here 
and he belongs in Nepal. I want his eyes to never fog over with 
doubt and loneliness like mine did. I want my six-year-old 
cousin, who studies in an all girls Catholic-American school in 
Nepal, to know that she belongs anywhere and that labels are 
but dots of ink printed onto papers. I want kids like me, 
immigrants, third culture kids, to know they always belong.

So, I am Nepali-American, but more than that, we are all 
citizens of the world.
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A Dog's Adventure
Short Story
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
"

A Dog's Adventure
As dawn gave way to day, Sparky accompanied his human 
owner, Elliot, to watch the sunrise before the hustle and bustle 
in the countryside. The dog was at ease, for he was with his 
owner. Yet, at the same time, a sense of longing to explore the 
woods and beyond stirred. Sparky bounded and galloped 
friskily next to his owner and wagged his tail happily with perky 
ears. The dog and his owner took a short jaunt to a plateau 
that overlooked the rolling hills and the vast plains.

The sun almost blinded the duo with its rays of orange and 
red, as its canary yellow center rose gently into the sky. The 
clouds reflected the light from the rays, giving off a pinkish 
hue. They looked out to the fields, forests, winding country 
roads, and farms. Mourning doves sang their call, and blue 
jays and robins fluttered in the trees. All of this tranquility 
should’ve made the dog content and peaceful, yet a different 
feeling excited him. He looked out to the landscape in front of 
him, yearning to explore the world beyond. Yet, he tamped 
down his desire to run to the woods, to explore the fields and 
forests, and he rested near Elliot.

A buzz from his owner’s pocket interrupted the serenity. Elliot 
stopped to check the phone alert. Opening his eyes, Sparky 
turned to face his owner who was staring at the silver, blinky 
device. Why is he so interested in the silver metal box? the 
dog thought. Bored, he popped to his feet and began to sniff 
the hill. Scents near Elliot preoccupied him, but soon he was 
beckoned by scents far away. He stayed next to Elliot, 
however.

After some time, Sparky whined and scratched the teen’s legs, 
trying to urge him off the phone. His efforts were in vain, for the 
phone still engrossed the teen. The dog forlornly lay back 
down on the grass, patiently waiting. His curiosity almost 
overwhelmed him, however. He desperately wanted to explore 
in the outside world beyond the countryside.

Honorable Mention
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A squirrel passed by, stopping at the base of a nearby tree. 
The dog immediately lept up to his feet, nose pointed and foot 
bent. He sniffed the furry creature from afar. Sparky’s tail 
perked up in excitement.

Squirrel! There is a squirrel! the dog thought. His eyes dilated 
and his head cocked to the side a bit. The dog positioned 
himself, ready to hunt. He stalked slowly and silently. The 
jingle of his collar should’ve alerted the furry mammal to run, 
but it stayed put, its eyes glaring at its hunter. Sparky prowled 
down the hill and approached the squirrel. He was unaware of 
anything around him, including Elliot’s voice calling him back. 
His lips smacked together, imagining the taste of squirrel. His 
yearning eclipsed any sensibility and at once the dog sprinted 
into full attack mode.

With great speed, Sparky chased the foolish squirrel, who did 
not go up the tree but ran into the forest floor. While in pursuit, 
the dog completely disregarded any repercussions of his 
actions. He had so much fun, seeing new places as he ran and 
ran through the forest, past the fields, and across the brook, 
trailing the squirrel. The chase took the animals all the way into 
a city. In the end, the squirrel ran up an electrical pole, and the 
dog barked and barked in futility.

Sparky licked his fur and prepared to return home. Yet when 
he saw his surroundings, he realized he was nowhere near 
home, but was unaware that he was many miles away.

All he thought was, Oh, where am I? Oh well, I’d better get 
home. This exploration was fun though. I wish I could do more. 
Casually, he strolled down the street sniffing. A beastly 
German shepherd on a leash snapped at him. He backed up, 
startled, but bumped into a massive man. With rage that 
seemed random, the man shoved him against a newspaper 
stand, toppling many of the magazines. The vendor furiously 
chased him away as fast as possible.

All of these strange people surrounded him as he walked down 
the sidewalk, and none were his owner. Nothing was familiar. 
Tall buildings towered over him unlike to the short barn on the 
farm. Unlike in the countryside, rats scattered behind buildings 
and between alleyways.

He was confused. Most humans he knew were trusting and 
kind. He had never experienced being with other people 
except his owner and his family, thus believing that everyone 
was friendly. Sparky’s experience with the outside world was 
limited, for Elliot’s family never took him when they went to 
other places. When visitors came, he always walked up to 
them with love and affection. Yet, all of these humans were 
mean and inconsiderate. They pushed and shoved him, only 
caring where they were going. Many yelled at him and threw 
sticks to chase him off.

Later that day, Sparky rested in an alleyway, unable to find 
Elliot, since his scent was impossible to detect among so many 
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others. He was determined to find his owner and his home 
soon, but events played out differently. For many days, he 
explored the large city with its automobiles, bustling streets, 
and busy sidewalks. He had enjoyed seeing new things, but 
soon the exploration became more torture than adventure. 
When the metropolis quieted down for the night, he found an 
abandoned lot to rest in. With his owner still missing, his 
sadness increased. His stomach growled, complaining of 
hunger. He missed the comforts of home - the routine walks, 
the meals, and the warm lap of his owner. He dug a nest in the 
grassy lot and settled in for the night. The dirt and crabgrass 
scratched him. He longed for the soft country fields and the 
warm bonfires. He closed his eyes and slept.

Awakening from slumber hours later, he saw little eyes 
approaching him from all sides. Feral cats jumped off garbage 
cans and telephone wires and hissed at him. He was 
frightened to the core. They circled around him and closed in 
with a hostile demeanor. Their bodies slinked across the 
ground. In a split second, they all charged and attacked. 
Sparky fought ferociously, but to no avail. The cats drove him 
away and wouldn’t stop pursuing him for hours. In the end, he 
had to shake a few off his back.

Sparky’s body was beaten badly. Bite marks and claw 
scratches lined his back. A part of his ear was bitten off and he 
limped. His fur was matted, covered with dirt, fleas, and blood 

stains. He walked past cars that splashed him as they sped 
down the street. A light rain sprinkled the city. Wet and cold, he 
settled in a small nook underneath an apartment’s fire stairs. 
This made him more desperate for the comforts of home.

Later that morning, he was awoken by city noises. His 
stomach growled louder than ever before. He was desperate 
for food. As he stepped into the sidewalk, a smell of sausages 
wafted in the air. He followed it until he saw the most glorious 
thing he ever saw in his life: a hot dog cart. He jumped upon it 
and snatched some sausages. The dog thought that he had 
succeeded, not knowing that the vendor reported him to the 
dog catcher and he was being pursued. Unaware of this, 
Sparky merrily wolfed down his meal.

Later, Sparky followed the divine scents of chicken and 
noodles, like the evening suppers at home, thinking it may lead 
him home. Instead, he found a huge dumpster behind a 
restaurant filled to the brim with leftovers. Diving into the 
dumpster, he ignored a van pulling up to him. Its headlights 
shone brightly on Sparky’s battered face. The engine droned 
loudly, announcing its presence.

As the driver’s door slammed shut, a mysterious figure 
emerged. It stood tall with broad shoulders and large feet. It 
shuffled around in the back of the van for its tools. Sparky 
stopped momentarily to observe the person’s actions, 
subconsciously trusting it and staying put. He felt no alarm at 
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his presence. The dog-catcher tiptoed around and crept up 
slowly to the dog. He stepped forward closer. Darkness 
prevailed over the catcher’s flashlight and made his task 
difficult. Leash in hand, he prepared himself to catch the dog.

In an instant, the dog was snatched. What is this strange 
contraption? And why is this man trapping me! the dog thought 
and yelped loudly. Struggling to be freed, he fought and bit the 
man, but the dog was no match for strength of this brawny 
male.

The man tried to comfort the dog, studying his collar. He softly 
said, “It’s okay. I know whose dog you are. I’ll take you home.”

Sparky, slightly comforted but confused, was placed into a 
cage in the back of the van. Through the back window, he saw 
the dumpster. He whined and scratched the cage, yearning to 
be free. He barked, even as the dog-catcher kept driving.

The van revved into gear and screeched out of the alley into a 
street, lurching as it turned onto the country road. Sparky 
closed his eyes and slept.

A while later, the smell of the woods wafted through an open 
window. He recognized these smells: the trees, the brook, and 
the never ending fields. The truck turned onto a gravel drive. 
His tail perked up. He remembered the sound of the gravel 
when he was in the truck with Elliot. The truck came to a halt 

next the pickup truck of Elliot’s father, and the driver exited the 
van. Opening up the cage, the man attached him to a leash 
and motioned the dog to exit the van. Sparky felt excitement 
stir.

His owner exited the house to get the mail and there was his 
dog. The teen rushed to him, and the dog pulled the man 
toward him. Sparky felt Elliot’s arms wrap around him.

Elliot asked his uncle, “How did you find him?”

“I was on my nightly run, looking for stray dogs roaming the 
city,” his uncle, the dog catcher, responded. “When I passed a 
restaurant alley, I spotted a dog that looked vaguely familiar. I 
caught him and instantly recognized he was yours.”

“You’re home,” Elliot said. “I will never let you go.”

The dog barked. He was trying to say, Me too.

A week later, Sparky and Elliot returned to hill where he 
escaped, but when Sparky wanted to sniff around, he urged 
Elliot on to accompany him, for he never wanted to leave 
Elliot’s side again.
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Pass the Plate
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Pass the Plate
Growing up, eating meals together was a revered routine for 
me and my family. Some of the earliest memories I have are 
sitting around the dining room table with my mom and dad. We 
would laugh, talk and argue until it was time to do the dishes. 
This was the one routine time of day when I got to sit down 
and connect with my family. Even as time went by and life took 
its ups and downs we always managed to come together and 
share a meal. As I have grown up, the idea of eating and 

making connections became a unified concept to me. I 
concluded the best time to connect with other people is when I 
sit across the table from them. Without all of life’s distractions, 
breaking bread or sharing a meal creates a passage way for 
communication to just flow. I learned from a young age that 
talking is one of the most useful communication tools humans 
possess, and I was taught to value this trait.

I have felt cooking has a way to connect people of different 
backgrounds. My junior year, I had the opportunity to study 
abroad in the Spanish city of Zaragoza. The first day I arrived 
at my new home, my host family emphasized the importance 
of eating with one another. As my host mom explained to me, 
no matter how busy their day they will always come together 
and share a meal. She insisted that coming together to eat as 
a family is one of the simplest acts of love. Not only did this 
remind me of my life back home but it gave me a way to 
connect with my new family. Together we would sit in the 
kitchen, and while I set the dishes on the table, my host mom 
would tell me all about how her mother taught her how to make 
the dishes that she was serving. Delicious dishes like migas 
and paella. For the next nine months, these were the times I 
learned and felt the most connected with the family. I no longer 
felt like a stranger, but I felt like I was a part of their family. It’s 
not that the food itself magically made me open up but rather it 
created a relaxed environment so I felt comfortable to share.

Honorable Mention
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I truly believe food is the gateway to the soul. If more people 
took the time to get to know other people, the world would be a 
much kinder place. Sharing a meal creates an undeniable 
bond of compassion. Eating with my host family was one of the 
most effective ways I got to know them and they got to know 
me. By talking to my host family, I broadened my horizons just 
a tad more. Using what I learned, I picked a cooking class so I 
could practice making all the recipes we talked about. 
Throughout the next chapters of my life, I know I will continue 
to encounter a wide diverse group of people. But I know the 
more people I sit down and talk with the more I can expand my 
view of the world.
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River Stanzas
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Toni Thayer
"

River Stanzas
River, show me how to wave and coast over rocky pasts

Whisper the gratification of being enough
Blow through my hair and loosen my brain

Help me realize your natural beauty
Send me to breathe in solitary motions

Look through my solid eyes and see my soul
Plant me like your side flowers

Let me swim in your abundance

Kiss my cheek with your sounds
Guide me with your solemn hand to the crooks unknown 

through human eyes
Whistle your calmness into my fingertips

Teach me to flow gracefully

Honorable Mention

JORDYN SUTTON
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In the Face of Despair
Poetry
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett
"

In the Face of Despair
In moments of deepest contemplation
Upon that universe which I hold dear
How oft' I find a ghastly fixation
And stare into the gaping maw of fear
Of quavering resolve is my soft hope:
A candle, lit to ward away the dark
Is smothered by despair of deepest night
In terrible blackness, leaves to grope

For some meagre remnant of a spark
To save my spirit, and to me bring light
Yet when these fears o'ertake my mind,
My cherished friends astonish with their grace,
And no greater joy in this world I find
Than the sweetest relief of loving embrace.

Honorable Mention
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A Village Girl's Road
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hawken School
Instructor: Margaret Gray
"

A Village Girl's Road
When my father turns his head,
엄마 gifts me the warm honey of her breath,
tucks me into spiraling hills and wise mountains,
the sky a stranger that knows my mother and the mothers 
before her
better than the man that caresses the slope of her breast.
 
We drain the paddy by hand,

working in synchronization like an ant colony
breathes for its queen,
arms up and down,
carrying a weight lasting lifetimes long,
yet our monarch slumps outside,
clapping mosquitoes dead.
 
Yesterday 할머니 handed me enough won
to walk the new road to school.
Yesterday I left early in the morning,
running from my father in search of an escape.
Yesterday we were all village girls whose
eyes lit up at the sound of chalk clawing at the board.
Yesterday I wrote my name for the first time,
Mun P’il-gi, a name that is mine only.
Tomorrow we learn to write "soldier."
 
The vases crash on the ground,
splitting into shards of hard clay.
엄마 and 할머니 weep in the corner,
palms hiding their own broken skin,
split years ago.
Still, it hurts to see it all over again.
Still, they are still.
 
His hand is up, then next to my face.

Honorable Mention
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My face stings red, throbbing,
And all I can think is
at least his palm is tender.
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Freedom of the Mind
Poetry
Grade: 11
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Elizabeth Telich, Cari Thornton
"

Freedom of the Mind
I was once a restrained mutt
Never leaving the square backyard known as my home
High fences that made the world blind to my abuse
I had chewed off my foot to get free
A mangled bloody stub left in its place
I limp down the sidewalk of Memory lane
When I arrived on your front door step
You kicked me in the face

Something that was once a short walk to your house
Is now an unending desert
I can’t make this journey anymore
For I can no longer hitch a ride on your empty promises
Remembering all the fabricated joy that I once knew
It burns
But at least I am        free
Be careful about how much of yourself you put into someone
You can’t put water back into a faucet
Once in a cup
You can either swallow your pride
Or let it fall down the drain
Even though you’ll never get that part of you back
Despite all of this I remember
Life moves too fast
To dwell on the past
Sometimes you have to let go
It may feel that you are so stuck
Trapped under the weight of the world
In reality you are trapped under the weight of your mind
So give yourself permission to be free

Honorable Mention
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Ocean
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Ocean
Ocean how you carried me across your surface
How you took my fear of you and exchanged it for love 
How you give and give and only receive violence and 
neglection from the people
How the people throw trash in you and take who you are out
How you accept the brutality and pollution from your so-called 
brother above the surface because you have no other option

Ocean you are the selfless core that gives life to this planet, 
without you we'd be lost.

Honorable Mention

AUDREY 
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Chinese New Year Preparations
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Chinese New Year Preparations
Light winter snow, bright fragile paper decorations, and a 
bustling Chinatown were always symbols of an approaching 
Chinese New Year. People pushed each other out of the way 
to get into the Chinese market and buy their last-minute 
preparations—it was no different for us. My mom and I pushed 
our way into the meat section to buy a freshly cooked Peking 
duck for our party that night.

“⼀一只烤鸭,” my mother yelled at the butcher, asking for one 
whole roast Peking duck, as people shoved her back and forth 
trying to get to different parts of the store.

“切吗?” the butcher asked my mother, wondering if she wanted 
him to cut the duck into pieces.

“切,” my mother replied, agreeing with the notion to cut the 
duck.

The butcher nodded in acknowledgement of our wishes for the 
duck while grabbing a brown, juicy, crisp duck off the hook in 
his window, which contained a plethora of freshly cooked 
meats—duck, pork, squid—there were endless varieties. He 
then held the duck over a bucket, letting a smooth, golden 
liquid flow out of the duck’s butthole, a liquid that at the time, I 
thought was pee, but really was the excess oil of the cooked 
duck. After emptying out all the liquid, he placed the duck 
lengthwise along his cutting board and picked up the knife 
lying next to it, ready to cut into the crispy duck. With one hand 
holding the duck, and the other hand on the knife, he swiftly 
yet forcefully cut the duck into pieces that were just the right 
size for consumption.

The butcher put the pieces of cut duck into a Styrofoam 
container and placed it into a grocery bag before handing it to 

Honorable Mention
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my mom. Success. One part of our Chinese New Year 
preparations was complete.

My mom and I went to a different Chinese store nearby to 
complete our next mission: buying ingredients to make 
dumplings. We entered the store on a search for the best 
ingredients. We looked for the freshest vegetables, the juiciest 
pork, and the softest dumpling wrappers. Arriving at the Napa 
cabbage section, we scoured the selection for the perfect 
Napa cabbage that would have the firmest leaves and the 
least blemishes.

My eyes immediately fell upon the largest cabbage there.

“Hey mom, look how big this cabbage is!” I exclaimed, 
surprised at the size and grandeur of this cabbage that 
seemed to make up the size of two other cabbages.

“Pick the smaller ones,” my mom replied, “the smaller ones are 
fresher and more tender. The big ones have been submitted to 
too many growth enhancements or GMOs and don’t contain as 
much nutrients and are tougher.”

I was always rather competitive as a child; I wanted to do 
everything perfectly and better than my peers. I tried to go 
through my times tables faster than my dad could. I tried to 
make toothpaste beards longer than my cousins’ when they 
visited by vigorously brushing my teeth for what seemed like 

hours. I tried to eat faster than my brother, even when it was 
7:30 pm and he had just come home from three hours of 
tennis practice and a long day at school. No matter how small 
the situation was, everything I did became a competition. 
Perhaps this was my basis for self-motivation. Either way, this 
situation was no different—I was determined to find the best 
Napa cabbage that ever existed in this store.

I scoured the piles left and right, placing defective, 
unsatisfactory cabbages to one side, and potential, perfect 
cabbages to the other side, until I finally narrowed down the 
“good” pile to find a small, healthy Napa cabbage.

“Aww look how small this one is!” The tiny leaves were fresh, 
and seemed to be so tender that I could even imagine how 
juicy our dumplings would be. It was absolutely perfect.

My mom nodded in approval. We chose another Napa 
cabbage and went on to pick up some pork from the meat 
section. We stopped in front of the selection of pork belly, while 
my mom carefully observed the meat to see which seemed to 
be the best one, one that was a healthy color and had a good 
meat to fat ratio. I pointed to a pork belly that was a light pink 
color and contained more meat than fat, suggesting to my 
mom that I thought that pork belly looked to be the best one. 
My mom made a sound of agreement, then told the butcher 
that she wanted that piece of meat to be ground up. After the 
butcher carefully took the meat out of the display, he cut it into 
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small pieces to more easily feed the meat through the grinder. 
A couple minutes later, the butcher took the ground up pork 
belly, weighed it, then slapped a price sticker on the wrapped 
mound of ground pork and gave it to my mom.

On the way to the checkout line (we had all the other filling 
ingredients for the dumplings at home), we picked up some 
packs of our favorite dumpling wrappers to tie our whole 
dumpling-ingredients-buying extravaganza together. As we 
waited in the line, I was jumping in excitement; I couldn’t wait 
to get home and help make dumplings. After what seemed like 
hours, we finally made it through the checkout line and drove 
home.

Once we got home, I immediately hopped out of the car and 
ran into the house with the remaining groceries to make the 
dumplings. My dad had already prepared some of the other 
vegetables and elements that were going into the filling, such 
as vermicelli noodles, mushrooms, garlic, and many more 
ingredients. I started peeling apart the Napa leaves and 
washed them. My fingers scrubbed each individual leaf, 
ensuring that they were clean of any dirt or unidentifiable 
marks, before tossing them into the boiling water—a way to 
not only cook the vegetable, but also to further clean and 
disinfect it. After the cabbage leaves became soft, cooked, and 
saturated with water, my dad started cutting the leaves into tiny 
chunks of Napa cabbage. After going through what my dad 

deemed was a sufficient amount of leaves, he bundled 
portions of the cut cabbage into a cloth and squeezed all of the 
excess water out, before dumping it into his mix of ground 
pork, vegetables, and sauces. I took four chopsticks and 
started stirring the individual components together, gradually 
making something that began to resemble dumpling filling.

With the filling being ready to be put into some dumpling skins, 
I grabbed a wrapper and started making a dumpling. I wet the 
outer circumference of the dumpling wrapper with water, then 
took a golf ball sized chunk of filling and placed it into the 
center of the soft, malleable wrapper. I folded the dumpling 
wrapper in half, pinching the center of the semi-circle before 
crimping sections of the wrapper from both sides to complete 
my dumpling masterpiece. I stared pointedly at my dad, 
challenging him to make a more perfect dumpling than my 
own. Dumpling made after dumpling, I still found my dumplings 
to be better looking than my dad’s.

That night at our Chinese New Year party, when the dumplings 
were being served, I pointed out to my friends that the prettier 
dumplings were ones that were born out of the craftsmanship 
of my artful hands. My friends may have looked at each other 
in playful doubt, but I knew that I was the superior dumpling 
maker. Perhaps next year, I would be able to bring my friends 
along on the journey to prove to them that I truly was 
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responsible for the great choice of ingredients and the 
formation of beautiful dumplings.

The night may have ended with some slight, playful 
competition, but with food, friends, and family at your side, 
what else could you ask for? It was a comfortable, fun, and 
warm night that perfectly ended the snowy, rushed, 
preparation-filled day.
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The Freedom of Violence Between the Offenders 
and the Offended
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

The Freedom of Violence Between the 
Offenders and the Offended
Freedom of religion. Freedom of speech. Freedom of press. 
Freedom of petition. Freedom of assembly. These are the 
rights that the First Amendment of the Constitution imparts 
upon the citizens of America.

The law is the law. It is necessary for citizens to follow the law 
in order to provide a society that can run somewhat peacefully 
and smoothly. But as with any law, there are exceptions.

To what degree has freedom of speech gone too far? But first, 
is it that the claims of the offenders, or the behaviors of the 
offended that have gone too far?

October 18, 2017. The president of Cleveland State University, 
Ronald Berkman, claimed that an anti-LGBTQ poster that 
suggested suicide was protected under the First Amendment. 
He justified his reasoning, explaining that under recent 
Supreme Court ruling, hate speech was protected speech. 
Although that may be true, that does not mean that speech 
that appears to threaten or attack other students should be 
allowed to manifest in an environment whose primary goal is 
to, as Berkman himself put it, “promote a civil discourse where 
educational growth is the desired result” and to “promote a 
safe and inclusive campus for all members of our community.”

Hate speech and death threats do not engender a “civil 
discourse.” They instead generate an environment in which 
students fear for their lives, are severely uncomfortable, and 
are focused on how to defend themselves rather than their 
education. Hate speech and death threats do not uphold 
“educational growth.” The chaos that erupts as a result of 
these things detract from class time and are not “educational” 
in any sense. But finally, in what is possibly the most 
hypocritical statement, hate speech and death threats do not in 
any way create a safe community for “all members.” In an 
attempt to compromise between free speech and public 
opinion, Ronald Berkman allowed the postings of an anti-
LGBTQ flyer to go up and not be banned from campus. This 
effort to “respect all communities” is too contradictory. There 
comes a point in which the views of those propelled by hate 
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must be stopped to accommodate for the respect and safety of 
others.

However, this is only one such case in which freedom of 
speech for the offenders should have been denied. It is a case 
in which lives could have been lost and the administration 
failed to protect its constituents.

March 2, 2017. Middlebury College invited Charles Murray to 
speak in accordance with the desires of the American 
Enterprise Institute Club, a politically conservative group. Many 
students, disagreeing with the points that Murray believed in, 
protested his lecture, booing him off the stage, some even 
engaging in physical attack of the students and staff that 
introduced him. These students justified their behavior, stating 
that “free speech doesn’t require the university to give a 
platform to those with offensive views.” Free speech does not 
require the university to deny a platform to those that the 
majority of students do not agree with. Although Murray’s 
views may not match up with the beliefs that the students 
might contain, there is no reasonable basis for them to act 
violently in protest in order to satisfy their wishes. It should be 
noted, that it was at the request of the college’s AEI Club that 
Murray be invited. Engaging in protests such as these that only 
serve to display that some students do not agree with others’ 
views are in no way beneficial to society, and only serve to 
incite chaos and alienate others.

Although the primary role of these institutions is to provide a 
valuable education, another large component is to introduce a 
variety of views and opinions to students in order to broaden 
different perspectives. What Middlebury College did in this 
case, was no different. It is necessary to expose others to a 
number of viewpoints to engage in valuable discussion. 
Protesting chaotically and violently in the way that the 
Middlebury students did, only serves to shut down discussion 
to favor one perspective.

The offended should consider the nature of the offender and 
coordinate their behavior to accommodate the circumstances 
and the environment. The offended in the case of Middlebury 
College prevented the voice of others to speak out and 
generate educational discussion, closing out the necessary 
exposure to different viewpoints.

So now, we see two different cases: one in which an offender 
was at wrong and should have been condemned, and another 
in which the offended escalated a situation too high and 
brought about chaos and violence. Whether it be the offender 
or the offended having their rights to free speech questioned, 
one thing should be clear when considering to whom 
institutions should provide a public platform–any situation that 
could cause violence (whether it be from the passion of the 
offended or the threats of the offenders), incites violence, or 
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can cause great harm upon constituents, both mentally or 
physically, should never be condoned or excused.

Freedom of speech has always been a controversial topic as 
to where the line should be drawn. It remains as a large 
proponent of the Constitution, a hallmark of what America 
stands for, and a symbol that propels the American dream. 
However, first and foremost, we should consider safety. Safety, 
in a world of conflicting views, can be hard to achieve, but if 
institutions take into account any potential chaos or violence 
that can occur, and accommodate their decisions for providing 
public platforms, then in the end, safety can have a greater 
chance of succeeding.

