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Students in grades 7–12 submit works in 10 
writing categories. This year 543 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

Eva Ko
Pancakes

Short Story

Grade: 8

St Paschal Baylon School

Instructor: Mary Connors

Jane Nilson
The Carpenter Room

Poetry

Grade: 12

Hawken School

Instructor: Terry Dubow 

Deonta Steele
The script about a black mans funeral

Poetry

Grade: 11

Cleveland School of the Arts

Instructor: Elizabeth Telich

Anabel Bach
Poems for the Newly Liberated 

Soul

Poetry

Grade: 11

Cleveland School of the Arts

Instructor: Elizabeth Telich

Megan Chen
Ching, Chong, Chang

Personal Essay/Memoir

Grade: 12

Hathaway Brown School

Instructor: Scott Parsons
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Poems for the Newly Liberated Soul 
Poetry 
Grade: 11  
Cleveland School of the Arts 
Instructor: Elizabeth Telich

Poems for the Newly Liberated Soul 

"Past Life"

What had happened to him 
in a past life? 
“I would advise, you boys to keep moving”.
Refrain from goofin’ or improvin’.
“It’s late past curfew”.
A profile constructed from rear-view. 

“You match the description”.
Depiction turn infliction. 
The way his attention hits
the corners of his pupils,
and the back of a baton. 
The way it plays out like a ritual,
ode to a Black swan.

The removal and renewal 
of another soul. 
Youthful yet brutal, 
symptom of the patrol.
Pig dice, skunk, and beetle. 
When murder turns legal.
Take the power from the people. 
More funeral chords
ring out of of the cathedral. 
Corrupt courts and lords 
make death look regal. 
Red blood on the steeple, 
and a blind eagle 
flies overhead. 

MLK once said, 
“If you can’t fly, then run”. 
It’s funny. 

Gold Key

ANABEL BACH
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He musta’ not been on the 
peering side of a gun. 
Behind a badge and a number. 
Heartbeat like drum. 
Neighborhood like slum.
Torment like numb. 
Gravestone like son. 

What had happened to him 
in a past life? 

That made him wince at the sirens.
That turned his anger into silence. 
What made him cut his hair, 
and afraid to repair.
What had happened to him 
in a past life?

“Obey”

Feminazi.
Sex as a hobby.
Her and her posse, 
women who run with foxes. 
Walk around topless. 
Unbound, and godless.

Write poetry in lipstick.
Ugly chics, dickless. 

Showing some skin for the grimace.
New generation of witches. 
Evil cunts in dark ditches.
Hunt a red headed mistress.
She talks too much, 
she needs to be corrected. 
Words to distort. 
Kill an escort.

Dehumanize her till she’s a number. 
Inject her with plastic till she’s rubber. 
Elect her with a phallic culture.
Tell her she won’t amount to anything, 
nothing more than plaything. 
Rights stripped by the gray-king. 
Then criminalize her body,
like it wasn’t rent to be godly.  

The high priestess
ruled by Venus. 
Unborn fetus. 
Jesus teaches 
women to be slaves. 
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To shave and behave.
Engraved in her brain 
she should stay afraid.
Girly tokens, live to obey. 
Nevermore. 

Lies corrupt pores.
A wife turned whore.
Punished goddess of yore.
Kitchens bare, war.
And behind a closed door,
tape her mouth shut.

"Trash City"

Here everybody, 
talk like rubble. 
Letting the words, 
jumble and bubble.
Old rags reborn 
in cologne. 
Crap crowns adorn 
in an offal throne.
Kitchen grease used 
for shoe-shines.  
Skin ooze

for plastic pines.

Here everybody, 
smell like bones.
Tombs full of 6-pack rings.
Only bird of mine,
a pigeon wing. 
Shrine full of candles
and soda pop cans.
Rosary scrap shambles. 
Love sold by the gram. 

Here everybody, 
dance like junk. 
Thrash city, 
litter punks. 
Jacket made of cling-wrap. 
Cigarette butt 
fill a tooth gap. 
Sediment smile. 
Disco ball bile. 
Bottlecap boots. 

Here everybody, 
swing samba. 
Dreggy strings.
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Orchestra dumpsite.
Grubby dings.
Agogo bells,
solo cartels.
Surdo Slime.
Crumbs and Coke.
Guns and Apitos.
Keys made of teeth.
Snare drum,
“Sing slum!”
Trash City.
Writ of right. 
Their mantra, 
“Sweetness and Light”.
 
 
"Venus of Willendorf"

A way with hair.
Bobby pins, and blue
magazines. 
Opaline and hues. 
Bottled glue slicked wear.
Marbled view depict pear 
shaped women. 
Draped ribbons, 

swathed and tightened. 
Cloths band, bite, and 
devour rips around her waist.
Cut, copy, and paste. 
Back brace lined with bows.
Plucked, pull, and dispose. 
Exposé new issues, 
ill idols to construe. 
Wear a corset for liberation. 
Morbid fragrant flirtation. 
Plaster turn floral. 
Cherry scented aural. 
Ballerina lace canopy. 
Blurring gaze vanity.
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Home  
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 7  
Birchwood School  
Instructor: Jennifer Seward, Lorraine Tzeng

Home

Before the war, things were better. During the war, things were 
bad. After the war, everything was worse. Once, there was an 
open grass yard leading out to the cement street. The 
terracotta house was big and spacious, and the backyard was 
just as vibrant, with almond trees growing in the blistering heat. 
Three-year-old Carmen’s room had only one window, which 
faced the street. During the night, music played throughout the 
neighborhood; and when Nicaraguan people heard music, they 

danced. The tunes flowed through them, awakening every cell 
in their bodies to tap to the rhythm. They were happy people, 
and despite the crippling poverty of the country, they were 
always ready to lend a hand.