Words are powerful. Do not abuse their power and let them 
become weapons or proponents of violence.
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Mark Twain's Antiracist Stance in Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Scott Boehnen
"

Mark Twain's Antiracist Stance in 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
Since its publication in 1884, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
has been an extremely polarizing piece of literature, dividing 
Americans into opposing camps with drastically different views 
on its value and suitability for young readers. Some see the 
book as a brilliant masterpiece by Twain and the first great 

American novel. They claim that it is an insightful commentary 
on Southern bigotry that truly was ahead of its time. In his 
piece “Huck, Jim, and American Racial Discourse,” David L. 
Smith praises it as “except for Melville’s work, without peer 
among major Euro-American novels for its explicitly antiracist 
stance” (Smith 363). Advocates of Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn’s importance claim that its legacy still stands strong, and 
that it is essential that readers continue to analyze its themes 
that have remained relevant to this day. However, despite its 
widespread acclaim, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn has also 
received its fair share of criticism. It was met with a hostile 
response after its initial release, denounced by many as a 
vulgar piece of trash that would deform the impressionable 
minds of young children. The Concord Public Library 
expressed its opinion of the book as “rough, coarse, and 
inelegant” and “more suited to the slums than to intelligent, 
respectable people” after banning it in 1885 (Boston 
Transcript308). Recently, there has been a resurgence of 
attacks against Adventures of Huckleberry Finn due to the 
current heightened racial tensions and volatile politics. Many 
schools have removed it from their curriculums, saying that it is 
so racist that it cannot even be read in class without causing 
great harm and embarrassment to African-American students. 
But does the word “racist” really even apply to the book as a 
whole? Does Adventures of Huckleberry Finn actually promote 
the belief that white people are inherently superior to African-
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Americans? It is true that the word “n*gger” appears many 
times, a highly derogatory slur that is undeniably hurtful to 
African-Americans; however, it is crucial that the context in 
which it is used is observed in order to truly understand 
Twain’s intentions. Upon deeper analysis of the book, readers 
realize that Adventures of Huckleberry Finn clearly is not a 
racist novel. Although his rampant use of derogatory terms 
may make the book seem bigoted on its surface, it was 
necessary that Twain employed this language in order to more 
effectively criticize the hypocritical and corrupt nature of the 
society in which it was seen as acceptable. In fact, he tears 
down the racist constructs of the world that he lived in through 
his portrayal of a white supremacist as a self-contradictory 
villain; use of an ironic point of view to ridicule the claims of 
racists; and his characterization of Jim as an intelligent, loving, 
and selfless black man that defies the Southern conception of 
his race.

One way in which Twain attacked racist beliefs in his novel 
was his strongly negative depiction of a man who constantly 
espouses white supremacist views. By portraying Pap as an 
amoral, idiotic lunatic, Twain applies all of these negative traits 
to the bigots that possess the same unreasonable hatred of 
blacks. Throughout the book, Pap is a terrible father to Huck in 
countless ways due to his fundamental character flaws. For 
one, he is a willing alcoholic who repeatedly refuses to change 
his self-destructive ways. His acceptance of the vicious cycle 

caused by his never-ending desire to find alcohol, get blackout 
drunk, and wreak havoc around the town shows his complete 
lack of desire to even become an adequate father. Pap’s only 
attempts to reinsert himself into Huck’s life come when he is 
either trying to terrorize Huck into giving him whiskey money or 
beat him in order to instill a sense of inferiority and 
submissiveness in Huck. Even when he is sober, he is an 
abusive scumbag that only wants to establish his dominance 
over his son, who he simply sees as a source of money. Pap is 
jealous that Huck seems to have been living a better life than 
him with the widow, but the only way that he knows how to 
resolve his problems is with threats. He says, “You’re 
educated, too, they say; can read and write. You think you’re 
better’n your father, now don’t you, because he can’t? I’ll take 
it out of you” (Twain 31). This childish tactic of tearing others 
down in order to build oneself up is the very essence of racist 
attacks; due to their utter worthlessness as human beings, 
racists resort to degradation of others and claims of superiority 
based on their skin color alone. Through his unsympathetic 
characterization of Pap as an abusive, loathsome, childlike 
bully, and his illustration of how these characteristics apply to 
all racists, Twain persuades the reader that it is evil to share 
their views.

Twain even more effectively illustrates the invalidity of white 
supremacist views by having Pap express them directly in an 
insane tirade. In this rant, Pap complains about an educated 
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biracial man from Ohio who “was a p’fessor in a college, and 
could talk all kinds of languages, and knowed everything” and 
possessed symbols of luxury and sophistication such as “a 
gold watch and a chain, and a silver-headed cane” (Twain 39). 
He is especially enraged that the government would allow the 
man to vote, saying “when they told me there was a state in 
this country were they let that n*gger vote, I drawed 
out” (Twain 39). By pointing out the intelligence and success of 
a black man, a stark contrast to his own pitiful life, he directly 
contradicts his own logic that blacks are inherently inferior to 
whites and debases his entire argument that blacks should not 
be allowed to vote. However, this illogical line of thinking was 
not just unique to one deranged character in a book. In fact, 
these beliefs would not even be considered radical in Twain’s 
day. As David L. Smith states, “Pap’s indignation at the 
Negro’s right to vote is precisely analogous to the southern 
backlash against the enfranchisement of Afro-Americans 
during the Reconstruction” (366). Through his desperate 
attempts to assert his own superiority based on solely on his 
skin color, Pap represents all of the white supremacists of 
Twain’s time that tried frantically to maintain the racist 
stereotype of the evil “n*gger”, even when they were so clearly 
wrong. By showing how easily racist arguments fit with the 
insane views of a scumbag like Pap, and allowing Pap’s self-
contradictions to point out their obvious flaws, Twain convinces 

the reader these beliefs were completely illogical and that only 
despicable people would even be associated with them.

Besides his direct attacks on the character of racists, Twain 
also displays his antiracist stance by providing a 
representation of an African-American that defies the Southern 
belief in black inferiority. In the antebellum South, slaveowners 
commonly justified their actions by saying that slaves were 
subhuman objects incapable of survival on their own, so they 
were lucky to have the protection of their benevolent masters. 
However, in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Jim 
demonstrates that he is an intelligent, resourceful, and 
perceptive man. Instead of being an ignorant simpleton that fit 
the offensive image of blacks promoted by racists, Jim is able 
to succeed through the force of his wit alone. When Huck 
comes to him for advice, Jim plays up the perception of blacks 
as overly superstitious for his own gain. Jim claims that his 
hairball can predict the future but will not simply give its 
“predictions” to Huck for free; instead, he goes through an 
elaborate act, saying that it is not working and needs money. 
He convinces Huck that they are outsmarting the hairball by 
giving it a realistic counterfeit quarter, when in reality, he is just 
making sure that it will be acceptable for his own use. In 
regards to Jim in this “hairball episode”, David L. Smith says, 
“He remains the conventional negro by giving the white boy 
what he wants, at no real cost, and by consistently appearing 
to be passive and subservient to the desires of Huck and the 
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hairball. But in fact, he serves his own interests all 
along” (Smith 370). Jim’s strategic compliance with society’s 
view of blacks is clearly shown in Kemble’s illustration on page 
29. Jim’s literal position at Huck’s feet represents the belief 
that ignorant blacks should submit to the superior whites, 
something commonly accepted by Southerners. Because of 
Jim’s expert performance of the role of the submissive black 
fool, Huck does not even suspect that Jim may be lying, as he 
accepts Southern society’s view of blacks as too simpleminded 
to even be capable of such a cunning scheme. Jim disproves 
racist societal constructs by taking advantage of the constructs 
themselves, a brilliant attack on racism by Twain that has two 
sides; not only does it demonstrate that a black man can be 
smart, but it also illustrates the ignorance of whites who 
willingly accept the social construct of racism. By including the 
illustration, Twain also emphasizes the fact that racism is 
something that can be performed, proving that it is an 
invention of society that in no way represents reality.

Twain does not just paint Jim as an intelligent man in order to 
protest the injustice of racial inequality; instead, he takes his 
sympathetic characterization of Jim even further by depicting 
him as compassionate, empathetic, and selfless. Jim’s 
possession of these admirable traits not only proves that 
African-Americans are human beings; more significantly, his 
virtuous character proves that they can serve as models of 
righteous behavior for all others, white or black. Jim’s sound 

moral compass is clearly put on display when he saves Tom 
Sawyer’s life. He easily could have left Tom for dead after the 
shooting and escaped to safety; however, Jim is not the selfish 
animal that racists would have claimed. Instead, Jim values 
Tom’s needs above his own and willingly sacrifices his own 
freedom in order to save the boy, even overlooking Tom’s past 
mistreatment of him. Huck recognizes the nobility of this action 
and offers the highest praise that he could think of: “I knowed 
he was white inside” (Twain 279). Although society’s incorrect 
standards cause Huck to equate whiteness with good 
character, by acknowledging Jim’s selfless nature, a 
supposedly “white” trait, Huck shows that he has learned that a 
man with dark skin can behave just as admirably as a white 
one. By allowing Huck, the novel’s main character that the 
reader sympathizes with most, to have a realization that goes 
directly against what racist Southern society has taught him, 
Twain convinces the reader to accept those same antiracist 
beliefs as well. As Smith says, “As an intelligent, sensitive, 
wily, and considerate individual, Jim demonstrates that race 
provides no useful index of character.” By showing that race 
has no effect on a person’s behavior, Twain dismantles the 
argument that people of one race could inherently be superior 
to those of another, therefore destroying the very essence of 
racism.

Although Twain’s positive portrayal of African-Americans and 
negative depiction of white supremacists certainly seem to be 
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strong indicators of his antiracist stance in Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn, some people overlook his more subtle 
strategies and can only see the ugliness of some of the words 
on the pages. It is true that the racist language that Twain 
employs can be very offensive to some. In particular, the word 
“n*gger” is an extremely degrading slur that reminds African-
Americans of years of painful humiliation, so the frequency at 
which it is used throughout the text may seem excessive to 
modern readers. Because of this fact, one public school official 
claimed, “the assignment and reading aloud of Huckleberry 
Finn in our classrooms is humiliating and insulting to black 
students” (Wallace, 310). However, this interpretation of the 
book is all too shallow. Twain’s use of racist language to 
represent the thoughts of characters does not mean that he 
believed in it himself; in fact, Twain’s ability to mirror the 
language of the racists of his time was his greatest weapon 
against them. As evidenced by the similarity of Pap’s furious 
tirade about black voting rights to the claims of Southerners 
during the Reconstruction era, Twain had a keen 
understanding of the essence of their attacks. Therefore, he 
was able to take advantage of the large part that racist slurs 
played in their discourse in order to more accurately recreate it 
in his novel. Because he was able to represent their views so 
well and then associate them with an awful character like Pap, 
Twain leads readers to reject the exact beliefs that the white 
supremacists were arguing for. If Twain was not able to 

represent the repugnant nature of racists so vividly by 
including their ugly language, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
would not have been such an effective criticism of racism. 
Because he uses an ironic point of view and has a vile 
character like Pap articulate racist views, Twain clearly means 
for the reader to reject them, and is not advocating them 
himself.

But these disgusting words are not only spouted by the 
explicitly racist and repugnant characters in Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn. In fact, this type of language is used 
casually by the majority of the characters, even some that are 
portrayed as kind, tolerant people. However, Twain’s choice to 
allow sympathetically characterized people to speak this way 
does not mean that he was trying to convince the readers to 
accept the racist views that the characters seem to be voicing. 
In reality, the fact that so many of Twain’s characters used the 
word “n*gger” indicates Twain’s belief in the corruption of a 
Southern society in which people were forced to accept racist 
social constructs as the only way to fit in. The word “n*gger” 
itself represents the conception of a black man as “an inferior, 
even subhuman, creature who is properly owned by and 
subservient to Euro-Americans”, an invention of Southern 
society (Smith, 365). When Huck uses this word the most (and 
with the least thought), it is before he has escaped the 
confines of society, so his thoughts are still largely a reflection 
of the environment that he has been confined to all of his life. It 
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is not that he is truly a bad person, simply that he had no other 
choice than to adopt the racist attitudes of everybody around 
him, from his abusive father to his idol, Tom Sawyer. However, 
later in the novel, after Huck has experienced his social 
“death”, developed his own opinions in the freedom of the 
Mississippi River, and formed a deep bond with a black man 
that he has resolved to protect, Huck uses the n-word in a 
different way. When he replied to Aunt Sally’s question about 
whether anybody was hurt with “No’m. Killed a n*gger,” he was 
simply acting as Tom Sawyer, a boy seen as proper and well-
educated (Twain, 230). His implication that a “n*gger” does not 
count as a human being was only an act to play the role of a 
boy that fits into society, and does not represent what he truly 
believes. His recognition that racism is an act demonstrates 
his realization that it is a social construct, and more 
importantly, his rejection of it. Rather than continuing to follow 
the warped sense of morality that was a result of his earlier 
acceptance of racist Southern values and represented by his 
careless use of the term “n*gger”, he overcomes racism and 
sees the humanity of all races, regardless of what society 
says. Twain’s use of the word “n*gger” was crucial to his 
representation of Huck’s moral development, proof that Twain 
did not use racist language to promote racism, but rather the 
rejection of it.

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn should not be banned; it is 
more necessary than ever that people understand its positive 

messages in the era of high sensitivity and racial tensions that 
we live in today. Trying to bury everything that is slightly 
offensive is not a solution to the problem; it only promotes 
greater ignorance and aggravates the conflict. However, its 
value as a forward-thinking piece of great American literature 
only makes it even more essential that Huckleberry Finn is 
thoroughly analyzed and interpreted with care. It should not be 
read by young children who cannot see the deeper themes; if 
a reader only scrapes the surface of the great well of meaning 
that is Huckleberry Finn, they will be left angered and confused 
rather than enlightened. Furthermore, it may not always be the 
best idea to read Twain’s work aloud in a classroom, as the 
sheer repulsiveness of some racial slurs can still inflame 
emotions and hurt people deeply, despite their context. Even 
so, Huckleberry Finn is a brilliant and insightful commentary on 
the immense problem of racial inequality that still plagues our 
society today. If handled incorrectly, the controversial nature of 
the book can incite great conflict and further rupture the 
already strained relationship between races. However, Twain’s 
revolutionary willingness to tackle these problems provides the 
book with so much brilliance that it outweighs the risks. 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn’s legacy as essential 
American literature is well-deserved, and countless American 
readers will benefit from the continued study of it in years to 
come.
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The Sneakers
Short Story
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng
"

The Sneakers
I woke up to beeping and smacked my alarm as hard as I 
could. I rolled over again, almost falling off my bed. I swung my 
feet off the bed, gaining my balance. The floor creaked as I 
shifted my weight and stood up. Looking around my bare attic 
room, I sighed, too tired to fully wake. After dressing, I slowly 
walked down the stairs, my hand lightly grazing the cold metal 
stairwell. At the bottom of the stairs, I reached up to turn the 
light on. It was dim, but enough for me to see the poster of 

those clean, un-creased Air Jordan 5 sneakers on the wall, 
staring at me. I loved that poster, and it covered up the big 
crack on the wall too. Someday I would wear something like 
those Jordan 5s. I idolized Michael Jordan. Someday, I told 
myself.

My mom had already left for her morning job, just like every 
morning. I only saw her in passing because she worked long 
hours. She taught me to rest up and save my energy for 
school in the morning. I learned from a very young age how to 
get myself ready and walk to school. I had to. She insisted that 
education was the most important thing. She never got a 
proper education and now had to work two jobs from before 
sunrise to after sunset just to support the two of us. When I 
became rich, she would never have to work again. Thinking 
about her, I slipped my feet into my scuffed up Nike Air Force 
1s, grabbed my bag, and walked out the door, starting my trek 
to school.

***

When I reached the steps to my high school, the sun was just 
starting to rise. I climbed up the stairs and opened the door 
slowly, letting a few other kids in. My school looked pretty 
decent, a renovated roof, no peeling paint, no graffiti. From the 
outside, it looked like the nicest building in the neighborhood. 
But inside, the damage was clear. All the desks were cracked, 
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nothing was remotely new. All the textbooks were ancient. 
Even the windows wore large brown stains. The last time they 
remodelled the inside must have been at least thirty years ago, 
even before my mom went there for high school. As I walked 
into the dingy building, our janitor cut me off. He was the only 
janitor I had ever seen in the couple years I’d been there, and 
he did a terrible job. I never saw him actually clean anything. 
He just walked around with a trash bucket, looking like a sad 
sloth of a man. The place was filthy, like a prison.

Despite the appearance, I was thankful to have a school so 
close to my house. Today we would be in the computer lab 
today for English. Everyone in my class grabbed our bags and 
headed down the hall. The computer lab was my favorite room 
because the teachers let us do whatever we wanted after our 
work was done. Personally, I looked at sneakers online. It was 
really my only chance since I don’t have a computer at home. 
Mostly I looked at things I can’t afford. Scrolling down the 
endless list, I hoped for the day I would be able to afford those 
expensive sneakers.

After finishing my essay, I browsed StockX, my favorite 
sneaker website. I looked around at all the Yeezys and new 
releases. Then, an ad popped up on the side of the screen. 
Come to ReStock Sneaker Shop in Cleveland, Ohio, to get 
your limited edition Supreme x Air Jordan 1s. August 25 only! 
$100.

ReStock! Cleveland! That’s where I lived! I stared at the picture 
of the sneakers. The Nike swoosh fit cleanly on the side of the 
shoe, and the red box logo was placed perfectly on the tongue. 
I saw my chance to snatch these up. The only thing stopping 
me was the price tag. Even though it wasn’t that expensive for 
limited edition shoes, it seemed like a fortune to me. How 
would I get the money? Could I justify spending money on 
limited edition sneakers? I saw my dream slip away, devoured 
by the huge monster whose name was reality.

That day after school, I walked home on my normal route, 
passing Hugh’s Deli, Z Best Barbershop, and dozens of vacant 
houses and lots. Usually, everything was the same as the day 
before. Nothing ever really changed. But today as I passed the 
barber shop, I almost missed a sign posted on the front door. I 
was thinking about how I could get some money to buy the 
sneakers. I figured I would have to get a job. Sometimes when 
I passed the barbershop, my barber Eddie would be there. 
Today, a sign on the door advertised: Hiring need after-hours 
cleaning assistant. I was used to seeing posters like that, and I 
passed by the shop without even thinking about it. I guess 
Eddie’s not there, I thought. I almost walked a whole block 
before I realized what I had just seen a minute ago. My perfect 
job to get the money! I rushed back down the sidewalk and 
checked the sign again. It was perfect timing!

xxx
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I started my job the following week. I only had three weeks 
until the sneaker release, but Eddie agreed to seven dollars a 
night. I would have just enough. All I had to do was sweep up a 
little bit and lock up the place by 7:00. It was a great gig. More 
importantly, I could do it before my mom came home, so she 
wouldn’t know what I was doing. If she knew I was saving up 
money for sneakers, she would definitely make me fork it up. 
She would never let me save money for something 
“meaningless” like sneakers To her, sneakers were just 
something you put on your feet. To me, it was so much more 
than that.

For the first few days, I had a hard time sweeping up in time, 
but I got the hang of it. It was the same thing every night: 
sweep, lock up. Over and over again. After the first few days, I 
was able to finish in half an hour. While I swept, I dreamed 
about all the sneakers I would own: every Air Jordan ever 
made, all 33 of them, and multiple pairs of each one, in every 
colorway. Every day, I imagined buying a new pair. Monday: 
Jordan 4’s, Tuesday: 6’s. At the end of every week, Eddie 
handed over my 35 dollars. Each week, I also saw less and 
less of my mom. She said she was working a double shift or 
something. While she was busy at work, I was secretly making 
my own money. Every time those folded bills hit my hands, I 
smiled real big. I knew I was that much closer to the sneakers.

After three long weeks, I collected my money for that week 
from Eddie. It was hard to believe, but I finally had it. The 
sneakers were almost mine. I walked down the street to my 
house as the sun was just starting to set, purple hues fading 
slowly into red. I practically pranced up my driveway and 
climbed up the stairs, smiling wide even though no one could 
see it. I shoved the money under my bed with the rest was, 
keeping it safe from the outside world.

I set my alarm to 5:00 a.m. for the next morning, wanting to 
wake up early for a spot in line. Flopping onto my bed, I picked 
up scraps of paper and started to design sneakers. That’s what 
I wanted to do as a career. I already decided I would design for 
Nike. I drew the Jordan 10 “Cleveland’s” and my own custom 
Air Maxes sporting on the side quotes from Jordan. I drew 
sneaker after sneaker until I started to doze off. As I closed my 
eyes and laid my head on my pillow, I thought about the 
moment of glory tomorrow. I couldn’t wait for the sneakers to 
be mine. I could just see everybody looking at my new kicks.

Early in the morning, I woke up to the sound of my mom 
leaving the house. I held my ear to the drywall, listening to her 
walk from room to room. I wanted to go say goodbye to her, 
but I thought I’d leave right after her to go to ReStock. The 
earlier the better. As I stood and listened, I heard her sigh 
deeply. For some reason this made me sad.
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She was struggling so hard just to feed me, working without 
rest, but all I ever wanted was sneakers. I decided right there 
that I would sell the sneakers after I bought them. They would 
fetch a good price on StockX. Since they were limited edition, 
I’d make at least $300 off them. I would give my mom most of 
the money and still have enough to buy some new Air Forces. I 
wouldn’t be rocking the Supreme Jordans, but I would still be 
happy, and so would my mom. That was all that was important. 
I didn’t need those sneakers anyway. After I heard her car 
leave, I raced down the stairs. I had to get those sneakers.

When I got to ReStock, there was already a line of about thirty 
people long. I was a little worried I wouldn’t get in, but I 
secured my place in line and reassured myself. Some people 
had slept overnight just to secure a spot. The people in front of 
me wore really expensive sneakers, like the ones I had seen 
on StockX. A few of them were very limited edition, maybe 1 of 
100 or 1 of 50. When I looked down at my dirty Air Forces 1s, I 
felt like I didn’t belong. Still, we were all here for the same 
purpose: to get those sneakers. I couldn’t wait until the doors 
opened. As the morning dawned, the black sky faded into blue, 
then red, then yellow.

I waited and waited, trying to pass the time. I talked with a 
person behind me who came all the way from West Virginia. 
He said he was going to sell his shoes. He had a buyer lined 
up already, some lady who wanted them for her son. I told him 

I was selling mine too. It was nice to talk to someone else 
about sneakers. It turned out, his favorite sneaker was the Air 
Jordan 5 too.

I felt my stomach grumble wildly as I watched other people 
chomp happily on food they had brought, wishing I had thought 
of that, not that I had anything to bring anyway. Thankfully, the 
guy behind me shared his peanuts.

Not long afterward, a man with a ReStock hat opened the door 
and stood in front of the crowd. He gave a speech that I don’t 
really remember, but I smiled the whole time he was talking. I 
was almost there. Person after person poured into the shop in 
single file. At the counter, each person received their pair of 
Jordans in a size 9-12, paid 100 bucks, then rushed outside to 
look at the sneakers. The line in front of me shortened 
gradually until there was only one person in front of me. I 
reached the front of the line.

“We’re all out,” the man who had given the speech said 
unsympathetically to me. “Just sold the last one.”

My heart sank. My life was ruined. I worked so hard just to-

“Just kidding!” he laughed. “Come on in. We only got, like, 15 
more though. Lucky you came when you did.”

I took a deep breath. I did feel lucky. As I looked back at the 
line, I felt bad for all those people who wouldn’t get sneakers. 
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That feeling quickly disappeared, however, when I walked into 
the store and up to the counter. They should’ve come earlier 
anyway. I handed the money to the guy at the counter, who 
asked what size I was. I told him a ten since it didn’t really 
matter. I’d be selling them anyway. He reached down behind 
the counter and grabbed the box.

Handing to me, he said, “Here you go.”

I almost dropped the box when he handed it to me. It was the 
most expensive thing I’d ever owned. It was gold to me. I 
stared at the black matte box with the Supreme logo printed on 
it. The box itself was beautiful. I admired it for about two 
minutes before opening it, then revealed the sneakers. This 
was the moment I had been waiting for.

The black stitching was precise. Each leather piece was 
placed perfectly on the sneaker, black, red, and grey 
combining into a beautiful color combination that made my 
eyes stare. The clear soles were perfectly clean. The box 
smelled a wonderful rubbery smell. I imagined myself wearing 
them to school the next day where would look at me with wide 
eyes. Then I reminded myself I wasn’t keeping them. I wouldn’t 
be wearing them. My glory would be short lived. Though I 
couldn’t keep the sneakers, I would make a big stack of cash. 
My mom would be so happy. After sitting outside for a few 
minutes, I waved to the guy I had been talking to and carefully 

pushed the sneaker box into my backpack. I then started the 
way home, still smiling.

That night I waited for my mom to get home from work. I 
grabbed the sneaker box and ran downstairs excitedly. I 
almost tripped as I rushed down the stairs. I let my mom put 
down her purse, giving her time to look at me with the box in 
my hands. As she turned to face me, I prepared to tell her the 
whole story, how I swept the barber shop, waiting in line. But 
when she turned around, I was surprised to see the same 
exact black box in her hands. I stared at her confused. Why 
did she have those? Was I dreaming?

She smiled, “I got these for you.”

I realized it all in a flash. The guy in line, her double shift. 
Everything was connected. I was lost for words. She did all this 
for me.

“Thank you,” I said.
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Touch Me Not
Poetry
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors
"

Touch Me Not
Hiding in the shade, on the side of the path,
Seemingly out of reach of unwanted hands

Their bright orange flowers easy to spot among the green 
foliage

Pods conceal their precious seeds, their only chance at 
survival

Sharp eyes spot the flowers, and sticky, dirty hands reach out 
to seize the fragile capsules

Holding them in their palms, they gently poke a tiny finger at 
the pods, the hidden seeds inside

The pods explode, throwing the tiny seeds everywhere on 
them and the path

It will only be a matter of time before the seeds take root and 
grow into new plants,

with new pods full of seeds for the children to prod

Honorable Mention

SAMANTHA 
WERBECK
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Mama
Poetry
Grade: 11
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Cari Thornton
"

Mama
She opened her legs for the pleasure she thought she 

deserved 
Letting men who were camoflauged in the scent of love take 

her right of being
They were mirror images of the heartbroken men who have 

traveled through her life

She had no mother to confiden in about the growing love in her 
heart so how could she know where to start in the battlefields 

of life
But through heartbreak and misguided adolescence 

Came a beautiful new beginning with strife

Honorable Mention

ANIJAH WRIGHT
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Therapy
Short Story
Grade: 7
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng, Richard Kurtz
"

Therapy
As I drift into another prescription-induced therapeutic sleep, 
stars flash in front of my eyes, and a brilliant light illuminates a 
pleasant but somehow pitiful scene. A small child sits in the 
middle playing with a plastic piano toy. He ponders before 
pressing each key. The sound of music rings in my ears. My 
boyhood self claps his plump hands, immersed in the melodic 
harmony. 

Suddenly, the lights dim and the boy’s mother and father 
appear. The child can see that the man’s gaze is full of hate 
and anger, while the mother carries pain and shame in her 
eyes. She seems to be asking her son for forgiveness, but he 
is too young to notice. All he sees is the duster his cruel father 
holds, dirty and able to inflict pain. The child leaps to his feet, 
abandoning his precious toy, and runs to find shelter. The 
monstrous father races after him. The mother reaches out, 
trying to grasp the man’s waist. She falls, yet continues to cling 
to his foot. The man’s head snaps back, and he swings the 
duster at the mother’s hand. Although she yelps in pain, she 
refuses to let go. A stream of tears flows down my face. In my 
nightmare I rush forward to stop the man, but I am invisible to 
all of them. 

In horror, I watch helplessly as my father beats my mother 
unconscious. The child, unwilling to abandon the woman, 
rushes toward his bruise-covered mother, whose blood gushes 
from her arm. Without thinking, the boy drapes his petite body 
over the wounded woman. The man swings his duster violently 
against both of them. Bloody lashes join the scars of past 
beatings. The once brilliant light continues to lessen. The 
child’s eyes seem dull, worn, and ruined with all the pain that 
fills his heart. With every blow, his brows furrow, but never 
once does he whine or whimper, nor does a tear roll down his 
cheek. The duster raises up high once more, thrusting down 

Honorable Mention

QIWEN WU
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onto the plastic piano. Keys fly across the room as if launched 
by a trebuchet. The man seizes the child by his shirt and drags 
him away before vanishing. 

Not far away, the two reappear in a dirty place, dark and 
gloomy. The man tosses the boy in a corner where he lands 
with a thump. The miserable excuse for a father storms out of 
the room. He twists his head back one more time, glaring 
violently at the boy before slamming the door. The knob jiggles 
and clicks. 

Eyes still blurry, I attempt to turn my head to avoid the horrid 
scene, but the image follows me, always re-appearing before 
my eyes. My heart stings as I lie with every muscle clenching 
in pain. It is all too familiar. My whole body aches to escape 
but the memories bind me.

Ahhh. A scream invades my ears as darkness surrounds me. 
No matter how closely I look for the boy, my efforts are futile. 

A bright light fills my vision as a soft breeze tickles my skin. I 
lie in a recliner that slowly returns me to a seating position.

“Ah, I see you had a rough time again. How was it?”

I turn to see a smiling woman with deep maroon eyes looking 
at me with concern. She is attired in a white blouse with a light 
grey blazer accompanied by ankle-length pants. 
Complementing this outfit are black sky-high heels. She would 

seem to be a regular friend but wears a name tag that 
reads Dr. Lisa Schevol, Therapist, TPS Clinic.

The air has the smell of disinfectant spray and bleach. 
Although I spot some specks of dust near the window ledges, I 
choose to ignore them, even if my nose twitches with instinct 
to keep all things clean. The warm light that streams through 
the window reflects off the white walls. A coffee table rests in 
front of a white couch and to its right, the chair I had dozed off 
in. On top lay magazines, a delicate hourglass, a watch, and 
some files.

“Any progress?” Lisa questions, “It seems to have gone better 
from what I’ve seen.”

The question I fear. Everytime time I disappoint her with the 
same reply, “No, not yet,” but her smile never fades.

“Here, let’s talk about it. Relax your brain and tell me what 
happened. Remember, don’t stress.”

Slowly, one-by-one, the words stutter out. However, the story 
remains the same as the one I related before. No changes, no 
improvement.

“Now tell me, what kind of person do you want to be? How do 
you want to live? In horror? In hatred?”

“I want to be normal.”
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“How do you think you can achieve that?” Lisa continues.

This time I couldn’t say anything. It was true I didn’t know how 
to solve my problems, but her negotiations didn’t help either.

“Here, I’ll take you to a place,” Lisa volunteers.

As soon as we reach the destination, I regret coming with her. 
It’s my old home where he lives alone. I have never visited him 
after moving out and didn’t plan to either. The wooden door, 
although old, retains its purpose. Inside, dents on the cream 
colored walls created a sponge like appearance. WIth curtains 
closed and lights off, the room gives off the same essence as 
the old attic. The floorboards creak with every step. Scattered 
in every corner of the living room are beer cans, bottles of 
wine, and envelopes. Lisa quickly steps in front of me and 
fishes out a can of disinfectant spray, air freshener, and towels 
from her backpack. But for once, the dirt doesn’t bother me.

I edge towards the closest piece of paper, avoiding all the 
obstacles. Slowly, I peel open the seal, revealing a neatly 
folded chart from Moridain Hospital. High blood sugar, 
pancreatitis, damaged ulcer and gastrointestinal, 
malnourishment, vitamin deficiencies, and long-term liver 
disease. No. No. This can’t happen. My only family, the only 
person left that I’m related to. He can’t have such serious 
medical problems. 

***

“Lisa, park the car.” I leap out, race into the building, and 
locate the hospital information center.

“Jonathan Parker! Where is he?”

“Sir, we can’t assist you until we know your relationship to the 
patient,” one of the nurses replied.

“I’m his son.”

“Thank you. Parker is in room 502. Down that corridor and turn 
right. You’ll see the sign.”

I proceed down the hall. 500, 501, and 502. I halt in front of the 
room. My emotions twist in my gut. I clench my fist, nails 
digging into my palm. My hand rests gently on the door knob 
and I slowly turn it, pulling the door open. There, in bed with a 
white sheet pulled over his head, lies my father.
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A Fascist’s Infatuation with the Orient
Critical Essay
Grade: 10
Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik, Caitlin Moury
"

A Fascist’s Infatuation with the Orient
Ezra Pound’s poetry collection “Cathay” is directed by his 
fascination with Oriental culture and poetry in which the 
reactionary movement against Romanticism, Imagism, heavily 
influenced the translations of the chosen Chinese poems. The 
startling brevity of Pound’s translation is arguably one of the 
most valuable assets of Pound’s translations. Indeed, this 
collection of short poems dismantled the status quo of line-by-
line, vernacular translations. And instead, redefined poetic 

translations in and of itself, all the while, promoted the 
movement of Imagism through the emphasis of simplicity, and 
clarity of expression to detail and unpack the heavy use of 
visuals and historical context in Chinese poetry.

Ezra Pound lived a tumultuous life between 1885 to 1972 as 
he lived through both World Wars. Establishing a home in Italy 
in 1922 - during Mussolini’s bid as the Prime Minister, and 
eventually, a dictator - he developed fascist ideals that directly 
contrasted American views. Pound’s severe anti-Semitism and 
the hatred for American intervention seeped through and 
dominated every aspect of his life. During WWII, and after Italy 
and the United States were at war, Pound made hundreds of 
pro-Fascist broadcasts that acutely disparaged and challenged 
America and its according ideals. Eventually, he was arrested 
by US forces and put to trial for treason in America but was 
declared “ insane and mentally unstable” to advance the trial of 
his charges. Many people, even some of Pound’s close peers 
such as Ernest Hemingway, have come forward to condemn 
his actions and beliefs in a letter, calling him “crazy” and his 
views “vile… absolutely idiotic drivel”. Though Ezra Pound 
repudiated his reputation of being a Nazi and a Fascist, but his 
alt-right ideals never wavered. Later in his life, Pound 
befriended notorious white supremacists and hardline 
Fascists.

Honorable Mention
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What is ironic about his political views and hatred for non-
caucasian culture is Pound’s utter fascination and infatuation 
with Oriental poetry.

This fascination had a name: vorticism. Walt Whitman, who 
Ezra Pound refers to as his “pig-headed father” in his poem A 
Pact, incorporated vorticism in his poems. Voracity in and of 
itself means insatiability; however, when put into the context of 
the blooming “American voracity” Pound and Whitman were 
part of, this word signifies the absorption of diverse cultures 
and dialects, such as Classical Roman, the Renaissance 
Provençal, and Traditional Chinese, and using them as the 
foundation of American literature.

Cathay, published in 1915, was a collection of English Poems 
translated from Chinese. It was not Pound’s first encounter 
with translation, nor will it be his last. However, it is the most 
memorable. William Carlos William once said, “If these were 
original verses, then Mr. Pound was the greatest poet of the 
day.” The word Cathay is the Medieval annotation for China, 
now mainly used as a poetic name for the nation. Ezra Pound 
used this word because of its meaning: this collection mainly is 
dedicated to translating the medieval Chinese poet Rihaku (or 
Li Bai). Pound and Rihaku are similar in many ways. For one, 
they are both major figures in literature that took traditional 
poetry to new heights.

To understand Pound, one must understand Li first. Li Bai is a 
romantic. Born in the Tang Dynasty, Bai lived through the 
“golden age” of China in which aesthetic movements and 
general welfare of the people flourished. His earlier poetry 
reflected that, as most were doused in a dream-like, romantic 
quality that mimicked the internal peace and prosperity of 
China. His later poetry had taken on a darker undertone, 
echoing the more chaotic and volatile times of the Tang 
industry in which a rebellion sparked by Ahn Lu Shan triggered 
war and devastation within China (Mair). Pound was drawn to 
Li because in some ways, he was a foil to Li’s character: 
Pound’s life could also be divided into halves. The latter half of 
his life was tragic and tolling. But the first half was bright and 
glorious, just like the Tang dynasty. Pound brought forth and 
revitalized poetry. The foundation of modern poetry was reliant 
on Ezra Pound’s movement of Imagism and his influence on 
some of the most prominent authors and poets in the American 
history, such as T.S. Elliot, Ernest Hemingway and etc..

The movement of Imagism is characterized by, according to 
Thom Gunn, “a tiny movement with a tiny life-span which 
produced tiny poems”. It was arguably the most influential 
poetic movement of the 20th century, in subject matter 
confining itself to the sensory at the expense of the 
conceptual, in style emphasizing clarity and compression, and 
in form carrying with it the implicit necessity of free verse, 
which was still totally avant-garde at that moment in time. Each 
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word picked by the artist is carefully chosen, and much to 
unpack.

In Cathay, the opening poem Song of the Bowmen of Shu set 
the tone for the whole collection: somber and lamenting; it is 
not surprising that Pound was grieving for the loss of lives 
during World War One and was experiencing a period where 
he felt despondent about his work. The Chinese poem’s title 
<<采薇>> could be directly translated to “plucking”, and is 
structured in such a format:

采薇采薇 薇亦作⽌止

⽈曰归⽈曰归 岁亦莫⽌止

靡室靡家 玁狁之故

不不遑启居 玁狁之故

Though Pound lacked understanding of the historical context 
of this poem, he was drawn to the sentiments expressed: a 
warring, chaotic scene, something that he could relate to. 
Instead of the normal line-by-line translation that was the norm 
in the 20th century and following the rigorous Chinese poetic 
structure, Pound preferred to strike concise and detailed 
images into the reader’s mind with the least amount of words. 
The four-word, two-sentence per line proved too light in the 
English translation to render the depression within the original 

piece. Pound’s approach was to utilize “vorticism” and slowly 
assimilate the meaning of the Chinese characters and 
reproduce it with his own words. The hardships and 
homesickness that the soldiers in Ancient China had to endure 
were vividly expressed through Pound’s repetition and 
emphasis of certain words. The word “Sorrow” was weaved 
throughout the poem.

“When anyone says 'Return,' the others are full of sorrow.
Sorrowful minds, sorrow is strong, we are hungry and thirsty.
Our sorrow is bitter… ”

The mentioning of “sorrow” is like a camera panning into a 
scene. First, we look at the big picture as Pound tells us the 
people around are full of sorrow. Then, zooming in, we see 
that the people’s mind are sorrow. Finally, he explains how 
sorrow is: it is strong. Instead of using melodramatic or overly 
“pretentious” words, Pound chose the word “strong” to paint a 
clear image in the reader’s heads; we cannot be mistaken 
about how the situation is: it is a grave circumstance.

“We go slowly, we are hungry and thirsty,
Our mind is full of sorrow, who will know of our grief?”

If we go back to the beginning of the poem, sorrow was 
experienced by others. This is particularly important because 
by the end of the poem, it is now “Our mind is full of sorrow.” 
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This subtle use of the word “our” instead of “others” 
symbolizes how the narrator’s thoughts have fused with the 
others, and now everyone is overwhelmed and engulfed by 
sorrow indiscriminately.

“We are hungry and thirsty” is repeated particularly powerfully 
because, although this may sound vernacular, it actually 
abides by the principles of imagism: clear concise thoughts. 
Then, the poem paints the picture of the toiling soldiers and 
their suffering during warring times. The pain shines through 
brilliantly with these simple words:

"What flower has come into blossom?
Whose chariot? The General's.
Horses, his horses even, are tired. They were strong.
We have no rest, three battles a month.
By heaven, his horses are tired."

By using plain words that have no deviation from their original 
meaning, such as “tired”, the rendering of this image was even 
more vivid. The original poem reveals that the soldiers have 
both the joy of victory over the enemy and the pain of the 
battle, the hope for peace protrudes as a general theme; it was 
a war poem. The largest, and most abrupt artistic change in 
the original and the translation is the advocacy. Pound hoped, 
emphasizing the sorrow, uncertainty, and the anxiety of the 
soldiers throughout the lines, to make A Song of the Bowmen 

of Shu an anti-war poem. This poem, though long in form, was 
short due to its conciseness and clarity in its expression of 
thought, therefore still conforming to Imagism.

Pound set down concise but insistent rules regarding Imagism. 
First, he “required the direct treatment of the 'thing', whether 
subjective or objective. Second, include absolutely no word 
that did not contribute to the presentation And finally regarding 
rhythm: to compose in sequence of the musical phrase, not in 
sequence of a metronome.” The compression of Pound's 
Imagist poems, fueled by tone, has in many ways determined 
the direction of poetry in the English language for the century. 
However, Imagism quickly became a limitation. Though the 
prescriptions that produced Imagist poems made no mention 
of length, but the second of Pound's rules: to use absolutely no 
word that does not contribute to the presentation, inevitably 
encouraged a discipline that shied away from the discursive 
presentation of information, shrinking flowery lyrics down to its 
core. The iconic poem a Fan Piece for Her Imperial Lord is the 
epitome of Pound’s style and imagism.

Fan Piece for Her Imperial Lord was a loose translation of the 
Chinese poem from the collection Cathay. With only two lines 
and seventeen words, Pound laid down the foundation and 
rules of Imagism.

The original poem was composed by Consort Ban Jieyu, Jieyu 
being a title bestowed by the emperor that is level lower than a 
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concubine. This context is important as she rose to 
prominence quickly after being admitted into the court as a 
junior maid and promoted to a concubine. However, being 
unable to produce an heir, Consort Ban felt helpless and 
unimportant. The direct translation of the poem title should be 
“The Song of the Fan”. But Pound’s masterful translation Fan 
Piece for Her Imperial Lord directly incorporated the most 
important elements of the short poem, which is the fan-piece 
and the imperial lord.

“O fan of white silk,
Clear as the frost on the grass-blade,
You also are laid aside.”

The handheld group-fan was invented in the Han Dynasty, and 
is most popular with the Ladies of the imperial court who used 
beautiful fans to display their splendor. And fans were the 
artistic symbol of social status. The imperial court, though 
glamorous, was tethered around a strict power structure that 
functions like a hierarchy of titles. The cut-throat environment 
forced and limited the goals of all women in the court to one 
objective: the affection of the emperor. An altercation or falling 
out of favor with the emperor is premature death for the royal 
ladies. Zhao Feiyan, another courtesan who was infertile, was 
jealous of Ban’s sudden claim to power. She slandered Ban 
excessively to force a falling out between her and the emperor. 
This longtime power struggle between Zhao and Ban was 

resolved when Ban Jie Yu was cast into the “palace chambers” 
by the Emperor, a clear signal from the Emperor that she was 
no longer favored. The fan in this poem is a symbol for 
mourning of the loss of beauty and power. There is a Chinese 
idiom for women like Ban Jie Yu, and that is 红颜薄命: a 
beautiful woman that suffer unhappy fates. Instead of directly 
translating from Chinese, Pound used Herbert Giles’ previous, 
more vernacular, rendering of the same poem, and opted for a 
more symbolic adaptation, the fan.

“O fan of white silk” draws a clear parallel between the fan and 
the woman. The fan was made of white silk, and the woman is 
similar in the way that her beauty is delicate and fine. The 
second line mentions frost. Frost is dainty, perishable, and 
easily dispensable; its fragile matter gone as the sun shines 
upon it, akin to the woman whose beauty and loveliness melts 
away just as easily once her lover has discarded her. 
Employing the word “also”, Pound managed to hint that the 
woman shares the same fate as her fan, acknowledging her 
adoration and ephemeral power. There is also a second layer, 
suggesting that this has happened before; that she is just 
another beautiful woman in the succession of beautiful women 
that have come before, waiting to be discarded just like the fan 
that was put away. The words in the poem are all weighted by 
adjacent stressed syllables, creating a feeling of composure 
and assurance. However, this juxtaposition to the brevity of the 
poem and the sense of despair Pound has managed to 
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express through seventeen words only serves to exacerbate 
the sense of loss.

Imagism may suggest a poem with few words; however, this is 
not the ultimate motive of the movement. It is the choice of 
words that matter, not the amount. Simplicity and undeviation 
is key to mastering the Pound style. His poetry is masterful, 
brief, but also thoughtful. The explicit rendering of each image 
Pound is portraying is powerful in the way that it is startling 
and vivid; the poem ended before you could even savor the 
weight of his words. His “avant-garde” way of promoting 
“avant-garde” poetry led to a revolution against the use of 
“fluffy” words in literature that muddled the meaning. Pound is 
truly ingenious in the way that he incorporated aestheticism 
and practicality to make way for a new era of poetry.
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Proclamations
Poetry
Grade: 11
Beachwood High School
Instructor: Josh Davis
"

Proclamations
Her father says not to talk to the men
on the streets, especially the ones with hats.
Says they will praise her, then
betray her. Says it in heavier
words than that. Says not to speak of

what the world has already heard
enough of. Says it is because plagiarism

is punishable. Says he discarded his
life for her and she cannot deprive
him of what he deserves. Says passions are
imposters. Says altruism

will never succeed here.
Says when people leave
their legacies are not meant to
be for the world. Says only for the
family. Says to learn what ambition
really demands. Says time is too

limited to waste for exploration. Says
she would endear herself to her husband
if only she would not speak so loud. Says
not to forget that. Says that if she does not
follow his words she will
regret it. Says he is welcome.

Honorable Mention
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Watermelon Smoothies
Poetry
Grade: 11
Beachwood High School
Instructor: Josh Davis
"

Watermelon Smoothies
It was funny when my father failed to

make a smoothie out of watermelon last summer.

That June I had learned how to quiet my eyes and

unhinge my jaw with a kitchen spatula. I severed

my tongue then, condensed into fists when

he seized a voice that felt like oil and

asked me to clean his spilled excess.

My father, possessed with triumph, swallowed

the flavorless spume like it was whiskey. Like

Goliath he stained power on his teeth, thickened

himself with metal, unbendable. While his head

fell backwards and his eyes were assaulting

the heavens I wiped the liquid off the counter

and left the massless drainage for the ants

to find. That afternoon I hungered for

a new skin in the backyard, attempted to

exhume ripened knuckles. My own

were stale. My teeth, dried mangos,

retreated to the end of my throat. I lost

my shadow to the sun, waiting for it to

return as I pinned the ice in my mouth to
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my cheek to keep it from melting.  Around me

hawks tore at the sky, sewing my organs into

the clouds. As my head fell backwards and

my eyes assaulted the heavens I felt

melted ice traipse along my esophagus,

spilling dissolved glass and rose petals into the

stomach. At this moment I threw my palms

into the ground. I knew I had transmuted into my

father’s shadow, failing to collect pulp out of

my pulpless self, thirsting for watermelon puree

but collecting only thin water instead. Brittle and

fragile, I had to grasp at my father’s ankles for breath.

It was shameful.
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night @ the opera house
Poetry
Grade: 11
Beachwood High School
Instructor: Josh Davis
"

night @ the opera house
vicarious was a word I never understood until then
    the night Nana taught me what enchantment feels like
without saying a word / I was an imitator

    so I crossed my legs like her, layered my hands
on top of each other like her as we sat in the theater
     nine o’clock on a Friday evening, I remember /

me waiting, Nana anticipating and
    my doubt, Nana’s silent elation and
a joyous frustration in not knowing what was to

    come / stored inside me as I sat among
velvet and polite perfume and red lipstick and
    dapper suited men all well past my years and

the bustle of instruments married with gentle
    small talk, the type that can’t be eavesdropped on / until
a shining figure in black, I remember /

    she swept across the stage in glory,
responded to the crowd’s applause with noiseless
    conviction / leaving me concentrated on the floor, sweat

between my hands / I folded those fingers in
    oblivion until they melted onto my thighs / until /
my chest / was saturated with warmth by

    a voice projected from the ocean, untouchable and smooth
a voice that drank silk and ancient gin
    a voice that housed both pleasure and sorrow /

my chest / squeezed and compressed, it evaporated into
    golden heaven / Nana’s tears fell without control, this I
remember because I found myself doing the same

    o mio babbino caro* / Nana softened as the sky does
at twilight, her whole body reversing in time and
    as I saw this, I felt I lost my years as well / and I

imagined my baby’s fingers full of hope and
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    yearning as the soprano swelled then
lingered on a note of sweetened repose

    wringing out a melodic pastel cream and stealing
time for a sustained decrescendo /
    purified and unashamed /

in passion did the mother of the voice
    unloose her abstract grief / and
in this moment Nana and I, though decades apart

    we were conjoined in the same youthful awe / and
in this moment, this I remember and this
    I can’t forget / I questioned why my doubt

had ever existed

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------
---------
*the title of a famous aria from the Italian opera Gianni 
Schicchi, translated to o my beloved papa
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Letters in Pride and Prejudice
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Letters in Pride and Prejudice

In the novel Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen, the various 
written correspondences between characters carry 
tremendous importance beyond simply furthering the plot of 
the novel. In Pride and Prejudice, letters, which are slowly 
written and read, prove themselves to be a more reliable basis 
on which to make judgements than face-to-face encounters, 

and thus reinforce Jane Austen’s case against quickly formed 
and superficial prejudices. The most compelling case of a 
character who experiences this is that of Elizabeth, who makes 
startlingly accurate judgements from letters and dangerously 
inaccurate ones based on her in-person meetings with certain 
characters.

This pattern is present as early as Mr. Collins’ letter to Mr. 
Bennet, which is the first quoted correspondence in the novel 
of more than three sentences. After reading Mr. Collins’ letter, 
Elizabeth makes the judgement that he is “pompous,” and 
“must be an oddity” (Austen 43). She even proceeds to ask her 
father, “can he be a sensible man?” (Austen 43). More than ten 
chapters later, after Elizabeth has gotten to know Collins, her 
initial judgement holds true. The same word, “pompous,” is 
again used to describe him, with “silly” and “conceited” alluding 
to Elizabeth’s early classification of Collins as peculiar (Austen 
93). The parallel between Elizabeth’s initial judgement and the 
reality of Mr. Collins’ character emphasizes the accuracy of the 
impression made by the letter.

This contrasts strongly with Elizabeth’s initial impressions of 
Darcy and Wickham, which are based primarily on her in-
person observations. After observing Darcy for just half an 
evening at a ball, the judgement of him made by Elizabeth and 
other ball-goers is solidified: “He was the proudest, most 
disagreeable man in the world, and everybody hoped that he 

Honorable Mention
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would never come there again” (Austen 6). Elizabeth, along 
with others, has at this point concluded that he is an 
unpleasant person. While it may be true that Darcy’s lack of 
politeness stands out in comparison to Bingley’s adherence to 
the rules of propriety and conversation, this judgement based 
solely on those external factors later proves to be incorrect. Mr. 
Wickham, conversely, makes a wonderful impression on 
Elizabeth. This is primarily because he is “far beyond them all 
in person, countenance, air, and walk” (Austen 51). The way 
Wickham presents himself, therefore, is the primary basis on 
which Elizabeth decides that he is trustworthy and kind. Only 
much later, when Darcy writes a long letter to Elizabeth 
describing in detail the history between Wickham and himself, 
does Elizabeth revise her initial assumptions about each of 
their characters. It is worth noting that Wickham told Elizabeth 
a conflicting version of this history and that in the end, the 
written version prevails. Austen is clearly contrasting the 
accuracy of judgements made based on written and 
interpersonal interactions, possibly indicating that readers 
should be wary of their impressions of people who they only 
know superficially. In order to see Austen’s message more 
clearly, however, we must further examine her treatment of 
letters throughout the novel.

Austen repeatedly emphasizes the slowness of the letter 
writing process. For example, Mrs. Gardiner writes to 
Elizabeth: “I have just received your letter, and shall devote 

this whole morning to answer it, as I foresee that a little writing 
will not comprise what I have to tell you” (Austen 215). Mrs. 
Gardiner represents letters as time-consuming but effective 
methods of communication. Indeed, letters are naturally much 
slower than conversation, both in the time required to write 
them and in the time they take to be transported and read. 
Austen’s decision to needlessly emphasize this fact indicates 
that it plays a larger role. Here, accordingly, is where Austen 
provides us with another powerful set of contrasting elements. 
In a way, she juxtaposes these slow, accurate letters with their 
reader, Elizabeth, who is often mistaken in her judgements and 
is described as “hurried” and as having “quickness of 
observation” (Austen 191, 9). Quick judgments, which are 
more likely to be made in person based on physical and 
behavioral cues, are paired with Elizabeth’s in-person 
experiences, while slow judgements, which cannot help but be 
facilitated by letters, are even more strongly linked to them.

This extension of the comparison between face-to-face and 
written interactions is critical in Austen’s message because 
without it, readers may be unwise in what they take from the 
novel. This is evident in the aforementioned example of 
Collins’ letter to Mr. Bennet. Readers should not necessarily 
take from that example that letters are to be believed in every 
instance while one must always avoid making judgements 
based on how people act. The pairing of slowness with letters 
and quickness with in-person encounters, then, clarifies what 
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Austen means by each of these types of communication. 
When Austen says letters, she likely means slow judgements. 
When she says face-to-face encounters, she likely means 
quick judgements. Therefore, Austen communicates that 
hurrying in making assumptions about others leads to 
inaccurate impressions. We must instead take our time in 
learning about others before judging them.

How can we more definitively prove, however, that the 
significance of letters is in the meaning of slowness that 
Austen gives them? To conclude, I will provide two examples 
that make this distinction clear. In a letter that Jane writes to 
Elizabeth, she makes a statement that may by some be seen 
as a counterexample: “I must conclude, for I cannot be long 
from my poor mother. I am afraid you will not be able to make 
it out, but I hardly know what I have written” (Austen 183). 
When Jane writes her letter quickly, her confidence in its 
content and form is low. The fact that Jane wrote a letter is 
trumped by her quickness in writing it. Here, Austen again 
negatively portrays quickness, and brings us back to the point 
that when characters make judgements quickly, as Jane says 
of herself, they “hardly know what” they are talking about. We 
know, therefore, that letters are the vehicle through which 
Austen advocated slowness of judgement, but not the rule. 
The counterpart to this example is Elizabeth’s face-to-face 
exchange with Mrs. Reynolds at Pemberley, during which Mrs. 
Reynolds describes Darcy’s childhood and character. Despite 

this encounter being in-person, what Elizabeth learns is 
accurate, debunking the potential hypothesis that Austen 
claims that face-to-face encounters yield inaccurate 
impressions. On the contrary, we learn that the key element in 
the equation is slowness, since Mrs. Reynolds’ impression of 
Darcy was created over many years. It is also worth noting that 
Darcy was not Elizabeth’s source of information in this 
instance. This state of being removed from Darcy, the person 
of interest, is similar to the physical removal of a letter reader 
from the letter writer.

Elizabeth’s use of the word “unfolded” to describe her 
developing understanding of Darcy’s character best 
summarizes the role of letters in Pride and Prejudice (Austen 
130). Like one unfolds and reads a letter, one unfolds and 
slowly understands a person’s character. While letters, as the 
usage of this word suggests, are absolutely central to the 
novel, we learn that their significance is predominantly in the 
meaning that Austen imbues in them. They appear to stand in 
opposition to the world of proper deportment and hastily made 
prejudices, thereby communicating to us to look past the 
superficial. But beyond that, letters in Pride and Prejudice tell 
us to slow down, for letters are inherently slow. Indeed, it is 
arguably the most ill-fated relationship in the novel– Lydia and 
Wickham’s– that progressed the most quickly, and the most 
gratifying– Elizabeth and Darcy’s– that took the longest to 
solidify. In a novel where change is unceasing and society 
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feeds off of gossip, the message to slow down in our 
judgements and assumptions is a powerful one.
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Black Friday
Poetry
Grade: 9
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Black Friday
Black Friday
If I close my eyes so that I see stars,
The blurry outlines of your face may appear
Like a dirty palette,
I want to smear your lipstick all over my skin
And see that our undertones
Are the same color of red hot
Passion—

Except for mine,
Has mostly burned out to a fearful gray,
And while our eyelids are both caked in ashes,
Mine don’t smell like the $750 dreams
You never told me to follow,
Only like freshly molded plastic and newspaper that hasn’t 
been dirtied for years—
There are no birds to soil anything here.

There were only clouds that night when you whispered,
“Dreams are only dreams if they don’t come true,”
As I backed up that car
Hoping that the flames would melt us both down
So that your world of silk sheets and badly blended 
eyeshadow
Would color my world lacking thereof,
Because it is only in that moment—
Smeared in pigment and sweat
That I realize,
You are the me that is not bleeding,
And the glitz and glamour
That would now cost me only $450
Is finally closed out of—
My bank account intact,
While my naivety shattered like broken glass
Will be impossible to clean up.

Honorable Mention

GRACE ZHANG
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A "Safe" Place
Flash Fiction
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors

A "Safe" Place
I wake up to the soft pitter patter of rain. I look out my window 
to see the world covered in gray mist. The room's window is 
dotted with tiny droplets of water. I breath in the woody scent 
that fills the cabin I'm staying in. I arrived here about three 
hours ago on an old, rickety bus filled with other people. The 
trip here was twelve hours, and I slept through most of it

.I sit in my "bed" for a while longer, listening to the others 
breathing. It makes an irregular beat that comforts me. I decide 

to go on a walk. I hoist myself off the hard, wooden floor. My 
bare feet softly tap the ground. I make my way through the 
maze of sleeping bags and bodies before I reach the door.

I open it. Outside, a guard stands watch. I point towards a 
path, and she nods. All her movements are brisk and tight as if 
she is a robot. I start forward on the muddy path.

My feet squish below me as I look up at the trees that surround 
me. The trees guard me from the rain and my wartorn world. 
Sunlight glints off the glistening leaves. I breath in a humid 
breath, and I smell all of the life in the woods mixed together.

Eventually, I come across an opening between the trees. I can 
see tall grass and wildflowers that seem to wave at me. I 
almost wave back.

I go and sit down in the tall grass. It scratches at legs and 
arms, but I don't mind. I let my mind wander as a refreshing 
morning wind caresses my face, playing with my brown locks 
of hair.

Suddenly, the peaceful silence is broken by the sound of 
whirring jets. I whip my head up to see a plane tearing past like 
a bullet. I see the red stripes on its side. This is a war plane. I 
spring up and charge the opposite way.

Honorable Mention

CRYSTAL 
YORMICK
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My feet slam against the ground. Tears streak across my grimy 
face. My green eyes flash back and forth, looking for 
somewhere to hide. I run across a creek, and the jagged rocks 
cut my bare feet. I gasp in agony. My breath comes in short 
pants. I keep looking around desperately for somewhere to 
hide.

I look at the trees that seemed protective before. Now, they 
close in on me, trapping me here. I hear screams before the 
crash. Then, the ground shakes violently as the place plows 
into the cabin. I collapse to the ground, covering my ears with 
my bony hands. A screams rips its way through my sore throat. 
I sob in panic and anguish with my tears flowing onto the 
ground. My hair sticks to my face as I drag my nails down my 
face. I wrap my undernourished arms around my skeletal 
knees. I rock myself back and forth. Panic crawls its way into 
my brain bit by bit. I breath in short heaves. In and out. In and 
out.

The cabin was supposed to be an escape. A safe place. A 
place of hope and renewal, not war. Black starts to edge my 
vision as my thoughts slowly begin to slip into a never ending 
abyss. I shut my tired eyes that have already seen too much. 
Continuing to rock myself back and forth, I struggle to hold 
onto my last, dwindling morsel of hope. I remember what my 
mother said to the guard before I left.

"Please don't take away my girl. Not my hope."
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Holding on to Let Go
Flash Fiction
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Jack Somers
"

Holding on to Let Go
The decadent, tasteless rain precipitates onto my body, 
tormenting the dryness of my clothes, stinging the soreness of 
my skin. Rushing rivulets run along the strands of my hair, 
conforming them into concentrated needles on my scalp. I look 
out in agony, grimacing at the thought of dripping water in the 
house. It would punish the wood, leaving deep scars and cold 
scalds. Mold would blossom in the winter while the other 

flowers die of frostbitten blisters. Cracked petals would dry and 
wilt along the windowsill. I shiver at the thought.

I stare out into the gloomy forest, confirming my own isolation 
in the power of nature. How am I, just a minimal fraction of the 
world, already nothing in less than an acre of trees? I feel the 
rain tap-dancing on my fingers. A gust of wind, shot from the 
east, uplifts leaves and smothers me in a seasonal blanket. I 
watch as a crackling of lightning strikes one of the trees. The 
trunk splits along jagged, wooden spears, smoldering along 
the edges. The top half wilts, almost as if it’s exhausted. 
Nature gets tired, too.

I shut the notebook approvingly.

I live alone, both in my house and in the neighborhood. 
Occasionally, some raindrops come knocking on the rooftop, 
hoping to get some warmth and shelter, but they know to use 
the doorbell. No birds or animals live nearby. All the trees died 
years ago, and I never bothered to give them a proper burial. I 
used to have a wife. She died too, and now lies under a stump.

We had once been aspiring writers. Now, I’m the aspiring 
writers. I let her borrow my two live hands and put down what 
comes to mind. I still control the feet though. I take her outside 
everyday – I gave up on the dreary interior and that framed 
picture of us on my nightstand. I had thirty-two pages about 

Honorable Mention

WILLIAM ZHANG
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that portrait and one day, just burned them to a crisp. They 
were merely a tie to the past and didn’t deserve my time.

I sit on different levels of the broken steps that cascade down 
into the ravine behind my house. The different angles are the 
only variables at this point but nature always surprises me. I 
pull out a purple pen today.

The wind sings, but not too loudly. Leaves fly over the musty 
ground, which smells of the lively Earth and pollution. Yet, 
despite the effervescent deadness, I spy a squirrel for the first 
time in a while. It’s definitely lost, confused but still curious. It 
runs up the charred tree – the one struck by light-

The ink fades. A cacophony of curses line up inside my head, 
but none are brave enough to dive into the world. I had run out 
of space anyways. No matter. Shutting the notebook 
triumphantly, I feel satisfied. Standing up, I toss it down the hill, 
losing it among the rest of her existence.



797

Credits
Flash Fiction
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Jack Somers
"

Credits
Tires screeched on the salty pavement. The crimson Camaro 
shot down the highway, crafting black streaks on the ground 
while going twenty-three above the speed limit. Curtis Shaw 
hunched over in the front seat. Hot, scalding air streamed out 
the vents, melting the frost on the windows. A spider web of 
cracks decorated the front windshield, creating a floral outburst 
that impeded Curtis’s vision of the road. Last year, he had 
been tailing a Toyota Prius, when the unforgivable piece of 
trash hit a nail on the road. Instead of deflating the hybrid’s 
tire, the nail spun backward, piercing the Camaro’s tinted 
windshield, cracking the entire pane of glass, and narrowly 
missing Curtis’s right eye, which had shut itself in fear. He 
never bothered to fix the damage, as the car still moved. Curtis 
was on his way to the downtown cinema – one he hadn’t been 
to before, hoping to catch the premiere of the horror film, 

Credits. He saw the commercial once on the local news 
channel at exactly 8:00 in the evening. Hoping to beat the 
crowd, he sped down the road.

Curtis reluctantly stopped at the theater entrance, stealing the 
last spot available. Hundreds of vehicles spotted the crowded 
parking lot. Crap, Curtis thought, I’m too late. He dashed 
inside, crunching pebbles and broken glass. Inside, a single 
man stood at the register. His ketchup-red nametag displayed 
no words. Above the cashier, a tiny TV displayed show times. 
Only one movie was available – Credits, at 9:00 P.M. “One 
adult please?” Curtis asked.

“$14.72,” the cashier responded. Curtis’s eyes widened as he 
scrambled for cash in his wallet.

“Damn,” Curtis remarked. “Hefty prices, don’t you think?” The 
cashier didn’t respond, handing him his change and receipt. 
Curtis scoffed, internally judging the man’s arrogance and 
inept social skills. He walked towards the concession stand, 
dodging the flattened popcorn that decorated the black theater 
carpet. Curtis marveled over the options while saliva pooled in 
his mouth, like a lazy river of hunger. He began to order but 
stopped when he realized nobody was there to serve him. The 
cashier called out to him.

“Oh. Would you like some snacks?” He pushed himself off his 
seat and walked over towards the stand, staring at his phone 
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the entire time. Curtis laughed at the man’s incompetence, 
deserving of a one-star review on Yelp.

“Yeah. Let me get a large popcorn and a Coke,” Curtis barked 
out. The man swung open the cupboard, grabbed a can of Diet 
Pepsi, and slid the drink across the countertop. The can 
stumbled and rolled into Curtis’s open hand. The cashier then 
grabbed a package of Orville Redenbacher and popped it into 
a microwave. Not bothering to look, the cashier missed with 
his finger, and he started to defrost the bag of popcorn. After 
five minutes of awkward silence, the bag exploded. Curtis 
ducked in shock, but the cashier’s face remained as bland as 
bread-flavored rice.

“Your drink’s on us – or me, I guess. Theater six, to your left,” 
the cashier noted. Snorting, Curtis made his way inside.

Curtis froze as if he stepped in wet cement. People only sat in 
the front two rows – yellow caution tape closed off the last few. 
Only an aisle seat in the first row remained. Chugging the rest 
of his soda, he tossed the can into the trash, and plopped 
himself down next to a plump, unshaven man, who closely 
resembled an Irish Santa Clause. As his eyes inspected the 
room, Curtis noticed that everybody else wore glasses. He 
leaned over to his seat neighbor and whispered, “Where’d you 
get those?”

Santa didn’t answer.

Curtis paused, hoping for a response before he grumbled back 
into his chair. Everybody is so rude around here, he thought. 
Nobody is remotely kind. Suddenly, the lights dimmed, and 
Curtis’s eyes flared, adjusting to the light in excitement. It 
better be the best movie I’ve ever seen.

The screen flashed on, not showing a movie, but an image 
containing a hundred people. All of them were in a movie 
theater, bound to their chairs. Their faces were in pure agony – 
mouths opened, eyes glazed over. A single gash divided their 
necks into two. Blood dribbled down their bodies, bathing them 
in a shower of death.

Curtis screamed – a sound like that of a shrieking baby gazelle 
between the bloodthirsty jaws of a predatory lion. His heart 
pumped like a clown’s balloon art. He jerked the chair back 
with such force he nearly fell over, but something held his 
wrists down. Clamps protruded from the armrest - one around 
his mouth, too. Sweat enveloped the cool metal bands, 
lubricating the steel that dug into his arms and cheeks. No 
words, no energy could save him. As he titled his head back 
and closed his eyes in distress, the door swung open.

The cashier walked in, holding a shiny carving knife in one 
hand, camera in the other. Walking over to Curtis, he unclicked 
the band over his mouth. Spitting, Curtis pleaded, “Who are 
you?”
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“Just an aspiring film writer,” the man retorted. Reaching back, 
he sliced the blade through Curtis’s throat, scraping against his 
spine. Curtis recoiled, flailing like the people onscreen as 
blood gushed over him. The camera flashed, capturing his 
face.

The cinematographer disposed of Curtis’s body into the 
dumpster, the same one that collected the hundred before him. 
Then, he towed Curtis’s car out the parking lot, in preparation 
for the next visitor. He scrubbed the blood off the floor and 
wiped the knife clean. He called the TV channel, asking them 
to play the trailer again tomorrow. On the screen, Curtis’s 
dying face emerged from the darkness, one among the many. 
The image disappeared. The people in the two front rows, all 
seats full except one, took off their glasses and walked out of 
the theater as the credits rolled.

Main Characters

# # # # Death 101 # # Curtis Shaw
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Forgotten
Poetry
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Jack Somers
"

Forgotten
A quiet toast across the empty room
Left silence ringing through the whistling air
He raised the burning chalice filled with doom
Then gulped and fell back lifeless with a glare
His eyes stared boldly at the crimson sky
Whose trough dripped raindrops rich as bloody tears
A brave new death he published with no cry
But left the coward hanging by his fears
The summer maelstrom stopped to smell the ground
Which floured and reaped the colored flower patch
The sunlight ribbons danced on cats and hounds
While children playing jumped to make a catch
Behind no doors the man slept in the Earth
Whose life meant nothing to the world since birth
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Nostalgia
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

Nostalgia
Nostalgia
reminds me of the smell of wet wood
on a rainy day, permeating
through my house.
It is canoeing down the misty river,
with the sun touching the horizon,
and the wind gently blowing,
feeling a little lost, but

still knowing where you are going.
Like the trouts cutting through the river,
it sometimes slips through your fingers,
the passage of time.

Honorable Mention

ANGELA ZHU
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The Flower on the Mountain
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons
"

The Flower on the Mountain
Once upon a time, in a faraway kingdom, a king and his queen 
had a daughter and many sons. The daughter was pampered 
with attention and many expensive gifts, all of which truly 
delighted her. One day, the Queen had another child, a 
beautiful little girl, with golden ringlets the color of the sun and 
rosy cheeks. Shortly after giving birth, the Queen died.

The King adored his younger daughter, Celeste, and lavished 
her with toys, jewels, and elegant clothes, although she did not 
especially care for the material objects. However, seeing how 
the King had shifted his love onto her younger sister, the older 
daughter felt her insides rot with jealousy. She tried to make 
life miserable for Celeste, forcing her younger sister to wash 
the castle’s muddy farm pigs and scrub the tiles of the palace 
until they shone. All of this was done when the King was not 
paying attention.

On the tenth anniversary of the Queen’s death, the King, 
wracked with grief, fell ill. The only way to cure his illness was 
to consume a rare flower, found only at the top of the tallest 
mountain in the land, beyond the Dark Sea and the Forest of 
No Return. The older daughter and the sons all refused to find 
the flower, terrified of certain death if they went on the journey. 
Celeste, out of guilt for her mother’s death and adoration for 
her father, decided to retrieve the rare flower. She packed 
some food in a satchel, and before she set out for her journey, 
she stood by the sleeping King’s form and promised to make 
him well again.

Celeste soon arrived at the Forest of No Return. As she 
wandered deeper into the forest, the trees seemed to blend 
together, and she could not tell which way she had come from. 
Day slowly melted into night. Lost and frightened, she began to 
run, and accidentally fell down a ravine, getting scraped up by 
the thorny bushes. As she laid there in the bottom of the 
ravine, nursing her wounds, a rustle came from the bush 
behind her, and a wolf emerged. The wolf appeared to be on 
the verge of starvation, barely able to stand up, and slowly 
dragged its limping form towards Celeste. Before the wolf 
could reach Celeste, it fell down in a heap, unable to take 
another step further. Although Celeste was frightened, she 
could not bear leaving the wolf so defenseless and in need. 
She took meat that she had packed from her satchel, and 
offered it to the wolf. Weakly, the wolf ate the meat, and by the 
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time the sun rose, the wolf felt completely rejuvenated. Filled 
with gratitude, the wolf gave Celeste a ride to the opposite side 
of the woods, where the Dark Sea began.

The sea was filled with man-eating monsters lurking below the 
surface. Knowing that she cannot swim across, Celeste started 
to build a boat. She collected thin branches from the trees 
nearby, and carefully weaved them together into a raft sturdy 
enough to support herself. It took her many grueling days to 
finish this task.

Her older sister, back at the castle, was curious whether 
Celeste was still alive. The older sister visited a magical pond 
that could show her what she wanted to see the most. The 
water in the pond was translucent, and shimmered under the 
sun as if a thousand small diamonds were reflecting back 
instead. The sister took a moment to admire her reflection 
before speaking to the pond.

“Oh water that reflects my desires, show to me the one who 
draws my ire,” she said.

The surface of the pond rippled, and the sister saw Celeste 
about to set sail across the Dark Sea. Surprised at how far 
Celeste had come, and scared at how Celeste would be the 
favorite daughter if she succeeded on this journey, the sister 
called upon the castle’s messenger pigeons and sent them to 

Celeste, with the intention that the pigeons peck Celeste to 
death.

As Celeste rowed further into the Dark Sea, the flock of 
pigeons caught up to her and attacked her, shredding parts of 
her shoulders and arms. The wolf who was sitting on the shore 
saw this and howled into the sky for help. The wind, taking pity 
on the fair girl, blew a particularly strong gust of wind and 
scattered the pigeons. The wind gently picked up Celeste in its 
arms and placed her in the warm embrace of a cloud high 
above in the sky.

The cloud slowly drifted towards the tallest mountain in the 
land. The mountain was so tall that the cloud could only reach 
the middle of the mountain. Celeste stepped off the cloud, and 
expressed her thanks. Although she could not see the top of 
the mountain when she turned her head up towards the sky, it 
did not discourage her. Gripping onto the rocks jutting out from 
the sides of the mountain, she began to climb. Even though 
her arms and shoulders bled from her previous encounter with 
the pigeons, she did not stop. Over the course of many days, 
Celeste slowly but steadily made her way up the mountain.

At the castle, the sister went back to the magical pond to 
check if Celeste had died from the pigeon attack.

“Oh water that reflects my desires, show to me the one who 
draws my ire,” she said.
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To her utter horror, the pond depicted Celeste climbing up the 
mountain, almost reaching the summit. In a frenzy, the sister 
casted a spell on the wild dogs that roamed the land beneath 
the mountain and ordered them to tear Celeste apart. As 
Celeste neared the top of the mountain, she could hear 
barking and growling from below that grew in volume with 
every passing minute.

“I cannot give up now!” she said to herself. “I must retrieve the 
flower and save my father.”

Celeste persevered through her pain and worry, chanting to 
herself that she must continue. The wild dogs came upon 
some loose rock on the mountain, and lost their footing. They 
rolled down the side of the mountain and were buried beneath 
a layer of rubble and rock. Meanwhile, Celeste pulled herself 
up to the summit and gently plucked the rare flower from the 
ground. The flower was the color of a sunset: mellow orange 
and golden yellow, with hints of light pink and dashes of 
purple. Celeste called for a cloud to catch her as she hopped 
off of the mountain, and made her way back to her sick father.

At the castle, Celeste made the flower into a tea for the King to 
drink. The King sipped from the cup of tea, but did not get any 
better.

“My dear,” said the King. “Thank you for bringing the flower 
and trying to save me. But perhaps, it is my time to go.”

Celeste felt her heart sink like a stone in her chest. In despair, 
Celeste shut her eyes as tears streamed down her face. Her 
wounds still bled, for she did not give them time to heal. She 
did not notice that drops of her blood, her sweat, and her tears 
fell into the tea cup. When the King drank the tea again, he 
was cured.

The kingdom rejoiced. During the celebration, the sister tripped 
on her long gown, fell out of the tallest tower in the castle, and 
was dashed to pieces on the sharp rocks below.

A young prince, impressed by Celeste’s tenacity, married her 
when they both became of age. They lived happily for many 
years, ruling their kingdoms together.
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Boundary
Writing Portfolio
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Boundary
Oyola

Cupey, Puerto Rico, 2001.

There’s a picture of my mom, somewhere in the many photo 
albums filled by three children’s memories. She is a baby with 
big brown eyes and a tuft of blonde hair. She sits with her pápi 
on a new couch. It’s the kind with rough, tickly upholstery, 

embroidered with peonies and roses. He has an arm around 
her to keep her from tumbling off, and in the other hand he 
spreads a newspaper across both their laps. The photo is 
sepia and wrinkled, but when my mom finds it, some thirty 
years later, she decides to recreate it with her own newborn.

I am seven months old. My head has the shape and color of a 
summer peach. I cry whenever my mom detaches me from her 
hip. Still, she straightens the bow clipped into my strands of 
hair, and closes the snaps on my striped pants. My abuelo sits 
me down on the couch next to him, just as he did thirty years 
earlier. He opens up the newspaper to the classified ads, so a 
waxy yellow page, dotted with pictures of houses for sale, 
faces the camera. My eyes are wide when my mom takes the 
picture, because I really only know how to react one way to the 
flash. She develops the film at the Walgreens just outside the 
neighborhood, and prints two copies of the photo – one for her 
to keep, and one to paste next to her own. She points herself 
out to me as she stacks our photos on top of each other and 
slides them back into the protective sheet in the photo album. I 
don’t understand, partly because I am an infant, and partly 
because I can only recognize the woman holding me in my 
arms as my mother, not the version of her that existed 
decades before.

Portfolio: Gold Key

STEPHANIE 
KAISER
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Boston, Massachusetts, 2006.

My mom lifts me up to the turnstile, and I hold my hand out. A 
woman stamps a green raincloud onto my knuckle, and my 
mom and I walk into the Science Museum together. At five 
years old, I go for the biggest, brightest, and most interactive 
exhibits. My brother goes with my aunt and uncle to the IMAX 
theater to watch a short film on dinosaurs, leaving just us two 
with a little time to see all the things that he rushed us by 
before. I gravitate to a model of a butterfly, painted in oranges 
and browns and yellows. My mom suggests we check out the 
rest of the exhibit, which promises to connect even the 
smallest insects with the bigger picture, but I am already out of 
her reach, casting rainbow shadows against a white tarp. She 
stands behind me and places a hand on her hip, so she 
creates angles of blue, yellow, and magenta. She lets me 
guide her on an improvised tour of the museum, even though I 
am the one who turns to her for an explanation on what 
causes earthquakes or how anything can be so small we can’t 
see it. I can’t fully grasp why she seems to have all the 
answers, but I recognize that my science-loving mother is in 
her element. She seems at ease around the neon model of the 
digestive system and the giant plasma ball, and I want to be 
just like her – assured and endlessly knowledgeable.

Wolfeboro, New Hampshire, 2011.

I sit across from my mom in a booth at Shibley’s on the Pier. I 
pick at my quesadilla as we both try not to cry. Neither of us 
are good at goodbyes, especially one that we know will be for 
longer than we are accustomed to. She has driven me from my 
cousins’ house to the edge of Lake Winnipesaukee, where I 
will stay at an overnight camp for two weeks. It is the first 
summer since my parents’ divorce, and we are worried for 
each other. She is scared that I will be homesick and 
miserable, and I fear that she won’t have anyone to talk to 
while I am away. We ask a stranger to take a photo of us in 
front of the restaurant, and we set off onto the last leg of our 
trip. As we pull into Camp Deer Run’s endless driveway, my 
stomach tightens and I lean over to rest my head on her 
shoulder. She wriggles her arm out from under me and 
awkwardly strokes my hair. We ride like that, jolting along with 
the unpaved road, until we reach my cabin.

My mom knows my counselors better than I do by the time 
move-in is over. I am a little embarrassed by her fussing, but 
relieved that she still hasn’t left. She darts around the cabin, 
finding more and more creative places to stash my stuff. As the 
last of the cars drive back onto Route 95, my mom hands me 
another sheet of stamps and makes me promise to write every 
day before pulling me into a hug. And as much as I act like I 
want her out of there as soon as possible, I know I will make 
good on my promise.
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Cleveland, Ohio, 2015.

I am diagnosed with depression before my mother is. I am in 
eighth grade, my simultaneous apathy and panic for the world 
around me assigned a formal name. My dad finds me a 
therapist, and I start a course of Zoloft after a week in the 
psychiatric ward, spurred, in part, by my mom asking me 
directly if I wanted to die, and I, too honest and caught off-
guard by her question, answering “Yes.” My head hurts for 
weeks every time my psychiatrist increases my dosage, but I 
feel a change is slow-approaching. Maybe it’s the fact that I 
can’t get any lower than confessing suicidal thoughts to my 
mother as she looks at me, a mixture of emotions that I never 
want to see again, but I feel myself coming up, gradually. I 
never tell her how, even months into my recovery process, I 
only stay alive for her. In my mind, losing her would be, in a 
way, permission to follow her. It’s lonely, tethering yourself to 
someone who doesn’t even know they are your tether, but it 
gets me by day to day.

By the time I discover that my mom has started taking Zoloft of 
her own, I consider myself to be recovered, for the most part. I 
know depression runs in the family, but I never knew how 
deeply. I try to be the expert that my mom has always been for 
me, answering her questions and attempting to make sense of 
the situation. I feel a strange reversal from the days of her 

being scared to leave me home alone for too long immediately 
after my diagnosis. Now I am scared for her, knowing firsthand 
the terrifying hold that depression can have. I am scared for 
myself, because I know I cannot bear to see my mom as sick 
as I was. For once, my mom is the one who needs tending to; I 
only wish it wasn’t like this.

Cleveland, Ohio, 2016.

I don’t understand why all my friends hate their mothers. I 
proudly call mine my best friend, and I make sure she knows it. 
I am as protective of her as she is of me. We laugh at the 
same jokes – or rather, we both laugh at my jokes. We cast 
glances at each other when my brother says something 
problematic just to pick a fight. When I stay at my dad’s house 
for more than a week at a time, she calls me just to see how 
my day was. I show her my favorite television shows, and she 
asks nearly every night if I have time to watch a movie. I know 
that I am so lucky to have a mother that is also the perfect 
roommate and confidante, and I offer her to all my friends who 
complain about their moms as an adoptive mother. When I tell 
her this, she laughs and says that I’m still her favorite 
daughter, but the more the merrier. She has the biggest heart 
of anyone I know, and it beats for every person she meets.
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Cleveland, Ohio, 2018.

Everybody says that my mom and I could be twins. Neither of 
us see it, except on the rare occasions when both of us pass 
by a mirror or window and, just for a split second, I recognize 
her nose, or eyes, or hairline in my own face. I don’t really 
know how all of those things come together, because no 
matter how hard I squint, I just see her features misplaced 
onto my face. My mother promises me that I am the more 
beautiful version of her, but truthfully, I don’t care about looking 
like her. If I must be the mirror image of my mom, I want to 
reflect all the good in her. I want to share her optimism and 
compassion for the whole world, as hard as it is some days. I 
want to be as curious in the pursuit of knowledge and as 
generous with it. I want to have the courage to ask for help 
when I am low. I want to be as tearful in my goodbyes and as 
hesitant to leave the ones I love. I want to hold my family close 
and grow together. I want my mom to be proud of who I 
become, but more than anything else, I want to be proud, too.



810

Sorting Hat

I am a Gryffindor. Clumsy, but brave. Honest, show-offish, 
short-tempered. I am four years old, discovering magic for the 
first time. I’ve seen it in fairytales and Barbie movies, but this is 
the first time I see it in myself. My parents recently decided 
that I am old enough to read the first three books in the Harry 
Potter series – they fear the rest might have themes too dark 
for a kindergartener – and I am already on Prisoner of 
Azkaban. For the second time. My copy has a cracked spine 
and curled edges from carrying it with me wherever I go. 
Everything about the series is unlike anything I have read 
before. I might envy Harry, Ron, and Hermione for the 
friendship they have, the trials they face, and the powers they 
possess, but I am just as much a part of the story as they are. I 
whisper spells to myself and count down the days until I get 
my Hogwarts acceptance letter, so I can affirm that I am 
magical. I have to be.

Soon it isn’t just the wizarding world that I am pulled into. I am 
never without a book, hardly ever without a book that is bright 
and has sparkly detail work on its cover. I am selfish with the 
new worlds I discover, wanting to keep them locked up in my 
chest where they are mine, all mine. I read anything I can get 
my sticky hands on. Every few days, I scratch my knees on the 
grey library carpet as I read dust jacket after dust jacket. I read 
my way into magic tree houses and boxcars where I have to 

crouch to fit. I cross prairies to Portland and New York and 
Narnia. I am a blur of scarlet hair and gold eyes, determined to 
find just a little bit of magic within every page.

I am a Hufflepuff. Curious and dedicated, I am a finder at 
heart. I pull on my mom’s arm to walk faster into the Mayfield 
Public Library. We visit every Thursday, spending an hour and 
a half there as my brother attends swim practice. Some weeks 
I bring my homework: a couple math worksheets, a vocabulary 
list; more often than not, I browse the endless shelves for 
something new and begging to be found. I am nine years old, 
but my fourth-grade teacher suggests books at an eighth-
grade level, which I take as the highest compliment. Because 
of this, I split my time between the children’s section, with its 
bean bag chairs spilling over with foam beads and shelves that 
are only as tall my mom’s shoulders; and the young adult 
section, where my mom monitors the books I pull from the 
shelves to keep me from learning the things that might go 
beyond simple reading comprehension. After I choose my 
books, I sit in one of the windowsills, where the wide, white 
vents meet the glass. There I read for an hour, just long 
enough for me to become loyal to the story, before my mom 
alerts me of the time. We leave the library to pick up my 
brother, but I am not ready to remove myself from the world I 
have become enchanted with. Eventually she buys me a 
portable book light because she is sick of the glare of the 
interior car lights against the windshield when I use them to 
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read. This is how it always goes: we enter the library as the 
last bits of pink and yellow and blue streak the sky, and though 
the stars might already be appearing as we leave, I rarely lift 
my head enough to see them.

I am a Slytherin. I’m too young to realize yet that this isn’t 
equivalent to evil; in my mind, it means jaded, ruthless, green 
with envy. My dad has just begun dating again, or rather, he 
has just begun to tell me that he is dating again. We are in 
Park City, Utah, a place as new to me as it is wrong. I know 
that the house we rent doesn’t have a secret crawlspace 
where five cousins can sit amongst the glassware and photo 
albums. I know that the living room can barely fit a single 
stocking on the fireplace, let alone a set of eleven, needle-
pointed with our names on them. I know that the woman 
sleeping on the floor above mine takes too long to say good 
night to my dad, but she is not my mother. I know that I don’t 
like change.

I spend my loneliest Christmas in Park City. Everything is 
wrong, from the way you can only see the mountains if you 
crane your neck looking out a certain window to the way my 
grandma’s cinnamon rolls are store-bought and popped out of 
a can. There is no floor-to-ceiling window that lets the sun in 
enough to warm the leather recliner, no place to fold my legs 
under me and read my brand-new books as the snow falls in a 
clumps in the backdrop. When we come back from skiing each 

day, my grandma puts on a pot of hot water and we stir in 
powdered hot chocolate mix as we wait for the snow to melt off 
of our long underwear. I take a book to the corner of the L-
shaped couch, a spot I claim for my own after my dad yells at 
me for isolating myself in the loft bedroom I share with my 
brother. In sixth grade I am looking for an escape. I am 
miserable in this life, so I try to fit myself into others. I can’t 
wait until I am in high school, until I reach the pivotal scene I 
find in every storyline – the one where I get the guy, I win the 
competition, my parents and I have a heart-to-heart about 
what I really want in life. Some part of me still believes that this 
story arc is inevitable, but it can’t come soon enough. Right 
now, I would give anything to be anywhere else but here. My 
dad fills my bookshelf at his house (also rented, not fully ours) 
with books as apology presents, peace offerings, but I am so 
absorbed in contorting myself to fit into a place I might belong 
that I don’t find it in myself to forgive him.

I am a dementor. I feed off my own misery. I depend on it to 
survive. I don’t know exactly how or when it happens, but I 
devolve into a desperate version for myself. I sort my life into 
‘Most Days’ and ‘Good Days,’ because my definition of a bad 
day has come to be the same as that of a normal day. Most 
Days are disappointing because I am alive at the end of them. 
I feel like I am walking underwater – slowly, breathlessly, and 
without destination. Even my standard for a Good Day has 
lowered. If I make it through a day without any of the bleak, 
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suicidal thoughts I have come to expect, I consider it above 
average. Through much of eighth grade I am depressed, 
anxious, and undiagnosed.

The things I used to love, the writing, the drawing, the reading, 
all stop. I force myself to keep a book on my nightstand, trying 
to enjoy the things that I used to. I reread the entirety of Harry 
Potter again, and I pray that the magic I found in it so long ago 
comes back to me. I have no luck. There is no spell to fill my 
hollow chest, no adventure to make me the chosen one. There 
is only time. Time for healing, time for redemption, time for 
unearthing the heart I thought was buried too deeply to ever 
dig up again.

I am in a Pensieve. Maybe that means I am stuck in the past. 
Maybe I am just stuck. I’m not sure. I miss the part of myself 
that I used to have, the part that felt everything so deeply. 
Lately I have been numb, as if I am learning to control my 
darkest thoughts, but I am still not able to invoke any liveliness 
I used to have. I feel like I have been in this in-between 
forever. As nonsensical as it sounds, all I want is to want 
something. I want this so badly it stops me from getting it. I’m a 
planner but not a doer. I think about the what-ifs so much, I 
don’t have time nor the energy to chase them. I write 
exhaustive outlines for papers, but I never complete a rough 
draft. I practice my hand-lettering in the margins of all my 
notes, but I never open my sketchbook. I go to Barnes and 

Noble and make lists of all the books I want to read, but I 
never visit the library because I claim to not have the time. I 
have always been scared of failure, but now I am scared of 
trying.

I am a Ravenclaw. I am realizing now that I will never stop 
learning, or changing, or wanting more. I may not ever come to 
terms with my perfectionism. I am witty and brash. I am 
calculated and sometimes cold, inconsequential and loud as I 
can be. I am not right all the time, or even most of the time, but 
that’s not what matters. What matters most is that I am here 
and I want to try to get it right. I want to fail and stand up again, 
and again, and again. In English class, we read My Ántonia, 
and I cry with longing as I remember what I have been without 
for so long. Magic. For the first time in a long time, I am there. I 
am in the story, in the Nebraskan plains, in the setting sun 
casting a shadow over a plow. It might not be as full and bright 
as the first time I found it, but it is still comforting to know that 
the magic is still there. I am something bronze and blue, 
something tarnished and battered but not without hope, 
something like a worn copy of a favorite book: cracked spine, 
curling edges, and a little bit of magic within me. I intend to 
hold onto it.
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Lullaby

Tell me your story, 
Even though I have never asked for it. 
Let me comb through pebbly sand  
Until I dig up a sea foam coke bottle  
Or a mango tree with fruit so fresh  
You only have to tug at the skin to peel it. 
Show me your school, 
Where you stood waiting for the bus 
In a uniform tinged yellow on the collar and sleeves. 
Read me assignments where your unsteady scrawl  
Declares that your brother is fat. 
Tell me those stories. 
Tell me about lining the driveway 
With red tiles and nectar-filled flowers and iguanas 
That scurry into the shadows 
If you look at them the wrong way. 
Tell me about your dogs, 
The three yorkies that ran away 
Whenever the door was left open, 
Which was often. 
Introduce me to the family 
That comes from 20 aunts and uncles 
That are only as far away as the nearest coastline. 
Show me Old San Juan  

Before they called it that, 
Back when it was just the city 
Your parents go married in  
With streets and houses stacked like moving boxes, 
Painted intermittently in lilac, sunshine, and coral. 
Sit me on your old bed, 
Where you wished your sister good night 
Before she was the last to leave home  
But the only one to never look back. 
Point out the pictures, 
Where you roll your eyes at abuelo  
But he still takes you out to Culebra every summer, 
To teach you character, he says. 
I want every memory you can afford me  
And I will lap them up  
Like a sticky puddle of límber juice. 
Even though I have never reached up  
To the tallest branch of your avocado tree  
To twist out the pits and sink my teeth into them, 
I want them to fall into my lap  
Like house keys. 
Let me in.
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No Turn on Red

I start on Canterbury Lane. 
Maple trees overhead  
And golden hours that slip through their canopy. 
My wingspan reaches from the stop sign on Green  
To the dipped circle of the cul-de-sac. 
The radius is small  
And everything beyond it is a mystery. 
  
On Fairmount Boulevard, I walk with my best friend in the 
middle of July. 
She lives five minutes from Ben and Jerry’s, 
And our moms have only just let us make the trek alone. 
We are walking back, 
Full of Americone Dream and Cherry Garcia, 
When a white pickup truck swings around the circle, 
Its passengers honking and whistling at us. 
I am wearing fingertip length jean shorts and a t-shirt from 
camp. 
I am eleven. 
  
A one-way road takes me to school every day. 
From my new house on Belgrave Road, 
Shaker Boulevard deposits me  
Right at the playground side of the school  

After a mostly silent car ride with my dad. 
I don’t trust his motives easily, 
Not since he started house hunting  
With his girlfriend, 
Who, evidently, was not as new as I was led to believe. 
Two years later, 
The dust has settled on the house we built 
From the wetlands up, 
The family we built in the same time. 
Still, there is not much to say on that 15-minute drive. 
I am still too self-conscious to sing along, even quietly, 
To the radio. 
  
Harvard Road. 
The fastest way to get to the highway, 
Because I am in love with a girl  
Who lives a moon cycle away. 
I take my longest drives alone to see her. 
I become a playlist curator. 
I’d drive any distance. 
When we’re alone, we’re safe. 
There’s so much of the outside world we block out. 
We cannot afford to be fearless in public, 
And alone with her 
Is as unafraid as I will ever be. 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My job at Mitchell’s is equidistant to Mom’s and Dad’s. 
I am in my first car accident on Cedar Road. 
Nothing major. 
Her name is Cynthia Port, 
And her teal Honda Pilot 
Reverses from its parking spot 
Faster than my hands can find the horn. 
Now I drive extra carefully in that lot, 
Clearing corners slow  
And never breaking 10 miles per hour. 
But I still pick up speed  
Between the storefront and my Subaru  
When I work closing shifts. 
Even when I walk with coworkers 
I keep my keys between my fingers, 
And I wish I had taken self-defense classes. 
Because it’s a minute walk, 
But I don’t trust the shadows. 
And I don’t trust Cedar Road. 
  
And I don’t trust any road. 
And I don’t trust men  
Or homophobia  
Or Honda Pilots 
Or my dad  
Or ice cream. 

I only trust maple trees. 
And dead ends. 
And my own fingertips.
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The Seven People You Meet in a Psych Ward

1. Addison, the boy with long hair and a pinched face, who 
behaved himself in exchange for a half
hour of Mariokart.

2. Kelsey, the girl who is in the ward again for the third time, 
each discharge returning her to an
always-high mother prohibited to visit.

3. Cam, the girl with anorexia whose favorite food is Chipotle, 
but she counts every black bean in
her salad.

4. Drew, the boy with glazed blue eyes and styled hair. He 
shifts uncomfortably in his seat when Ally
says she is willing to be his first kiss.

5. Emily, the girl from Pittsburgh who kept asking if I had a 
boyfriend. She did, at least three years
older than her.

6. Brittany, the gentle nurse who got engaged the weekend 
before you were committed.

7. Yourself, trying to figure out how you got there, to this low. 
You step out of the shower and wrap
yourself in a hospital-approved towel. You think about the 
people in the world, with the
brightest smiles and shiniest eyes and you see the beauty in 
each and every one of them. And
you decide to find out what will remind you, not for the first 
time, that you deserve to see
the same beauty in yourself.



817

Some Notes on Kissing

Kissing boys is earth.
Kissing boys is wrapping my hands up
To cup his cheeks
And gripping onto that moment,
Pressing my body so firmly into his
That my very survival
Depends on him,
Just for a second.
Kissing boys is sunscreen and long eyelashes,
Porch lights flickering
As mosquitoes rush as our skin.
Kissing boys is like loving boys:
Squinting eyes and aftershave
And stone-dotted dirt paths,
Holding hands under pine trees.

Kissing girls is breathing.
Kissing girls is folding my hands
Behind her waist and pulling her in,
Like a sudden storm.
Kissing girls is golf courses
And rain steaming off the sidewalk
And pointing out Orion’s Belt.
Kissing girls is pilled sweatshirts

And letting the sun dip down into the horizon,
From winter to summer,
Short days and long.
Kissing girls is like loving girls:
Leather-bound notebooks,
Film canisters, snap peas,
And coming home
When I never thought I could again
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How to Host a Funeral

Iron your black dress, 
Dig the sensible heels out from the back of the closet. 
Try to eat breakfast, at least a piece of fruit. 
Hold your cousin tightly to your chest when she comes to pick 
you up. 
Shiver as you step into the viewing room. 
Find your mom, 
Who blinks away tears as soon as she sees you  
And says, “I’m okay, sweetie,” 
Like she’s said so many times before, 
You remain unconvinced. 
Lean down to kiss your abuela on both cheeks. 
Try not to think about how you’re sleeping in her bedroom 
Because she can’t sleep in there anymore, 
She can’t sleep at all. 
Let yourself be pulled into one-armed hugs 
By people who gush about how big you’ve gotten  
Since they last saw you. 
As you make your way around the room 
Only make eye contact with the living, 
Do not let your vision wander over to the open casket 
Where your abuelo rests, 
Wan and puffed in the cheeks, 
You wouldn’t recognize him anyway. 

Try not to think about the justification  
“He was very sick… in a lot of pain” 
That sounds an awful lot like  
“He’s better off dead.” 
Every time you feel tears escaping  
Lean into your brother, 
Flown in from college, 
Sturdy and warm. 
Take short breaks. 
Don’t think about how the quesitos from the cafeteria  
Taste nothing like the ones abuelo used to order 
From the bakery in the next town over. 
After eight hours of viewing, 
Take the stairs up to the chapel. 
Find a seat in the front pew, between two cousins. 
When they roll in the casket, now closed, take a deep breath. 
Let your cousin whisper jokes in your ear 
So she has a reason to smile. 
Hold her hand through the eulogies, 
Latch on to every new story about him, 
A now-precious commodity. 
Choke as they start to roll the casket away, 
And even though they’ll give you time to say final goodbyes, 
This feels like a goodbye, too. 
As you walk through the basement holding rooms, 
Don’t think about the other caskets, 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Of people who you’ll never know, 
That line the walls. 
Try not to think about how your abuelo will be one of them, 
Just another body. 
Hold your mom when she jumps up, just before they close the 
casket one last time, 
She was too busy comforting others to let her own grief out. 
Pull flowers out of the casket crown to press and save. 
Clutch them in your hands like a lifeline. 
As you walk out of the viewing room to go home, to heal, 
Hold the door open for everyone to leave too, 
Then hold it a little longer, 
Staring at the cherry wood casket, 
Because closing the door 
Has a finality that just feels wrong. 
Stare into the room, 
Silently extending your goodbye, 
Until your mom comes and nudges you away, 
Into the expanse of the night, 
Where the rain seems to have let up  
Only for you.
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Tres Leches

When people compliment me on my tres leches cake, I do not 
say, “the recipe is from Food Network dot com.” I say, “thank 
you.” Not even that is authentic. I feel shame when I sprinkle 
the top with cinnamon and offer up servings to everyone within 
reach of my nine by thirteen pan, because tres leches isn’t 
even Puerto Rican, but I still act like I own it. My abuela grows 
coconut and avocado right in her backyard, but when I make 
guacamole, my first instinct is to search “World’s Best 
Guacamole” on Pinterest. I know enough about comfort food to 
gravitate towards Goya products when I am grocery shopping, 
but not enough to know exactly how much butternut squash to 
add to my beans. My mom always tries to teach me her 
recipes in Spanglish, but they do not stick to the edges of my 
brain to save for later. My abuela and my mom look natural in 
the kitchen. It seems like they have never needed a cookbook, 
and they think adding stuff to a pot until it tastes right is a valid 
instruction. And while I can follow any recipe to a t, my final 
dishes feel a little less colorful, a little less authentic, than the 
ones that are served by my abuela’s veiny hands onto a blue 
speckled countertop.

My hips do not move like my mother’s. She invites me to salsa 
with her in the kitchen, but I have stepped on her feet too 
many times to take her up on the offer. She knows this, but 
she still counts out the beats as she shifts her weight from the 

heels of her feet to the toes. My mom likes to listen to 
reggaetón as she cooks and sews and cleans. Even though 
she would blush at the lyrics if they came on in English, the 
dembow beat reminds her of visiting home and walking along 
the streets of Old San Juan, where homegrown artists pour out 
of the speakers of every humid café. When I come downstairs 
and dance badly to the rhythm, she always laughs and tries to 
show me the proper moves. I appreciate her effort, but I am 
more accustomed to music that can be danced to without 
leaving my chair.

I sunburn too easily to feel like a woman of color. I try to laugh 
it off in late June, when the redness of my cheeks finally starts 
to fade into something a little more golden-brown, a little more 
how I am supposed to look. At the tail-end of summer, when I 
have been out in the sun every day with only one reapplication 
of sunblock, I am darker than my mom. I feel a little less 
gringa, and a little more Latina. Of course, my skin color does 
not dictate my ethnic makeup, but sometimes it’s nice to give 
everyone a glimpse of the culture I have been carrying with 
me, as if to prove that I have the right to do so.

I have never been able to roll my ‘r’s, and I am scared it is too 
late to learn how. My mom stopped speaking to us in Spanish 
when I was just two, because my dad worried that he would be 
left out of our conversations. Because of this, or maybe 
despite this, I seem to have a knack for picking up Spanish, at 
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least on paper. My abuelos are hard to understand on the 
phone, and as much as I can blame it on the poor reception or 
the remnants of my abuela’s Spanish accent, I find myself 
playing catch up when I talk to them, always planning my next 
words and steering the conversation to my advantage. My 
abuelo sometimes asked why I never called him, and I would 
feel the guilt form in the tips of my ears, both from being the 
neglectful granddaughter, and from being too prideful to pick 
up the phone and let myself stumble over words that I wish 
would roll off my tongue. My family teases me for not being 
able to roll my ‘r’s, and they make the sound repeatedly in my 
direction just to rub it in. I roll my eyes, even though it makes 
me want to cry, knowing there is just another thing that a good 
Latina should be able to do. I know enough Spanish to be in 
the advanced placement class and to understand what my 
mom is saying about me on the phone, but not enough to 
teasingly hit her with one of the creative curses my abuelo was 
so fond of.

When I have called myself Latina, my friends have laughed 
and said, “no, you’re white.” Some days it is not worth it to 
explain that I can be both, or even more than that. The truth is, 
it is tiresome trying to validate your own identity. I know I am 
not fully American because my mom gets excited when we find 
a Cuban restaurant on a road trip because it’s the same 
comfort food she’s used to. I know I am not fully American 
because I still have family without power and internet, knocked 

out from a hurricane from months ago. I can never be fully 
American so long as I can fall asleep to the sound of coquí 
frogs and wake up to the smell of rain and quesitos. This is a 
strange limbo to exist in, even more so when I can tell there 
are people on all sides, scrutinizing my identity. On the one 
hand, there are the Americans, who do not understand what it 
means to love their culture so much and still feel like they will 
never have a proper place in it. On the other, there’s my family, 
from Dorado to Guaynabo, who pull me in to give me kisses on 
each cheek, but still ask how my Spanish is coming along. I 
am still trying to figure out how I can be loyal to them both, and 
how much of myself I am willing to give.

Even after all these years, Puerto Rico feels unfamiliar to me, 
like it is a space I call home without having any claim to it. 
Stepping through the Gate of Old San Juan still feels like 
walking into a picture book, with sorbet vendors and pastel 
colonials and ruthless pigeons. The waterfalls of El Yunque 
drown out the sound of my steps as I navigate my way over 
wet, algae-coated stones. My family hires shady boats to take 
us to good snorkeling spots, and I am only wary of them for as 
long as it takes to untether the ropes from the dock. It is 
strange, knowing my heart has US citizenship, but it cannot 
resist salt spray and mango pulp. It is worth it, though, when I 
find green plantains and make arañitas, or when I can beat my 
family at May I. I may never be fully secure in my cultural 
identity, but I am lucky enough to have seats saved for me in 
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places where my skin is always sandy and warm to the touch 
and where winter takes over for fall and spring. And maybe it 
isn’t a division between the American me and the Puerto Rican 
me. Maybe it’s a choice, and one that I am grateful to make, 
no matter how many times I have to.
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The Vastness To Be Found In Ohio's 
Corners: A Reckoning
recoils when poked

I sometimes wish you’d tell me goodnight in explicit terms
like a soldier to his mother
or a python to its captor. my back
fiercely, thorned with scales but oh,

you forgot the vulnerable give of my underbelly.

I can envy snakes who shimmy wildly in headlights
across coastal night roads, flicking merciless rubber tires
with forked tongues.

I know how good it will feel to get where they are going.

Portfolio: Silver Key
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a brief intrusion by an awareness of life’s awful 
majesty

The second you read the first second is gone, and the second 
second now too,
gulped away with the dregs of your coffee, muffled by the 
flutter of your papers,
crushed by your footsteps on parking lot pavement,
to join the web of membranous
tissue that comprises
the wedding dress train
of the life you have lived
up to this
apex,
a reminder to you, reader,
of the delicate sea-plantedness of life,
its hollow bones, its porous skin, its fragile ebb.
The whole of it frozen in ice,
visible from some spots, others clouded with trapped air, 
remember
the parts that squeeze tears from stony eyes,
that trap you on sleep’s precipice
on blanket soaked aftermidnights,
and the parts that decide the next move on the checkered 
squares,
the next arching branch, the next angle to form in eternal 
stone.

And that only you will ever bear its full and utter witness.
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the great tribulation of stories

By firelight, we chant to keep alive
songs of sisters with warm bodies
and our minds
plied, with amber O sing Camelot,
for the dragons and the medication
and the chests of gold
that flicker like turning pages.

The linoleum is marble, kitchen,
utensils diamond ridden near godliness.
Buddha lurks
around the next corner by the stairwell fat and grinning,
Fat and Grinning.

The floor is lava, the king
holds high court but you,
cloaked in black, katana slain,
he bleeds silver, you fill your chalice.

You reach blistered bloodied battered
fingers northward
you’ll never reach it
your sinews snap and crack like muskets.
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the pleasures of adulthood beat skittles and gummy 
bears in an arm wrestling match

There’s a crack in my hometown

Fissures appear
in the bleachwhite bricktight smiles,
void of knobby braces, scrubbed
clean of sticky candy residues,
of down the street girls
who I’d once made best friends of.

Were too skinny too chubby
in tankini swimsuits,
selling sugarcrunch koolaid
and becoming backyard famous.
Mistook salt for sugar, we wobbled
on ice skates, carving out girlhood
in spiral notebooks and chalkpink driveways,
each with one earbud,
noses in closets, we figured out the things
all girls eventually figure out.

Now tube tops, hastily concealed blue aluminum
cans in the corners of shaky photos in bathrooms
near toilets stained cigarette yellow faces
that won’t remember now later smiles

catching like acid in the flash

And boys (oh) with big hands, boys
who place two fingers on chins
not gently coaxing heads
to look down, not back
at the tents we slept in,
the paper dolls and computer games
the mountains of popcorn, the years of electricity
and the cracks our purple bikes wore through the streets of 
this town.
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the comfortable environmentalist laments

In glass skyscrapers, the bespectacled climatologists scuffle.
The mournful clock clicks down the seconds drawing closer to 
zero.
At home we grill sea salted steaks
smelling latticed burning carbon.

I want to save the world, I want to spin my granddaughters 
around like dolls
and roast chickens and take photos in big cities,
and roll my hands in dirt until they get arthritic.

Those who follow me must have the same life
as I, with lighted rooms and TV screens and
potted plants splayed like mushrooms or data points,
their slave labor fills my home with oxygen.

The things we do everyday.
We are killing ourselves.
We are killing everything.

I want to come indoors where climate is controlled
and scrub my hands in hot tap water and antibacterial soap
after a long day of hunting and gathering.
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Let&'s not get all devonian about it

Dunkleosteus gobbles swimsuit-clad children
in violently cerulean inground pools,
and the teenagers who wrangle rogue silver shopping carts
are gored by bison on the parking lot prairie.
There was no Ohio when
the giant beaver showed his blood orange teeth to the sun.

Beasts plodded and swum where your beige house stands
their corpses, long desiccated lie
beneath the tomato beds in your side yard
the cultivar plants shrivel
in the sun’s sear.

We are not the first but may
be the last things
heaving ourselves around on this
spot of earth.

There is a place for you
may rest upon a Pleistocene shelf,
at mercy of the giant ground sloth that bristles with vengeance.
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stasis in a world where clocks don't stop

I am a teenage narcissus, just like the other
cocoon-ridden daughters of law and medicine.
We pantomime the airbrushed women
and keep dirt from our white gloves.

But the terror swimming in my
bottomless eyes, reflecting the perpetual
hands is my distinguish, for their irises glow
hearty with hormones, they flip calendar pages
like spinning looms, waiting for their warranty to expire,
diamond inlays, something big and shining that is taking 
forever to arrive,

moments they exhaust for which I hew gravestones.
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a void in the mirror's reflection

Brought to tears by ceiling shadows,
by chord changes, the graceful swoon of a violinist’s elbow,
the scratches on records, the messages gouged
into plastic composite bathroom stalls.
Wearing socks imprinted with rubber chickens
on the floor, nearly fetal.

I am no American Teenager, but rather
a fisherman’s wife, a margin-scribbled thought.
I know not the apple pie, the thigh-grazing skirt,
the back seat of a Ford, I’ve been
betrothed from birth to novels and notebooks,
confined to couches, hands bound with ancient twines.
 
Who am I, to know and to be known, to press buttons,
to shed knitwear, to Molly Ringwald my way into the 
confessional.
To crouch with razor blades and proxy kill my mother,
touch burning wicks, face gales, balaclavaless,
paper routes, baseball, checkered flags,
drums and pigments, adornment, survival.

The seed pod empties its offspring, some germinate
some fester about in the wind.
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Someday you’ll miss the magic of the good old days-
 Macklemore

Aisles of apple trees spanned miles along the country road. 
Barely any humans were in sight, and we were left alone under 
clear skies. The clacking zippers on my boots echoed in the 
silence, as we could only hear the faint whispering of the 
October wind. Although Patterson’s might have been the more 

popular farm, Quarry Hill Orchard was the better option. Rene 
chose to come to this orchard due to the deliciously ripe Fuji 
apples, ranging from the size of a tennis ball to more massive 
than a grapefruit. Our goal for the day was to fill up 12 bags of 
apples for her parents. She was a fan of the larger apples, 
which usually grew at the very top of the trees. It took a lot of 
jumping and aimless arm reaches to snatch the best ones, and 
it didn’t help that hornets lurked between the thick bunches of 
leaves.
 
Exactly 364 days later, Rene returned to the same orchard. In 
the pictures she posted online, I immediately recognized the 
way the sun caressed the the apples’ skin. However, I wasn’t 
there this time. Rene brought Katherine, instead, meaning that 
I had somewhat literally been replaced with someone new. I’m 
sure the rusty mailboxes, the hilly road, and the square 
cornfields were still there. I’m sure the free popcorn, the 
caramel apple samples, and the mini peach pies were still 
there.  I’m sure the quirky gourds, the under-ripe galas, and 
the over-picked pink ladies were still there. I’m sure the 
organic scents, the cratered soil, and the rustling leaves were 
still there. I’m sure Rene and Katherine laughed together, took 
pictures together, and enjoyed the day together. I’m not sure, 
though, if Katherine appreciated the surreal country 
surrounding to the same degree as I did with Rene on that 
pleasant autumn day. 

Portfolio: Silver Key

FARAH SAYED
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~
You said you felt so happy you could die- Gotye

The ice rink is the only place where I truly feel at home. 
Something about gliding effortlessly on slender blades allows 
me to feel freedom that isn’t possible on dry land. The chilly 
temperature and the blistering tightness of my skates don’t 
matter. Even if I’m completely worn out from hours of skating, I 
have no desire to leave the ice. 
I felt an urge to share what I loved with Rene, so I organized 
an ice skating trip during spring break. Since she had set foot 
on ice only twice in her life, I had to teach her the basics. I 
instructed her, “Just waddle between both feet and try to glide 
forward steadily. Don’t try to do any fancy stroking just yet.” 
Despite her inability to do as I told, she managed to loop 
around the rink a couple of times with the help of the wall and 
a construction cone.

“I think I got this!” Rene announced. “Can you take a video for 
my Snapchat story?” I stepped aside to let her skate on her 
own for the video, and just as I was about to tap the end 
button, she slipped swiftly onto the ice. Although I was 
concerned if she was okay, I instinctively burst out into 
laughter. “Ugh let’s retake this,” she suggested, but I already 
posted it on Snapchat for her friends to view. It was alright; she 
found it humorous, too, and actually fell another time, unable 
to control her laughter.

~
You’re my best friend and we’re dancing in a world alone- 

Lorde
Never had the student center been this noisy before. Usually, it 
was quiet enough to get some amount of work done, but the 
chatter escalated to the point where Rene and I wanted to 
escape. We glanced at each other, and she immediately sent 
me a text: “Can we go somewhere else?” I was ready as ever 
to shove my books into my backpack and flee the scene. As 
we bolted down the hallway, the “nests” in the atrium were an 
appealing destination. They were circular plastic pools filled 
with blankets and pillows, perfect for relaxing with a friend. 

We didn’t actually accomplish much homework in the end, 
since we talked for a while and enjoyed the coziness of the 
nests. That didn’t matter, though. I’d much rather spend time 
with her than sit in an annoyingly loud environment.

~
Now you’re gone, and I’m here- Camila Cabello

10:33 PM              
Rene: Is there anything I can do to help?
Me: I mean why didn’t you see if I was okay??? I was clearly 
crying right next to you in assembly. How couldn’t you have 
noticed??



833

Rene: I could tell something was wrong but I didn’t think 
anything I would do could help. What did you expect me to 
do??
Me: So you didn’t even think to say bye before I left today? 
Like thanks for being there
Rene: I was in a rush to leave since my parents were already 
at school. I don’t think I really said “bye” to anyone today…
Me: Well I’d appreciate it if you actually acknowledged my 
existence next time…
Rene: I can’t guarantee anything.
Me: Can I ask if you actually care?
Rene: I care about everyone no matter what. I just didn’t think 
to do anything today.
Me: If you cared then you would’ve said something. Either 
way, can we please talk about what’s important?
Rene: Sure, I’m here.
Me:*******************************************************************
***********************************************************************
***********************************************************************
****************
Rene:***********************************************
Me: *************************
Rene:****************************************************************
*********
Me:***************************
11:21 PM

Me:*******************************************************************
***********************************************************************
*
9:18 AM
Rene: Sorry I fell asleep

~
You cut me deep, your words are like steel- Shakira

It’s just us standing in the metro-park forests. What I thought 
would be a fun day of kayaking took a starkly different turn. I 
knew that we had planned to talk about things, but I never 
thought it would spiral into something this bad. Rene wouldn’t 
actually dump our entire friendship into the Mariana Trench, 
would she? My worst fears were coming true as I heard the 
words, “I can’t do this.”

I remember. Rene’s sepia eyes looked into mine. She dug into 
the mud below with a twig, excavating layers of topsoil with 
each stroke. Our still feet sank into the compost of faded 
leaves and rotting boughs.              Minutes passed.
              I feared the sound of footsteps, alarmed by 
every   faint    rustle   of a leaf,        
                                              as I stood there        in pale 
silence.
My mind could barely process the words.                 I kept 
playing them over and over in my head          until I could 
accept them,
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                       but I was a frozen 
statue,                                                                        alone 
under the secluded oaks.
                             The 
scenery    soon                  blurred           into                     a      
 confusing          disaster.
         She                               was                   now                     
                 only                                   an                                     
                 
                       
  apparition                               blending                                     
                    into the past,
         whisked                               
away                         by                                                  the        
                    breeze
                                                      that                           sent       
                            chills                         down            
                                          
my           spine       on                             that                             
                
                                                                            supposedly 
                                                                                                     
              warm                                                                             
                  
                                                                             day.



835

Snow

Frosted pine needles. 
Clouded skies.  
Freshly laid snow. 
Drips of blood, 
Tarnishing its pale beauty. 
 
Her sprawling fault lines 
Expose her amber magma, 
Now overflowing, 
As flaming tears 
Sear her slender cheeks. 
 
There is no difference  
Between screaming winds 
And high pitched shrills, 
Because cold air insulates the noise. 
 
Her vision swirls, 
Seeing dizzy skies, 
As frigidity takes over 
And envelops her 
Into pale 
Silence.
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Stone

Everyone has something that they never want to lose. It could 
be a favorite novel, a pair of Louboutins, a lucky pen that 
scored them a “5” on an AP, a cuddly sweatshirt they’ve owned 
forever, or a photograph of a childhood memory. Whatever it 
is, losing that item places them in panic mode, a relentless 
search for something held dear. They proceed to tear up the 
house and sift through their belongings in hope that their 
sacred object appears. The terror of it disappearing can 
consume someone’s insides, and this happens to be the case 
whenever I think I have lost my favorite rock. I store it in the 
drawer of my desk, so pencils and sticky notes commonly bury 
it in a swamp of school supplies. My heart rate momentarily 
skyrockets as I dig through the mess. What if my mom 
accidentally vacuumed it up? What if I moved it somewhere 
else? What if it’s hiding under the dresser? What it disappears 
forever? I would hate to misplace something so seemingly 
worthless yet so deeply cherished…

One of my friends found the rock for me, not by chance, but 
because I asked her to. I wanted a souvenir from her voyage 
to Iceland, and a rock seemed like an easy object to obtain. I 
didn’t care if she picked it up from a random sidewalk or if it 
was the ugliest chunk of earth you had ever seen. I just 
wanted a piece of the magical place she would soon travel. 

Upon her return from across the Atlantic, she handed me the 
rock in the palm of my hands. I nestled it between my fingers 
with a secure grip, making sure I felt its presence. It was mine 
to keep.

It once lay on a black sand beach, where millions of ebony 
pebbles blanket the shore, a place I have only seen in 
pictures. When you wet its small, droplet-shaped exterior, your 
eyes get lost in its homogenous black finish; not a single dent 
or crevice exists to detract from the awe of its glossy surface. 
When it’s dry, you can rub its smooth curves against the 
texture of your fingerprints, sandpaper in comparison. You 
would think that it’s artificial, that it’s something you would find 
at a pet store for the bottom of a fish tank, but nature holds 
gems other than those made of carbon.

It may be a pretty rock, but that’s not why I place so much 
value on it. Something about clenching it between the palms of 
my hands feels comforting, calming… Simply holding 
something so small and squeezable allows me to focus my 
mind when it’s excessively cluttered. Instead of stressing over 
a piano recital, the upcoming math test, the cleanliness of my 
room, or my chances of getting into a particular college, I can 
just hold the rock tightly. It reminds me of puffins, waterfalls, 
fields of yellow flowers, and slow-moving glaciers. I can 
imagine ponies strolling along a hillside or sea lions bobbing 
their heads above the gentle waves of a glacial lagoon. I have 
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not encountered any of those things in real life, but I associate 
them with a feeling of softness—and that’s all that matters.

Not only does the rock distract me from the stress of everyday 
life, but every time I look at it, I remember that somebody gave 
it to me as a present. It reminds me that there are people who 
care enough about me to bring me something from thousands 
of miles away. It’s physical proof that I’m not alone in this 
world, even if it may not always appear that way. There are 
people who are there for me, people who value my existence, 
people who I can call my friends, people from whom a rock is 
enough of a gift.

And maybe that’s what really matters.
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When I Used To

When I used to skate,
My blades followed the grooves on the ice that had been 
previously carved
By everyone else in the same performance,
Because if someone didn’t follow the set choreographic 
pattern,
They’d be scolded upon to correct their steps,
Because “unity” is what we strove for,
Unity in movement,
Unity in costume,
Unity in appearance,
Unity in the color eye-shadow we caked on our faces
As well as the several ounces of lipstick we smeared along our 
still baby lips.
But even though we all turned ourselves into clones of the 
same person,
I only identified with the ice,
Its silvery shimmer,
Its gliding surface,
Its reliability,
Because even though it often tripped me or sent me flying 
across its surface,
I never felt intimidated by its wildness,

I never felt that it faked who it was behind a seemingly pretty 
mask.
I was allied with the ice,
Who would always accept me for who I was.
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Haiku

Over the summer, my friend and I were hiking through a 
wooded pathway, just talking about the usual things—the 
weather, our favorite places to shop, debate topics for the 
upcoming year, our favorite milkshake flavors, and other trivial 
matters. However, as we conversed, alone under the shade of 
the secluded maples, I instinctively turned my head every time 
I heard the snap of a twig or the rustling of dried leaves. Of 
course, there was nobody around. At the same time, though, 
my childish imagination couldn’t help but wonder whether the 
trees were trying to say something. It was that moment that led 
me to write a haiku: “The forest gossips//About our silly 
struggles//As we wander deep.”

Whenever something catches my eye, I take a mental note of 
it and, later, type up a haiku in a document on my laptop. 
There, I compile hundreds of poems, with fonts in a variety of 
different colors. It’s my unique way of processing what I see in 
the world around me. The added challenge of capturing the 
essence of something in seventeen syllables forces me to use 
vivid and specific language, too. With the aid of a set poetic 
structure,I am able to effectively describe the crackled brick of 
an aged building, the chartreuse patches of moss on a 
driveway, or the subtle glow of light that peeps through the 
edges of a window.

Even on the drive home, the smallest, most meaningless 
things spark my artistic side. The other day, when I was stuck 
in stopped traffic, I noticed fluffy dandelion tufts floating above 
a weeded patch of grass. Their light swaying in the wind stirred 
a feeling of softness within me, and the sight was so calming 
against the abandoned buildings, rusted street signs, and 
fractured sidewalk in the generally run down neighborhood I 
drive through. Although they were simply a result of poor 
weed-control, to me they were inspirational. That day, I went 
home and wrote a haiku about them as follows: “If we kill the 
weeds//How are we to make wishes//On dandelions.”

For most of us, including me, taking a moment to stop and 
admire the seemingly ordinary things in life can be a 
challenge. I never think to look at the little things around me 
because my mind is simply elsewhere, running through my 
daily checklist, focusing on the task in front of me, or thinking 
about my plans for later that day. I fail to appreciate the 
reflection of car lights on a wet road, the movement of wood 
grain on a table, the sprawling leaves of a house plant, or the 
peachy warmth of a morning sunrise. However, writing haiku 
helps me to consider the little things that I would otherwise 
forget. The meaning I can create with a three-lined poem 
allows me to appreciate the enchantment I see in my 
surroundings, because even in what I would consider the most 
unlikely places to find beauty, there’s always something 
inspirational in the world around me. There’s always something 
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magical that I can capture. Even if it’s just the rustle of the 
leaves…
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First Impressions

When you first meet me,
My wavy chocolate hair
And olive skin
May lead you to ask,
“What part of India are you from?”
But firstly, I’m American,
And secondly,
My parents immigrated from Pakistan,
Which has its own set of borders
And food
And customs
And people.
 
When you first meet me,
Or anyone, for that matter,
Before we open our mouths,
Your first impressions will likely form
Based on our skin tone,
Our eyes,
Our hair,
Our clothing,
And you may be inclined to assume part of our identity
Based on our appearance,
But know that you’re likely to be wrong,

Because you’ve only known us
For a few seconds.
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Ashley Wagner and the 2018 Olympics

Ashley Wagner, arguably the most dominant American figure 
skater of the past decade, is never afraid to speak her mind. 
The sassy 26-year-old has spoken in favor of equal rights, 
criticized Russian anti-gay propaganda laws, and expressed 
disapproval of President Trump’s behavior as America’s new 
leader. Just as she has repeatedly stood up for others, Wagner 
makes sure to stand up for herself, which was especially 
important after seeing her results at the 2018 U.S. Figure 
Skating National Championships. She immediately shook her 
head when her scores were announced and voiced to the 
media that she was absolutely furious with the outcome. She 
expected the judges to give her higher scores for the solid 
programs that she put forth. After the next three skaters 
completed their programs, Wagner fell to fourth place, missing 
the podium by a mere two points. Nobody had expected the 
three-time national champion to be ranked below third place 
this year, and her finish ultimately cost her a trip to the 2018 
Winter Olympics, a shock to the skating community. Although 
the decision to leave her off the team makes sense when 
looking at the selection criteria, those criteria fail to account for 
Wagner’s extensive resume of international awards and her 
recent successes at Worlds and in the ISU Grand Prix Series. 

The judges also underscored her at Nationals in areas where 
she usually shines, and those small points made all the 
difference in terms of her overall placement.

Understanding Ashley Wagner’s skating career is crucial in 
understanding the controversy over the Olympic Committee’s 
decision. Before 2018 Nationals, the skater already had a 
lengthy list of medals on her resume, and her achievements 
outshine those of her current competitors. In 2008, she won 
her first senior medal at U.S. Nationals and had a successful 
season at Junior Worlds in 2010. Although Wagner suffered 
from severe muscle spams during the entire following season 
and threatened quit skating for good, she made a strong 
comeback in 2012, deservingly earning her first gold medal at 
Nationals. In the same year, she won first place at Four 
Continents, gaining momentum into the next season, where 
she defended her national title. Her skating career began to 
flourish, as she won an Olympic bronze medal at Sochi in the 
team event. After becoming the national champion again in 
2015, Wagner took home the silver medal at the 2016 ISU 
Figure Skating World Championships, becoming the first 
American lady in 10 years to win a Worlds medal.

Although Wagner might have placed fourth at Nationals in 
2018, that should not have mattered when looking at her 
consistency as a high level international competitor. The 
Olympic Selection Committee theoretically takes into account 
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an athlete’s body of work versus only their performance at 
Nationals, but somehow her resume was not strong enough to 
secure her a spot on the team. This shows inherent flaws in 
their criteria. None of the ladies on the team as seniors have 
ever placed at high-stakes international events like the Grand 
Prix Final, Worlds, or the Olympics, when Wagner has placed 
at all three. Although she might have only finished seventh at 
Worlds in 2017, none of the other ladies placed, and a top ten 
finish is still commendable in such a competitive category. 
During the current season, Wagner was the only American 
woman other than the national champion to place at a Grand 
Prix event, but the Selection Committee placed Grand Prix 
Series competitions on the lowest tier of importance. Ignoring 
the results of those events makes little sense, though, because 
an athlete’s international performance in the months leading 
up to the Olympics is just as important as a recent 
performance at Nationals. During a typical season, this flaw in 
the selection criteria would not have stopped Wagner from 
qualifying, but the situation grew complicated when she 
withdrew from Skate America after her short program due to 
injury. She likely would have qualified to the Grand Prix Final 
through the event, and since no other American lady qualified, 
that would have given her an edge in the selection process. 
After all, she has medaled three times at the Final in the past. 
Her injury, however, took away this opportunity to build an 
ideal resume in the eyes of the Selection Committee. They 

ultimately forced her to place at Nationals in order to secure 
her spot, even though her achievements already surpassed 
those of her competitors.

Wagner needed to place at least third at Nationals to please 
the Olympic Selection Committee, but the judges underscored 
her in her program components. Since she was only two 
points* behind the third place finisher, that piece of her score 
was key in deciding whether she would represent team USA in 
figure skating. The program component score (PCS) makes up 
about half of an athlete’s score, and it reflects the artistic side 
of skating, including skating skills, transitions, performance, 
composition, and interpretation of music. Wagner consistently 
excels in this portion of the scoring regardless of her technical 
abilities. Her mature choreography brings out details from 
facial expressions to finger movements that convey emotion to 
both the audience and the judges. Even the 2017 Ladies 
World Champion, Evgenia Medvedeva, when asked who she 
admired artistically, responded, “I would like to point out Ashley 
Wagner. Ashley is able to portray any kind of character in the 
music. She can be lyrical. She can be totally 
different” (Zaccardi). Accordingly, at Nationals, Wagner 
exhibited her sassy Hip Hip, Chin Chin program and debuted 
her La La Land free skate, both of which she performed 
spectacularly. Her short program blended well with her 
personality, and every twist of her wrist and eye glance to the 
side boosted the glamour of the sassy and energy-filled skate. 
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In the long program, she skated from the heart with an 
emotional portrayal of a character whom she personally 
related to. She gave off a dreamy aura as she floated across 
the ice. The smaller touches made all the difference; She 
included a heel click, an elegant spiral, and was the only 
skater to start from a sitting position on the ice.

The judges, however, did not give her the marks she deserved 
for her artistic performance. In fact, Wagner’s PCS score 
significantly decreased from her earlier international 
performances in the season. Award-winning journalist, 
Christine Brennan, notes:

I cannot stress enough how stunning it is for a U.S. skater, 
especially a three-time national champion, Olympic team 
bronze medalist, and the only American woman to win a world 
championship medal over the last 11 seasons, to be marker 
lower by her own national judges than by a panel of judges 
from other countries. I’ve covered the Olympics since 1988 
and U.S. Nationals since 1990 and I can’t recall that ever 
happening. (Brennan)

Brennan points out how unusual it is for Wagner’s PCS score 
to have dropped at a domestic event, especially in comparison 
to the point boosts the judges gave other skaters. Looking at 
the numbers from Skate America**, for example, Bradie 
Tennell, the 2018 national champion, received a 29.38 in the 
short program, and Ashley Wagner earned a 33.68. Tennell is 

still a young skater who has not the time to develop her artistic 
maturity, so it makes sense for Wagner to outscore her in the 
PCS portion. Brennan makes a proper comparison, “Tennell is 
an amazing jumper and talent, but not in Wagner’s league on 
components” (Brennan). Looking at the short program at 
Nationals, though, the judges gave Tennell a 32.91 and 
Wagner a 32.94. Take note that Wagner skated the short 
program at Skate America while injured. At Nationals, she fully 
recovered, but her score was still lower, a very unusual 
occurrence.Although the numbers were still very close, every 
fraction of a point makes a difference, especially when you 
factor in points from the more highly weighted long program. 
Wagner only needed two points to move up a place, and 
considering the inflation of other skater’s PCS scores, she 
could have easily won the bronze if not for inadequate judging.

Overall, the Olympic selection criteria did not favor Wagner, 
who clearly stood out in both international achievement and 
consistency as a skater. Additionally, unfair judging hurt her 
scores at a moment she needed those points most. Just as 
other times in the past, the media sprung all over her 
surprising finish, framing it as a failure. However, as much as 
Wagner might have deserved to make the team, she admitted 
that creating a moment for herself on the ice at Nationals was 
something she will always be proud of. After recovering from 
an injury and suffering from the emotional pressure of needing 
to make the Olympic team, performing two solid performances 



845

with standing ovations was enough of a reward. Going 
forward, there is no doubt that she will return stronger than 
ever. Ashley Wagner thrives on being in the position of an 
underdog, a position that she has held numerous times before, 
a position that she owns.

*To put that into perspective, the top scores in the Ladies event 
are a little above 200.

**Skate America is a Grand Prix event, which means that there 
were international judges.
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The Road Not Taken

If Archer had traveled the road not taken,
Maybe he would have found a bush of yellow roses
Hidden among the shaded shrubbery,
Because a winding path of overgrowth,
Although less traveled,
Does not mean that thriving meadows do not lie ahead.
Maybe he would have found a clearing full of laughing daisies,
Or apple trees with sweet overripe fruit, dripping with liquid 
sunshine.
Maybe he would have made a wish on a dandelion or two,
Because nobody else would have blown away the seeds.
Infinite possibilities would have awaited him,
Opening their arms wide for him to enter the world
He had always dreamed of,
A world that nobody dared to explore
Because they feared the winding road,
The gossip of the forest,
The haunting sway of the leaves,
The harrowing crunch of twigs below,
The terrifying shame of choosing the road not taken.
 
After all, the road more traveled had a seemingly more 
welcoming wave.
It paved a path that pointed straight,

Surrounded by maples ages old, embodied by their stoic 
beauty.
Diana’s presence wandered between the trees
And occasionally appeared in a passing deer.
Even the lilies-of-the-valley held the essence of her moon,
In their gentle, spherical petals.
Everyone wanted to sniff the flowers’ magical fragrance,
Smelling sweetly of a goddess’s perfume,
But little did they know that a poisonous toxin
Hid behind the plant’s mask of beauty.
The road Archer had taken was not the pleasantness
That he internally knew
Would never fulfill his desires.
Even if everyone else rejoiced to walk down the road
More often traveled,
He craved what he had left behind
In avoiding the overgrown path.
 
But as he trotted down the road on which tradition,
History,
And dignity
Forced him to chose,
All he could do was pine
For the possibilities that the other road offered.
It had truly made all the difference,
Because the charm of the lilies,
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And the beauty of Diana,
And the statuesque immortality of May’s appearance
Meant nothing to Archer,
Who had aimed his arrow on the bull’s-eye of a single target,
Which he had missed his opportunity to shoot,
Since he had already traveled too far down the road
He chose to take.
 
When the maples on his path had finally crusted to their death,
It was too late to seek the life
That he could have found
On the road not taken.
Maybe among the daisy meadows
Or among the trees with dangling fruit
He would have been able to find the love he always longed for.
Maybe Ellen would have appeared there
To share a bite of a crisp golden delicious,
But the fear of punishment
And the fear that had been instilled in him by Diana’s 
enchanting stare
Continued to live beyond her immortal death.
 
It was too late to reverse the choice Archer had made
When facing two diverging paths.
Whether dandelions truly grew
Along that second route,

Archer could now only wish
That he had chosen to travel
The road not taken.
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A Stranglehold of Buttercups
and the moon would throw her shoulders back  

and the moon would throw  
her shoulders back 
 
with eyes like unripe honey 
dew, offering  
 
a silver ring (wrapped  

around her 
 
finger like ivy) 
to the marketman, 
 
gesturing towards  
a clutch of cherries. 
 
and he would lay his hand  
across the counter 
 
and ask only to dance  
until the tides were low.
 
 
Moonchild  
 
with skin pale as moonlight 
and cheeks dimpled with craters, 
 
she’s running from the man  
who gave her black eyes and slim lips, 
 
meteors still dripping  
from her crescent eyelids, 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and ripped linen still climbing  
her bruised thighs. 
 
she runs lightly on  
stretched canvas feet 
 
still warm from sun  
set’s gaping smile, 
 
evaporating dew  
and bending grass beneath  
 
her long silver stride  
now waning  
 
she hides behind  
a midnight sky 
 
only to return as slivers 
of her former self.
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He speaks to me, softly

He speaks to me, softly
with paint glossed
oak-palms.

She responds, kindly
with lavender
blotches.

Oh darling, what color
could be as lovely
as your words.
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Belgian Cuticle

Press your naked shoulder
blade on my yellow-grey skin
dampened from dew.

Drag your dull edge
across my coarse chest
quarried from Ardennes.

Glide through my neck
with only your effort
less faces, polished
as your spessartine neck
lace.

Blood let me
till I’m as pale as your stare
the night you decided
stone held no beauty
greater than flesh.
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Bystander

Watch your step
over this cracked concrete
uneven and tangled in thick
pulsing arteries.
 
Someone keeps
stomping on them and
now the cracks surge
with blood, fresh
-ly squeezed heartbreak
congealing in mid-july heat.
 
Still, watch as the crushed
arteries expand and contract
gently pushing apart this side
walk, keep on walking
 
You were only
a pair of shoes
in a crowd, right?
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like Spring Rain, Spring's Mouth

like Spring Rain

like Spring Rain
                 your voice crawls
                                    along my bare backー
like Broadleaves
                I cup my hands
                                 and drinkー
like Sparrows
        bathing in a fountain
                               of whispers
 
Spring’s Mouth

from the cobblestone street, legs shoot
upwards into

a bareshouldered woman wearing a sun
dress, rolling

her fingertips along the edge
of a tumblerglass,

plucking out cubes of ice,

placing them

in Springs impatient mouth
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Waiting

Waiting
under the gumsouls of his workboots,
leaves break like a sweat, returning

to the wet soil

she’s waiting
in a loosely-fitting night

gown

as he pleats the air’s edges
under his hitchthumb a gust folds

itself into a patch quilt

her hips
swinging like a butterfly

knife  

while puffchest robins settle
into nests of dreamcatchers

in the neon letters of walgreens

she’s waiting
with her hair unraveled and 

bare

 as water trickles on padded paws
through sewer grates, rushing,

collecting tossed rings and hair ties

she’s singing
on the porch steps, cross

legged

waiting for her man
One Man Band

When my Grandfather passed,
my mother said he had a musical soul.

Now, I don’t know about that, but he had a laugh like an 
accordion,
and a spine like a cigar box guitar carved from cherry wood.
skin loose like an old snare drum
and a smile brimming with chipped ivories.

But now his body has been infested
with termites and I can see the holes
they’ve been chewing through his waist
and fingerboard.
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I now hold parts of my Grandfather
as I raise my bow string
and when I play, his veins
vibrate off key.
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In Season, Pity

In Season

At a bus-stop bluebench
a pigeon-feathered man 

held her between his fore
finger and thumbpad, carving
the orangegloss rind from her face
with iron nails,

flicking spitseeds from her
ruptured membrane into
gutter grates.

They saw and looked down
into phones and papers, watching
birds play in the rafters
with wires hanging from their ears.

He took the last grey
hound to Rochester, placing
her on a benchend.

The smell of citrusrust

waters the eyes (gardens)
of a young lady, wearing
a long black slickcoat

who covers the rind carvings
with a brown paper bag,

so the flies don’t come.

Pity

She plucked pity from boughs
of a twisted [rib]cage

and placed pity inside a wicker basket
beside a bay window to soften his flesh.

when she hungered and he ripened, she
coiled silk-laced fingers around him

and sunk ivory daggers
within his blood-bleached skin.

the boy, knowing no better, began blushing
shame-filled drops, dribbling over her silvery chinhook.
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in her linen-palm now rests
a jagged pit, naked and pulsing still.
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Swan Song
The Theory of Time  

According to the laws of physics, time is a separate dimension 
that exists alongside our plane of reality, meaning that 
whatever will happen in our future is happening right now, and 
whatever has already happen will continue to happen, forever. 
My birth, my first day of school, my first kiss, my wedding, my 
death-- it’s all happening at once, right here and right now. I 
just happen to be experiencing it all stretched out.

At least, that’s my theory.

I have another theory that Christina Aguilera was replaced by a 
government-made hybrid lizard-- but that’s a discussion for 
another time.

Elizabeth laughs through her tears as I tell her this, clutching 
my papery and feeble hand up next to her cheek. She says, 
tell me another one Mom. She says she’s always loved my 
theories.

I gladly oblige. Anything to hear her laugh again. When you 
know your time is getting shorter, you get a sudden intense 
urge for laughter, almost as if your brain thinks it can cram in a 
lifetime worth of lost happiness into a single week. You have 
no time to waste on tears, or sadness or the grief that 
accompanies death. You can cry once I’m gone, I have said 
over and over, you can feel free to open the floodgates. But 
until then, laugh for me just one more time. Just once more.

Elizabeth’s eyes are as eager and hungry as mine, so I tell her 
another.

When I was in eighth grade, I used to believe that there was 
an entire other universe outside of ours, that we are simply a 
speck in the grand scheme of things. I called it the Goldfish 
theory, because a goldfish in it’s tank does not know what lays 
outside of its individual world of glass.
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I pucker my lips and flap my hands on the side of my cheek, 
imitating a fish. Elizabeth holds up her end of the bargain, 
producing a grand, hearty laugh devoid of any tears. I know I 
must look ridiculous, with my hairless head and large crinkly 
eyes. Even the nurse who comes in to refill my glass of water 
cracks a smile.

But you know, when time is short…

I have a theory, I tell her, as night begins to fall outside my 
window.

I have a theory that we are not born who we are, that we are 
not born as a fixed being, that we are not unchangeable.

I have a theory that we are simply the sum of our entire lifetime 
as it all happens at once, that as we take the long road through 
life, as we make our choices, we define who we are. That I am 
a little of who I was, a little of who I am now, and a little of what 
I will be.

I am the me that laughs as she runs alongside her golden 
retriever named Daisy in a large field, racing to a ball that 
landed somewhere in the corn.

I am the me that cries on the first day of highschool because 
she would rather be home-schooled again, because she didn’t 
want to be alone, because she didn’t want to be an outcast.

I am the me that flourishes in college, the life of the party, the 
me that can dance without the help of alcohol and still manage 
to remain as carefree as ever.

I am the me that fell in love for the first time on a blind date, 
and the me that locks herself in her room to eat a bucket of 
ice-cream when her heart is broken not two weeks after. I am 
the me who opens my first pregnancy test and finds it positive.

I am the me that is unable to speak as I hold my daughter in 
my arms for the first time, in awe of the magnificent beauty that 
radiated from her, even though she was no more than a lump 
of pink flesh at the time.

I am the me that holds my chin up as I drive to my first cancer 
screening test; I am the me that does not cry when I get the 
news.

I am the me that does cry when I have to let go of Elizabeth’s 
hand as I am wheeled into the room for radiation treatment.

I am the me that squeezes her hand a little too hard when the 
treatment does not work.

I am the me that is so very tired…

Elizabeth calls my name twice, once quietly and hopefully, 
ready for another story, once louder and more desperate-- I 
can nearly taste the panic in her voice. I rally at her call, my 
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muscles tense, I flutter my eyes and grip her hand with all the 
strength I have left.

Don’t cry, not yet.

The room is too bright, the fluorescent lights are almost 
blinding, and the swarm of nurses that flood the room are too 
much too look at. I close my eyes.

Laugh for me, Elizabeth.

Laugh…

A high-pitched monotone ringing infiltrates my brain, drowning 
out my thoughts and squeezing my lungs as I struggle to take 
a breath. It’s loud, terrifyingly loud, and the sound echoes 
throughout the room, throughout my body, throughout my 
lifetimes. I hear it at home, I hear it at school, I hear it at the 
hospital, I hear it at my job, I hear it, I hear it, I hear it! It’s 
deafening, it’s blinding, it’s drowning me and all I want is to 
hear her one more time.

Laugh!

I have a theory. Everything… is timeless. Everything is now. 
Everything can happen within the blink of an eye, an entire 
lifetime worth of choices and emotions and pain and 
laughter… it can all be gone if you hesitate.

We are the sum of our entire life.

My birth.

My death.

And everything in between.
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Invictus

The worst thing in life is to realize that you are in charge of 
your own destiny.

Sure, it’s empowering. Sure, it’s inspiring. Sure, it’s freeing in 
all the ways you want it to be, emboldening you with a real go-
getter sense of self. Sure, it makes you want to take a brick to 
your sucky boss’s office windows, pump your fist and cheer 
‘Yeah, screw the system!’ as you take a swig of your nth beer. 
Master of my fate, captain of my soul and all that.

And then the alcohol poisoning hits.

And then you’re stuck in a dirty gas station bathroom, sick to 
your stomach as your designated driver groans in the corner, 
probably high on LSD, and an old guy is banging on the door 
outside as you lean over a toilet bowl contemplating the 
unrealistic expectations of society, the crushing oppression of 
capitalism, and the fact that we’re all gonna die and we’re 
gonna die miserable.

Besides that, my twenty-first birthday was a total blast.

Of course I barely remember any of it the next day, and when I 
wake up to a bunch of angry calls and the Invictus poem 
scrolling on a loop in my head, I brush the fragments aside. 

One night of freedom, for better or worse, gone in a hangover-
ridden stupor.

And then it’s ready, set, go! and you’re shuffled off to sit behind 
a desk for ten out of the twelve hours in a day until you’re 
ready to lose it, and then you’re shuffled off to a bar so you 
can get a jump on that late-age liver failure, and then you’re 
shuffled off to your cramped and cheap apartment where 
you’re pretty sure the smell of your neighbor’s weed is 
permanently embedded into your bed sheets.

You come to hate your alarm not because it wakes you up 
early, but because the incessant and repetitive blare of a 
synthesized horn is basically your life compressed into an mp3 
file.

You come to love that poster of some rainforest in South 
America hanging up inside your cubicle because sometimes 
when you drift off you can imagine yourself as a bird or a 
jaguar or literally any other animal whose idea of a productive 
state of existence doesn’t consist of being caged in a box of 
cardboard and guarded by a warden of bright fluorescent light.

You come to both love and hate your coworkers because 
you’re all stuck in the same pit together, you’re all slowly 
wasting your life away together, you’re all suffering together, 
but for the love of god Brian never stops farting and Samantha 
keeps burning popcorn in the microwave.
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They say you have a choice, but your choices boil down to 
whether you want to work at this multi corporation or that one, 
or starve on the streets.

If you haven’t already, you’ll come to see by the age of thirty 
that the worst thing in life is to realize you have absolute 
control of your future, and then realize you have willingly 
relinquished your control to a system that we, as humans, 
have built out of fear of a chaos that inevitably surrounds us 
and completely, irrevocably, governs our lives.

You know it’s true. You know it’s all true.

And there will be a day, I’m telling you now that there will be a 
day where the books in our hands and the movies on our 
television are ripped from us because they resemble reality a 
little too closely, where 1984 isn’t a satire novel but our 
constitution. There will be a day where we are so sleep 
deprived and so damaged by the screens that they shove in 
our faces our eyes will resemble donuts: fat, glazed, and ready 
to be consumed. There will be a day where they won’t even 
bother with deception because we’re all too busy making our 
pitances to worry about the nuclear war in Syria. You think I’m 
kidding? It’s started already.

Have you ever stopped at a traffic light on an empty street late 
at night?

Have you ever sat there in a car, the only one on the road, and 
waited even though there weren’t any cameras to monitor 
you? You tap your fingers on the steering wheel as the 
seconds tick by and think to yourself: “I can probably go. There 
isn’t anybody around for miles.” It takes you a moment, but 
eventually you reason with yourself enough to just go for it.

Your foot presses on the accelerator right as the light turns 
green, and that’s when you realize that they’ve got you exactly 
where they want you.

You’re the one driving the car. You could go anywhere you 
please, anywhere at all. But you wait at a stoplight on an 
empty street because you’ve given up your control to a 
computer with pretty lights.

You can pretend otherwise all you want, but you have already 
relinquished command of your unconquerable soul.
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The Conqueror

The first time I saw her was in the middle of a blizzard, on the 
side of a mountain thirty thousand feet in the air.

My lungs were burning, my limbs were numb and the world 
was so white my nose was lost somewhere in the oblivion. My 
stomach rumbled in agonizing pain, my knees quaked in 
defiance and the very tears in my eyes froze before they could 
be ripped out by the wind.

But I had to keep going.

I stumbled and struggled to stay upright, one foot after another. 
I had to keep going, otherwise I wouldn’t make it. My backpack 
threatened to drag me down into the frozen abyss if I paused 
for even a moment and I could feel the wrath of gravity pulling, 
pulling, pulling...

And then there she was. Wearing nothing but a simple black 
gown, she smiled at me as hair whipped across her face.

I tried to shout over the sixty mile-per-hour wind, but my words 
were held captive by my wheezing lungs: Where’s your tent?! 
You need to go, you’ll die!

I desperately motioned to her, praying that maybe she could 
see my panicked face through the dense cloud of 

monochrome snow. She saw me--I know she did, we made 
eye-contact--but she did not move.

You’ll die!

Left with no other option, I began to stumble towards her, still 
waving my arms as best I could. The snow piled up to my 
knees and my feet were long since numb, but I pushed 
through the unforgiving fields of frost. I was nearly there, she 
was so close! Blocking the wind from my eyes, I reached out to 
grasp her and--

She vanished, taking the snow with her.

Behind where she had stood was a cliff overlooking a sea of 
rock and snow, a range so vast, so majestic, so truly humbling 
that I immediately forgot my fight to get here.

Thirty thousand feet of struggle and turmoil and I made it! 
Elated, I let a shout escape me and it echoed throughout the 
snow-tipped peaks. A wild, primal scream of triumph and 
victory: “I beat nature itself!”

The second time I saw her I was 18,000 feet in the air, hurtling 
towards the Earth at a neck breaking speed of 120 miles per 
hour. The whole planet was below me. Tiny green nebulae and 
small blue clumps speckled the ground as black dots of people 
inched their way across the map. I squinted my eyes, held out 
a thumb, and blotted out an entire lake.
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Wind whipped through my clothes and my cord knocked 
against my chest as I let out a laugh and then there she was.

Below me, on the ground now 15,000 feet away. She was 
standing there just as she had been three years ago. 
Somehow I could see her in perfect detail, a slim black dress 
and barefoot, a small playful and naive smile, brown hair 
blowing back in the breeze.

Subconsciously I tilted towards her and grinned as she waved 
up to me.

“Are you an angel?” I shouted above the wind though I knew 
there was no way she could hear me, my mask allotting me 
enough air to vocalize words this time. The ground rushed 
towards me faster and faster as I waved back to her. “Who are 
you?!”

She didn’t answer, and even though the clumps of blue and 
green were blossoming in size, I felt as if I were simply floating 
in the air at a luxurious pace. I reached out towards her and 
could feel the barest brush of her fingertips--I was so close!

A cloud passed over the sun, casting the field where she stood 
in shadows. As darkness passed over the wheat-covered 
plains, I blinked once, then twice, and inhaled sharply.

I realized I was very close, the Earth surging up to meet me at 
a dizzying speed, and I became dimly aware of a voice 
screaming to me through my radio.

“McKellan, open your damn parachute!”

Instinct knocked my conscious out of the way and took over, 
yanking my hand up to my chest and ripping my cord. The 
parachute exploded open and I was jerked back. I heard an 
exhale of relief over the radio.

“James, hey. You okay, man?”

“Yeah,” I said slowly as my parachute lowered me down at a 
lazy pace. The cloud passed overhead and light poured back 
onto the Earth. I couldn’t help but scan for her, and I couldn’t 
help but feel disappointed when I found nothing.

“I’m okay.”

The third time I saw her I was in the middle of a market in 
Eastern India.

The swirling air was thick and muddled with intoxicating scents 
of all sorts, from exotic spices to rich meats to warm bread and 
century-old wine. People of all colors and shapes and sizes 
milled about the streets, wearing everything from paper bags 
to the most lavish gowns comprised of silk and velvet. It was 
noise, it was heat, it was color, it was life as I had come to 
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know it--a beautiful melting pot of human vivacity, gross and 
crowded and as equally awe-inspiring as any mountain range, 
as any valley, as any ocean.

The realization that every single one of these people led their 
own individual lives, had their own individual thoughts, dreams, 
achievements, regardless of poverty or riches hit me with a 
single breath-taking blow.

I made my way through the market, engaging with the 
vendors, buying everything I could carry, selling all that I had 
on me. I bought a candied apple for a small child and a loaf of 
bread for an elderly man. I laughed with people who didn’t 
even know my language, gambled with a blind woman, drank 
with a man who had no legs, and still there was no end to the 
people.

Even the roads were crowded; trucks and cars and 
motorcycles and mopeds, bikes and pedestrians, horseback 
riders, cow-back riders, wheelbarrow pushers, cart pullers--
they all converged on the gravel roads in a mass that was 
nonsensical and chaotic; yet, somehow, it all worked, like bees 
in a hive.

And that was where I saw her. In the middle of the road.

I recognized the instant she turned toward me with a broad, 
gleaming white smile. She stole my breath as we locked eyes 

across eight different lanes of traffic. She raised a single hand 
and turned it inwards toward herself, beckoning me with one 
finger.

This time I wasn’t so much chasing her as she was pulling me 
toward her, drawing me into the center of the road, to the 
center of the chaos.

I didn’t even throw a glance both ways before I stepped a 
single foot onto the gravel, a bike narrowly missing me. I 
hesitated for a brief moment, but the hypnotizing look in her 
eyes strengthened her hold on me and I inched closer.

I was Moses, parting the Red Sea. All vehicles bent around 
me, swerving and dodging the gap I had created in the center.

I was nearly there, I was so close--

And then I was there. We stood face to face in this swirling 
maelstrom of motors and engines--just us. Nothing outside our 
circle existed, or mattered. I saw her for what she really was, 
and the bubbles of victory rose in my chest. I had conquered 
my final obstacle.

I placed my hand on her shoulder.

“Got you.”

She smiled, a slow, inviting grin that stretched farther and 
farther until the corners of her lips reached her ears. Her eyes 
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narrowed into black slits, and the tips of her hair smoldered, 
but not once did I flinch.

“Hello, Death,” I said.

For the final time, she vanished, leaving me staring into the 
blinding lights of an oncoming truck.
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Kintsugi

This piece is a work of Ekphrastic fiction. It is inspired by an 
ancient Japanese bowl on display at the Smithsonian 
Institution, which was made using an artform called Kintsugi--
the breaking of clay pots and bowls only to piece them back 
together with a golden or silver lacquer.

The bowl, knocked off the table in a fit of rage, takes its time in 
a lazy descent to the floor. The house is silent for those few 
pin-pricking moments, the tension not dissipated, but more like 
it’s holding its breath as that porcelain bowl tumbles end over 
end, twisting, turning, dancing, and finally smashing against 
the wood floor in what can only be described as an explosion.

And the air explodes, too.

Father bursts from his seat on the couch, his face red, his soul 
livid. Mother jumps up to stop him, and Brother recoils. He 
knows he fucked up, again, and he takes off toward his room 
to cower under the bed sheets. The house rocks under the 
force of the door slamming. Father’s stomping footsteps echo 
down the small hallway and Brother screams in anger and in 
fear and Mother is reprimanding Father for overreacting, even 
though her favorite bowl was just shattered to pieces, and Dog 
next to me starts to shake so I cover her ears and shake too.

It’s the Universes fault, I know that.

I grip Dog tightly and repeat those words.

It’s the Universe that gripped that bowl tightly in its hands and 
yanked downwards. It’s the Universe’s fault for creating Action 
and Consequence, and it’s the Universe’s fault for not cluing in 
Brother. It’s the Universe’s fault for making noises travel far too 
quickly and far too loudly, for making the sound of Brother’s 
tantrum, and the sound of the wooden spoon smacking his 
lower back, far too brutish, and it penetrates my ears through 
clenched fingers.

The fragments on the ground shake with me too.

It’s the Universe’s fault for making anger, and for making bowls 
that shatter too easily, and for making Spanking Spoons and 
for making cups and outlets and permanent markers and all 
the things Brother is not supposed to play with but does 
anyways, and for making these nights that are so disruptive, 
and for making couches that are too big for me to sit on all by 
myself. It’s the Universe’s fault for making turmoil like this.

But I can fix it. The Universe thoroughly fucked up creation, but 
I can make it better.

I can take on the Universe for my family.
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I take a deep breath, and I suck in all the tension. I suck in all 
the bad, all the negative like a big Universe-destroying 
vacuum, and with practiced motions, I fling open a window and 
I expel it all into the darkness of the night. Just like that.

The fragments on the ground are still, and the house is quiet.

I take a plastic bag, and quietly gather up all the shards. I take 
them past Brother’s room, where Mother and Father are both 
sitting on his bed and talking quietly to him, where tears 
stream down his face, but he nods as they try to fill in the gaps 
the Universe didn’t bother to fill. I take them past that room, 
and down the long stretch of a hallway and into the empty 
kitchen.

I dump the content of the bag onto the table, and sort them 
out.

I grab the glue. I pull up a chair.

I take the cracks, and I fill them with gold.
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The Saddest Man

A man walked into a store on the corner of East Side and West 
Side, which was technically South of North Side and North of 
South Side, but up of Down Side and a little to the left of Up 
Side, just to avoid any confusion. The shop wasn’t particularly 
run down or rusted, but the sky seemed to darken just a bit 
above the rooftop as a single creaky sign swung sluggishly 
back and forth in the wind, and the chipped grey and blue paint 
made the whole building seem rather dreary.

The inside wasn’t much different from the outside, except bits 
of color and pattern poked through the gloom in the shape of 
couches and chairs and cushions alike. Haphazard displays of 
furniture sprawled throughout the store as though they were 
simply left wherever they were unloaded when the business 
first opened, and small sections of the old carpet even had 
various shapes cut out of it.

A small counter hid in the back, equipped with a single monitor 
and a cash register and a rusted stool that looked far too 
rickety to bear the weight of one more speck of dust. Slightly to 
the right of the counter was a rather ominous looking wooden 
door, the likes of which one would expect to see leading to a 
dungeon.

Despite this drab and somewhat eclectic appearance, the man 
marched in with high expectations.

A couch near the window caught his eye immediately, perhaps 
the most normal one of them all, color-wise, of course, but it 
was raised higher than the rest and displayed extravagantly 
against a thick curtain. It would catch the attention of almost 
anyone, even among the colors and the melancholy, and the 
man’s beady eyes gleamed as he eagerly pulled out his brown 
leather wallet.

He searched for a price tag, but there wasn’t one visible, and 
there wasn’t one not-visible, so he approached the counter in 
hopes of acquiring someone who would help him attain his 
prize.

“Excuse me!” he called, leaning far over the granite slab as 
though maybe the cashier had ducked under it for a quick nap. 
In fact, this particular cashier had fallen asleep below the cover 
of the counter, and the sudden loud voice jolted him fully 
upright.

“Yes, how may I help you!” the cashier said cheerily, in a tone 
somewhat out-of-character with the rest of the store. He 
grinned and straightened his blue embroidered apron as the 
man blinked and pointed to the couch.

“I would like to buy that, please.”
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The cashier followed his finger and barked out a laugh. “I’m 
afraid that one isn’t for sale.”

“Isn’t for sale?”

“No.”

“But you’re a furniture store!”

The cashier considered this for a moment, tilting his head 
sideways and comically pursing his lips. “I suppose you’re 
right. Very well, allow me to rephrase That couch is for sale, 
but you, as a buyer, could not possibly afford it.”

“Well…” the man stuttered, thrown slightly off-guard. He 
brandished his bulging wallet rather desperately. “I’m sure I 
have the money. Is this not enough?”

The cashier suddenly burst out in a roaring laughter, the kind 
that makes one grab for the nearest object and hang on for 
dear life as to not get swept away by the expulsion of 
happiness and humor. The man did, in fact, grip underneath 
the counter with one hand.

“Money!” the cashier guffawed, wiping tears from his eyes. 
“Oh, sir, you have truly made my day, yes truly… money, oh! 
Haha!”

It took the cashier a minute or two to realize the man was not 
laughing along but was instead staring at him with wild and 
confused eyes.

“...Money. Oh. I see,” he said, his face reddening. “You weren’t 
joking.”

“I--no. No, I wasn’t.”

“Well, you must please forgive me then,” the cashier 
apologized, clearing his throat and adopting a straight face. “I 
take it you’re not from around here.”

“Just moved in yesterday.”

He removed his apron to reveal a sharp dress shirt and tie, 
and came out from behind the counter. The transformation 
from a simple cashier to an expert salesman was almost 
instantaneous.

“You see, we don’t accept money as payment here. No,” he 
added, seeing the man’s startled face. “You will have to pay in 
sorrow.”

“Pay in… sorrow?”

“Oh yes, sad stories, sad songs, sad pictures, the like. The 
Buggins’ over there across the street, they pay in happiness 
(bunch of drunks, the lot) and the Rankshaw’s, just past there, 
they pay in good karma, and the Toddsteins up the road pay in 
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wisdom and… well, you get the drift. I’m afraid money isn’t 
very useful in this town.”

“So, I just need to tell you a sad story, and I can get that 
couch?”

“It can’t be any old story, it has to come from your lifetime. Your 
own memories. And, theoretically, yes you could. But this 
couch,” he waved towards it, “comes from the finest materials 
imported from Africa and the finest feathers of the finest goose 
from Iceland, and the cushions are made of the finest fabric 
from the finest factory from the finest company in all of Asia, so 
you see, you would have to be the saddest man in the world to 
be able to afford this couch.”

“Well,” the man said, thoughtfully examining the couch. “I do 
have quite a sad story. May I tell you, and you can determine if 
it is worth this exquisite piece of furniture?”

The salesman beamed. “You drive a hard bargain, but the 
customer is always right! After you.” He gestured to the 
ominous wooden door next to the counter and the man, 
somewhat hesitantly, started toward it.

The doorknob was a dull metal, dinged in quite a few places, 
and the wood creaked and groaned as it opened. Behind it, a 
cluttered and cramped office was revealed. The man nudged 

aside strewn books and stacks of papers and was invited to 
take a seat in front of a small spray-painted desk.

The salesman adjusted his name-plate, which was fogged 
over anyways and impossible to read, and reclined in his 
mobile desk chair.

“So,” he invited, a wide smile stretched across his face. “Tell 
me about you.”

The man took a deep breath. “It all started when my wife 
died…”

He began to spin a tale so heartbreaking and truly terrible that 
the salesman had tears streaming down his face just barely 
thirty seconds in. The man’s words, strung together to make a 
story that simply spiraled, domino after domino toppling down, 
down, down into a deep and dark black pit. The events would 
have seemed ridiculous if they weren’t so horribly dreadful. 
“That was when the bear, which had eaten my children whole, 
set fire to my house. It wouldn’t have been such a big problem 
of course, the bank had already foreclosed all of our property 
away, except a single diamond earring, left from my own 
parents and all I had left to remember them, was buried in the 
ashes of my childhood home.”

The salesman choked back a sob and nodded. “Go on.”
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It was disaster after disaster. “The whole town had tried to 
pitch in, their hearts simply full of pity for me, and we searched 
through the wreckage for days. But then, to our despair, a 
sinkhole opened underneath and swallowed up the diamond, 
the remnant of my house, and the singed carcass of the bear, 
still bloody from its fight with the lion, of course…”

The whole office seemed to drag and droop and melt into itself 
as the tale got darker and darker.

“...That was when I, for the first time in my life, was introduced 
to the concept of taxes…”

A rain cloud manifested over the store, directly above where 
the two were sitting. A couple walking down the streets, slowed 
to a stop, turned, and went right back to lock themselves in 
their houses forever. Even the Buggins’ of the Buggins’ 
happiness store drew the shades and cowered in the dark.

“I was arrested and imprisoned for eight years on the charge of 
jaywalking--an offense that was only recently made jailable, 
and one that was soon redacted due to the sheer overflow of 
the Chicago penitentiary. Somehow, my files got mixed up with 
a drug addict’s and I spent four of those years in solitary 
before they realized I didn’t actually have a life sentence for 
being caught with a gram of marijuana in my car.”

By the time the man had finished, the salesman was 
motionless in his chair, tears streaming out of him by the 
gallon, and the room had darkened so much that each could 
barely make out the outline of the other.

“Quite… quite a story, good sir,” the salesman sobbed, 
covering his face. “Truly dreadful, awful, deplorable how all this 
could happen in a single lifetime.” He stood up eagerly to take 
the man’s hand (which he had trouble finding in the dark) and 
shook it heartily, the skin damp from wiping away his flowing 
tears.

He took a moment to compose himself, then the two stood up.

“Well,” the salesman said. “That was quite a story. I’m terribly 
sorry to hear about all of that, especially your wife. My 
condolences. I do believe you have paid enough for that 
couch. It’s--” his voice broke, “it’s all yours.”

“Oh, thank you, thank you,” the man blessed, gratefully 
clasping his hand over the salesman.

“Of course my dear fellow. If you like, we can have it delivered 
out to your house within a day--”

“Oh no need,” the man said quickly. “I wouldn’t want to impose 
on you any further. I see you may require a moment.”
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“Oh, thank you!” the salesman said. “Truly, there was never a 
man richer in the world than you. Very well. At least let me help 
you carry it out to your vehicle--that’s not too much trouble at 
all.”

“I would appreciate that very much.”

The cashier watched the man drive away down the street, 
fabric of the ephemeral couch flapping in the wind.

“That poor man…” he muttered, opening the cash register and 
digging deep into his pocket, from which he produced a 
familiar brown leather wallet. Emptying the bills into the tray, 
he chuckled to himself. “I pity a person so gullible.”

He shoved the register closed with a forceful ding, and 
immediately, as if they had never existed at all, the couches 
and the chairs behind him slowly began to disintegrate into 
gray ashes. The tinted window cleared, fingerprints 
disappearing. Dust was wiped away from the counter; the 
carpet grew lush and clean; the wooden floors snapped 
straight and gradually began to shine as if freshly polished. 
And as completely as the furniture had disappeared, rows and 
rows of delicate clothing began to spring from the ground.

The cashier relaxed on his sturdy stool and loosened his tie. 
He tossed the empty wallet in the trash.

“To think anyone could ever sell something for sorrow,” he 
laughed quietly to himself, eyes flashing. “Deception is a much 
more profitable profession.”
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Processed

“What do you see?”

“A hedgehog.”

I bite my lips the second the words tumble out, my brain racing 
wildly. I’m such an idiot, she’s gonna mark me as stupid, 
there’s no way that is actually a hedgehog, aren’t hedgehogs a 
different shade of brown? Maybe it’s a porcupine, porcupines 
are similar right? There’s no way I’ll pass--I’m not gonna pass 
this test--oh god, have I failed already?! She’s glaring at me! 
Intestines coil in my gut, shallow breaths squeeze my heart 
and a nerve-racking, fever-inducing, bone-chilling spark shoots 
down my spine. My head is spinning and my hands are 
sweating and I’m shaking and shaking as the lady’s cold blue 
eyes peirce straight into me and the room shrinks.

“Correct. Question two.”

A quick release, a quick sip of air, then the fear has me back in 
its vise-like grip, squeezing me, draining me, stuttering my 
words like a snake that has me locked in its coil of death. 
“What is seven plus eight?”

I have to count on my fingers.

Damn it, I have to count on my fingers because all of a sudden 
my mind is blank and at the beginning I could hardly give my 
name, let alone the sum of two whole quantities added 
together. My foot bounces, tapping against the floor in a quick 
one-two, one-two rhythm. I move my lips soundlessly as I flick 
fingers out underneath the desk and hope that she can’t see 
them.

Her pencil hovers over the paper, ready, poised, waiting, 
anticipating, expecting, paused, halted, floating, judging--

My brain--my cursed brain--gives me a whole list of words for 
that pencil, words I don’t need. Right now, all I need is 
numbers. But I can’t find them!

“I’m going to remind you that this is a timed test--”

“Fifteen.” My eyelids flutter slightly. “It’s-it’s fifteen.”

She looks at me and nods slowly. “That is correct. Next 
question--”

And then it’s over… except it’s not. Time seems to eek out 
through the cracks in the old clock on the wall, and I could 
swear that the second hand stopped for a brief gasp of air 
before it continued on its never-ending trek to the top. The 
questions come in slow-motion, and I give my answers in even 
slower-motion. And then, before I can even blink, I’m thrust out 
into the hallway, right past a group of kids chattering away 
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happily like they didn’t just fight a war and barely live to tell the 
tale.

It takes me a second to process it all.

“Man, that was easy!”

“Yeah, I aced it.”

“Did you get the question about the apples and oranges? So 
simple.”

“What was that test even for?”

“I don’t know, but I heard they put you in a special program if 
you don’t pass.”

“A special program?”

“Yeah, something called ‘support’. I think it’s for the retarded 
kids.”

I blink.

It’s processed.

I drop my bag right there in the middle of hallway, turn, and run 
for my life.

I push past clusters of kids (I think I knocked a couple over), 
my breaths coming short and tight, and there was a fire at the 

base of my throat. My knees shake and I trip over my 
shoelaces, but I just keep running. I have to catch up to my 
heart.

I don’t even make it very far until I can’t stand up anymore.

I fall to the floor mid-run, clutching at my stomach. It hurts, it 
hurts, prodding me to keep going but I can’t, I physically 
cannot get off the ground. The fire in my throat rises and I 
hiccup out the smoke, my eyes watering.

“...it’s for the retarded kids…”

I know I failed the test.

Amendments and excuses burble in my gut, countless letters 
strung into words strung into sentences and I think I spill them 
out around me because people are looking at me, I think the 
world is beginning the tilt and there’s a foul smell hurting my 
nose and it’s not until someone comes over to me that I realize 
that my plethora of excuses has turned to whimpers and pleas 
to please don’t put me in a program, please don’t make me 
leave, please!

And I stay like that. I stay like that because time is funny and 
maybe if I don’t move I could get away with slipping through 
the cracks and staying like this forever. Because this is 
horrible--
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But I am forever afraid of the inevitable worse.
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Legacy of Galan

“Have you not heard the legend of Mount Malconan?” she 
asked as she turned the fire, casting burning embers into the 
dark and frigid air.

“No,” he replied. “I’ve heard many stories, but none of that 
nature. What does that great mountain hide? Demons? 
Ghouls? Servants of the dark? Oh god,” he whimpered and 
cast a fearful eye up toward the towering wall of stone under 
which they took shelter. “Must we go through it, sister? Why 
could we not have taken the pass through the marsh, as I 
said?”

“Lower your voice. Between your histrionics and the light of 
this fire, we may have drawn too much attention to ourselves 
already.” She nudged him and gestured to the spit roasting 
over the flames. “Eat. You have traveled a long distance 
today.”

He shook his head. In the distance the howl of a wolf echoed, 
and ghostly chills danced across the back of his neck. “My 
appetite has yet to be roused.”

“If we waited until only the right mood has graced us, Adrian, 
we would never have come this far in our journey.”

Reluctantly, her brother took the fish off the stick. He couldn’t 
deny that the meat’s charred aroma made his mouth water, but 
the twisting and churning of uneasiness took up too much 
space in his gut. “Then I will take small bites, and you may tell 
me stories of the paradise that shall be our destination.”

“Barenheim is no paradise, it is as destitute as the village from 
which we came. But Father has long been rumored to reside 
there, and perhaps he shall embody this haven we seek.”

“I wonder if I should recognize him,” mused Adrian. “I’ve only 
what mother has told us to form a picture of him in my head, 
and it’s a blurry one. You knew him, didn’t you, Lestia?”

“I did, but I was not much past your age now when he left us,” 
Lestia answered, biting into her own meal. The topic of their 
father never seemed to bother her as much as it did Adrian, 
which he couldn’t help but resent a little. His entire childhood 
he spent dreaming of foreign faces and piecing together 
images from the words of others, while Lestia had the luxury of 
reflecting on memories at will. “What does he look like in your 
mind?”

Adrian glanced down at his fish, into its cloudy, charred eye. 
“He is strong, like a mountain. But there are no secrets 
residing within his walls, for he is a just man. His sword once 
did slay many a demon, but after the war, he renounced 
fighting and dedicated himself to the art of healing.”
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“Spoken like words straight from mother’s mouth,” Lestia 
laughed. “What a zealous imagination you have, brother.”

“If I must tell you,” Adrian muttered, “I fear to dream up any 
sort of image at all. My creation and reality would inevitably 
clash, and I shall be disappointed.”

‘He’s taken on after our mother,’ Lestia thought to herself as 
she gazed down at his sagging shoulders and bowed head. 
‘He sees the dark in even the brightest light.’

But his words held some truth. Lestia always had the fortune of 
fragmented memories to which she could cling when the nights 
grew long. She could still remember how the corners of her 
father’s eyes crinkled when he smiled, or how a strand of his 
bangs would never lay flat, no matter how desperately he 
pressed. She could still remember the warmth of his hands as 
they covered hers, and the kindness that rang true in his voice. 
A smidgeon of dirt on his face. The tilt of his laughter.

And yet, she admitted, Adrian had some luck in his ignorance. 
Perhaps it’s better to know nothing at all than to know and 
have lost.

The moon passed behind a cloud and a wave of nostalgia 
washed over her, as if she had plunged into an icy lake. A 
piece of her heart longed desperately for her childhood home 
and for her mother and for the days of bliss so strongly she 

feared it would lift her off her very feet, and as the blackness 
tugged at her arms, her limbs, all she could feel was cold, the 
burning cold as she was plunged deeper underwater--

The soil beneath her feet was as black and cold as the night, 
the single blanket she carried on her back as blue and heavy 
as all the oceans of the world. She trekked alone under the 
stars, for the moon’s eye was shut that night.

She had searched the lands to the West already, and scoured 
every inch of the forests to the South. Her resources 
exhausted and her will nearly broken, she headed home to the 
town of Villhal with nothing but the whisper of a name on her 
tongue--the village to which she would travel next.

A piece of parchment fluttered between her clenched fingers, 
news of a plague that has spread across her homeland. 
Adrian, alone; their mother, dead.

Lestia didn’t know a lot of things in this world. She didn’t know 
why their father had left them for some faraway land. She 
didn’t know when she would find him, if she ever did. She 
didn’t know what to do once she got to Villhal, and she didn’t 
know how to take care of someone all by herself. She didn’t 
know if Adrian would help her or hinder her, and she didn’t 
know if he would even want to leave at all. Returning home 
would bring about complications she didn’t know if she was 
prepared to handle.
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And yet she marched on towards the land of death as the trees 
groaned in the wind and the stars winked and longings for her 
decimated family cut like fresh wounds, two words engraved 
deep in her mind:

Barenheim.

Adrian.

Lestia gasped, reeling from the sudden dissociation. ‘The pull 
is getting stronger with each night,’ she thought. ‘Or I’m getting 
less resistant to its might.’

Moonlight shone once again on the campfire, and with great 
might, Lestia tugged herself back to reality.

“Look, your dreary mood has spoiled my fish, Adrian,” she 
teased, plucking out the eye from her fish and flinging it at her 
brother. It landed neatly in his open palm and, upon realizing 
exactly what he had caught, Adrian squealed and fell 
backward, knocking over his sack in the process.

“Lestia!” he complained, grudgingly brushing the dirt off 
himself. She giggled, a hand covering her mouth which 
threatened to release a bray of laughter.

“Shh!” she managed between snorts. “We’re supposed to be 
quiet.”

“We might be quieter if you ceased your dirty tricks!” Fuming, 
Adrian swatted away the eyeball that lay in the dirt and pushed 
himself back into place. “I shan’t be surprised if the very sun 
awoke and cast its burning light upon us! Look! Even now my 
shadow grows stronger on this rock beneath my feet. We must 
be more discreet.”

“Worry not, Adrian. Mine is no different, see?”

“It will never be different! Your shadow impedes naught but my 
eased mind!” He took a large angry bite of his fish, ripping 
away the scales with his teeth.

“At the very least your appetite appears to have been whet,” 
Lestia pointed out, sobered, the last of her laughter stemmed. 
“Now, I think, since you are placated for the moment, and you 
wish for a calmer pastime, I shall finally tell you my story.”

“As you wish,” her brother conceded grumpily, his mouth full. 
“There is little I can do to stop you.”

“How astute. Very well, my Adrian, settle in with your fish and 
your despondency and I shall relay a story passed down for 
hundreds of years, generation after generation: The Legend of 
Galan the Wanderer.”

“I thought you were to tell me of Mount Malconan?”

“The stories are one in the same. Hush now! Let me speak.
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“Long ago, before fire was used for force and destruction, 
before the old gods had raised mankind from the blood of the 
land, even before the moon’s young watchful eye was hung in 
the sky, a race grew deep in the heart of this very mountain. 
They had been carved out of stone by the eternal drip of water, 
and over time they began to draw from the life force of the 
mountain, until one day, one began to breathe.

“Alone in a prison of stone, with naught but the undead bodies 
of his brethren and a slight of water, he roamed the darkness 
searching for a glimpse of light. This stone-creature--
nicknamed him Galan the Wanderer, for he had no other name 
and none to call it--crawled through the smallest tunnels and 
climbed the highest pillars and dug the deepest holes in his 
search for illumination, but its fleeting nature eluded him.

“Sustained by the life he took from the mountain, he searched 
for thousands of years, digging and digging until he had 
created an enormous cavern and entirely hollowed out the 
inside of Malconan. Faced with an eternity of darkness, his 
thirst for light diminished and he began to lose hope. One day, 
he threw down his pickaxe in frustration and deemed the quest 
useless--there existed no light in this world, he believed, and 
he was cursed to an existence of solitude and darkness. It 
would do no good to search further, and to live such a 
wretched life was to subscribe to despair for all eternity.

“So, forlorn and miserable, Galan lay down in the center of the 
cavern and returned the life he took to the mountain. There, in 
the darkness, he died, his essence swallowed by stone once 
more.”

“What a sorrowful story you tell me, sister,” Adrian interjected. 
“Must you mean to tell me that there is no hope after all? That 
our search for the light, our father, will be in vain? I cannot 
stand it any longer, I will not go into the mountain with you! I 
will go back through the marsh. To go willingly into a prison of 
rock and age-old anguish is madness.”

Lestia pursed her lips. “Have you no patience, brother? My tale 
is not yet over.”

“I won’t hear it then. It’s nearly dawn, and I do not want to 
waste what little time we have left with such a story!”

“The way you are wailing makes me think you are still but a 
child, to be swaddled in cloth and laid to rest in a cradle,” 
Lestia scolded, but her accusations didn’t quite reach her 
eyes. “Perhaps this journey is too much for you. Perhaps you 
should turn back.”

“No! I can keep going,” Adrian said quickly, sitting up straight, 
his chest puffed out. Lestia hid a smile. “Tell me the rest, sister. 
I will bear it.”

“If you’re sure…”
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“I am!”

“Then I will continue.

“Back then, mountains were still kind. Malconan had not the 
heart to let the stone-creature die in vain. It took the life Galan 
had returned and generously bestowed it on the other unborn 
stone-creatures.

“One by one, they drew breath and opened their eyes to a vast 
and beautiful cavern. A home that had been carved out for 
them, one they would come to thrive in. The legacy of Galan 
would live on in their civilization; his body the very foundations 
upon which they built their lives.

“One day, some millennia after Galan had passed, a clumsy 
stone-creature tripped and fell near the cavern wall. In his 
fumbling to catch himself, he knocked a hole straight through 
the stone.

“After the rubble had been cleared, and some digging had 
ensued, the cavern was breached and light came pouring in. 
For the first time, the stone-creatures knew the taste of sun 
rays.”

Adrian groaned and put a hand to his face. “It distresses me to 
know Galan was so close to what he wanted! The sun draws 
wicked fate over the lives of both the stone-creature and I. 
Curse it!”

“Indeed brother, but the cruelty of the sun is not the lesson that 
story imparts to us. The gods may meddle in our lives, but 
there is more at play on this Earth than mischief and malice.” 
Lestia stretched her arms out and glanced toward the horizon. 
“Come, we must begin putting out the fire. Dawn is coming.”

“Can’t the moon stay longer?” Adrian pleaded. “Its soft glow 
keeps the demons at bay and brings peace, instead of that 
dreadful scorching heat.”

“Quiet,” Lestia warned. “A new day begins. You must not 
blaspheme the sun, for it is what lights your path.”

“Not in the mountains. It has no reach there.”

“Adrian, listen to me.” Lestia stood and faced her brother. “I did 
not tell you that story for you to dwell on the injustice of fate or 
the sun. Whether we reach our destiny is up to the will of the 
gods; they took it from our hands long ago. What we can 
control, however, is the legacy we leave to the generations 
after us--so that they may complete the work we leave 
unfinished.”

The tips of dawn peeked through the leaves of the forest and 
an orange glow was cast over the campfire.

Adrian shook his head, molten panic beginning to stir. “Too 
soon, the sun rises!”
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“Do you understand me, Adrian?” Lestia asked, placing her 
hands on his shoulder to steady him. Desperation tinted the 
edges of her voice. “Mother left us nothing. Father left us the 
barest whisper of a rumor. But I am Galan, and I leave you all 
that I could achieve in my lifetime.” She glanced at the tendrils 
of light that crept toward her on the ground. “It’s taken the last 
of my strength to reach you this night. The pull of the spirit 
realm grows too strong. I fear I may not return.”

Adrian clutched at her. “I wish the moon stayed longer, Lestia, I 
wish our time could be sweeter.” A tear slipped down his 
cheek. “I wish the sun weren’t so cruel. I will miss you!”

“The tunnels into the mountains will be long and treacherous, 
but I have faith in you.” She smiled reassuringly as the last of 
the moon disappeared behind the horizon and a halo of gold 
surrounded her. “From there, continue North. You will find 
Barenheim on the shores of Lake Farada.”

“Don’t leave me alone in the dark,” whispered Adrian, but the 
hand on his shoulder was barely visible now.

Lestia gave him one last faint kiss on the forehead.

“Give my regards to Light,” she breathed, and was gone.
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Garage Sale

“How much for the music box?” I ask. The woman behind the 
table looks up from her book.
“Three dollars.”
    I examine it further. “It’s pretty.” The orante finish gleams as 
if fresh off the shelf, and purple lace drips luxuriously from the 
edges of polished wood.
    “I bought it for my daughter,” she replies simply, turning a 
page.
    “And in such good condition. Only three dollars?”
    The corners of her lips tighten, eyes raw with the sting of a 
fresh wound. “It was never used.”
    “My condolences,” I say. I know loss too.

    I unlock a car
    That sleeps deep underwater,
    Waiting to be found. 

    “I know this face,” I say absently at the stand next door, 
pointing to a photo on a black and white newspaper. “Jake 
Thomas, right? From Reese High School?”  
    The owner shrugs. “Dunno. I just cleaned these papers out 
from my dad’s basement. Figured I could at least try to get a 
few coins out of ‘em before I burned ‘em in our backyard.” He 
stops and looks expectantly at me. “...You looking to buy?”

    “No, no,” I dismiss. “I used to be a detective. I recognize him 
from one of my old cases. 16 years old when he went missing, 
a damn shame.”
    The owner, partially deflated, folds his arms and leans 
against the table. “Murdered?”
    “No clue. We never found the body.” I look at the newspaper 
again and, after a beat, fish out a couple dimes from my 
pocket.
    “On second thought, I think I’ll take this one.”

I’m the missing piece 
To your long unsolved puzzle: 
The boy from Reese High.
    
“Well I’ll be damned, if it isn’t Detective Daryl Sullivan!”
“Marty! Good to see you!” Stopped in front of the garage sale 
on the corner, I pull my old friend into a hug. “How’ve you 
been? How’s Sheila?”
“Oh, you know her,” Marty sighs. “She’s been dragging me to 
these damn things the whole morning, filling up our car with 
useless junk. Of course, I didn’t complain one bit when she 
bought a seventy dollar wardrobe and a fifty dollar china set 
that clearly ain’t even from China. I’m not fixing to be on the 
couch tonight, you know?”  
I chuckle. “I see you two haven’t changed much.”
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    “Eh, I love her to death anyways, God only knows why. I 
swear she’ll be the death of me and our savings some--” He 
pauses as his eyes flick down to the folded newspaper in my 
hand. “Aw hell Daryl…” Marty purses his lips. “I thought you 
got past all that years ago.”
    I sheepishly move the paper behind my back. “I did, Marty, I 
swear. I don’t know, I just saw it at a sale and next thing I know 
I was picking it up.”
    “Look, buddy…” my friend starts, placing a hand on my 
shoulder. “I know it’s been a while since we’ve gone out 
together, but why don’t we hit up a bar or something later this 
week, huh?”
    “I’m alright, seriously--”
    “How’s about Friday? Seven o’clock, drinks on me.” A jeep 
across the street, trunk propped open by a large wardrobe, 
beeps twice. “That’d be Sheila. I gotta run. I’ll see you Friday!”
    “Marty, wait--!” I watch helplessly as my friend jogs across 
the street and hops into the car, and only after it had taken off 
down the road did I realize the newspaper was still hidden 
behind my back.
    I pull it out and unfold it. “BOY, 16, MISSING LATE LAST 
NIGHT,” reads the headline.
    “Damn thing,” I mutter, and throw it in the trash.
    Just as I do, something on a nearby table glints in the 
sunlight.

As you draw nearer, 
he calls for you to find him. 
Toyota Camry.  
    
    It was a key.
    Silver. Used. Scraped on the edges, and rusted a little on 
the metal shaft.
    “You like? Two dollar,” says the seller in broken English, 
coming up next to me.
    “Do you know what car this belongs to?” I ask her, picking it 
up for examination.
    She nods. “I took it to car place. They say Toyota, 2001. It 
old, but still work good.”
    “I can’t imagine what use it would be now…” I mutter as I flip 
it over and attempt to reason with the detective part of my 
mind that’s beginning to flare up.
    
    A coincidence, 
Especially one like this, 
Is hardly likely.
    
“Is this yours?” I call just as she’s turning away.
“Not mine,” she replies. “From junkyard. Everything from 
junkyard. Is my hobby.”
    
All evidence found. 
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Everything accounted for, 
Except me--the key. 
    
    I flick off some rust and run my fingernails along the 
crevices. There is something about the way that it weighs in 
my hand, heavy with a leaden past. My heart begins to 
pound--one two, one two--each beat faster than the last and 
my legs begin to shake. Breaths are short and shallow. 
Thoughts rush in fragments. Car. Boy. Murder? Key.

Seven years ago, 
I fell from a killer’s hand,  
Lost in the wet sand. 
    
“Aw hell Daryl, I thought you got past all that.” Marty’s face 
flashes in my mind and I squeeze my eyes shut to expunge 
the tremors.
That’s right.
It’s been seven years.
Seven years.
I’ve got to stop jumping at every little coincidence. I have to 
move on.
“You want to buy? Only one dollar for you,” offers the woman 
eagerly, catching the look in my eye.
I hesitate, then set the key back down on the table.
“No. Not today.”

Now you walk away
Without me, without a clue.
The case has been closed.