Fortunately, Carmen’s family had always had enough. She and 
her two sisters wore beautiful clothes from fancy boutiques. 
The food was good and rich. They ate delicious soups of oxtail 
and lentils and vegetables, and after, warm bowls of rice with 
tender meat. When the sky darkened and it began to pour, all 
of the children would run outside and play, having rain dances 
and rain parties. They would go to the parks and play hide-
and-seek without a care in the world.

But then everything changed. The country had been ruled by a 
dictatorship, but in 1978, a communist party calling themselves 
the Sandinistas decided to revise that. They rebelled against 
the government, starting a war that would tear apart the nation. 
Bombs were dropped, food was rationed, and a curfew was 
set. Parents kept their children inside for fear of them being 
taken and drafted into the army. Armed men in trucks rolled 
through the streets at night, making sure everyone was 
following the rules. Papi tore out the grass and replaced it with 
a brick patio. He built brick pillars to hold up a great iron fence 
to keep everyone out. From the streetview, it was impossible to 
tell if anyone occupied the house, and it was better that way. It 
kept them safe. It kept them alive.

Gold Key

ISABELLA BIXLER 
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By age five, Carmen had already faced so much, but the worst 
was yet to come. During one of the most dangerous and 
violent parts of the war, the Sandinistas planned to bomb the 
capital city, Managua, prompting mass evacuation. That meant 
Carmen and most of her family who lived in Managua had to 
leave, too. While the men stayed behind for a bit to secure 
their homes, Carmen and her mother, sisters, cousins, and 
aunts rushed out of the city the morning before the bombing 
was to begin. Their destination was their grandparents’ farm, 
which was out of range of the anticipated bombs. Fear and 
adrenaline coursed through Carmen as they drove through the 
streets of the city. Mami was worried. She couldn’t help but 
notice how many cars were crowded onto the small pot-holed 
roads. They were almost out when their fears became reality. 
The roads were all blocked. No one could leave. The women 
looked at each other nervously. They could turn around and 
wait for the men, but they had no idea how long it would take 
for them to catch up. So they took the only option available. 
They left the car on the side of the road and walked. Carmen 
staggered across the fields of grass, brown and brittle from the 
scorching hot Nicaraguan sun. Mouths parched, they slumped 
along, Mami clutching Carmen’s baby sister in her arms. After 
what felt like years, they reached a small farmhouse. An old 
man answered the door, and after hearing what they had to 
say, he let them in. The man supplied them with food and 
water and let them stay the night.

But in the morning, Mami had them up and going. They had 
been walking through the fields of crops for just an hour before 
they saw the planes zooming through the sky, motors tearing 
up the quiet landscape. BANG! BANG! BANG! Gunshots fired 
at the planes, and Carmen’s older sister, Maria, grabbed her 
arm. Carmen’s heartbeat furiously. Now, everywhere she 
looked, she saw the green helmets of soldiers, though she 
wasn’t sure whose side they were on. Just then, one of the 
soldiers turned his head and made eye contact with Carmen. 
His face showed surprise, and even concern.

“¡Son mujeres y niños!” he yelled. It’s women and children! 
Other voices echoed his cry.

As Carmen and her family ran, she could see that the soldiers 
were taking care to see that they weren’t hurt.

Blisters covered their feet by the time they reached their 
grandparents’ farm. Yaya’s panicked voice cut through the 
silence, and Carmen hurried forward to embrace her.

***

The war was done now; it had been for six years. The 
Sandinistas had won. Yet food was still rationed, and in the air 
hovered an overwhelming feeling of fear and uncertainty. The 
new government wanted to know everything about everyone. 
Political views were either Sandinista or traitor. So they had 
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made a list. A Black List. Anyone who gave the slightest hint 
that they might not agree with the new regime was 
immediately put on it. The government kept close track of the 
people on the list, and if any of them made any movement 
considered suspicious, they were killed. The only reason 
Carmen and her family knew about the list was that they had 
family members working in the government. Carmen thought 
of Tia Patricia, Mami’s cousin, who had publicly declared her 
love of the Sandinistas. Why couldn’t Papi be like her? He 
refused to tell anyone who he supported, and that scared her. 
It was like the government said:

Sandinista or traitor. And if you don’t want to share your 
beliefs, traitor. Carmen heard a door slam downstairs. Curious, 
she got up and crept down the steps. There in the hall were 
Mami, Papi, and Tia Patricia, talking earnestly.

“Chaparro, I saw your name on the list,” Tia Patricia was 
saying, using Papi’s nickname. “You need to get out of the 
country.”

“But don’t you want justice for the people who refuse to 
consent with the Sandinistas?” Papi retorted.

“Family is more important than political views,” answered Tia 
Patricia. “Listen, you have to get out of the country today. Say 
you’re going on a business trip; that’s the only way they’ll let 
you out.”

Carmen’s heart pumped fast. Papi’s name was on the Black 
List? She didn’t want to hear any more. She rushed to her 
room, full of fear.

The next morning, Papi told them that he would be going on a 
business trip, and a couple days later after teary goodbyes, he 
left. Over the next few months, life was difficult. Mami worked 
as hard as she could, and the rationing ensured that they 
received food, even if it wasn’t the best. However, they lived in 
constant fear. What if someone found out about where Papi 
really was? With that much pressure, it was a miracle that 
none of them cracked and told their troubles to a friend. Of 
course, Mami never told them anything but kept up the story 
that Papi was on a business trip. The only ray of hope was 
Papi’s monthly letters, assuring them that soon they would see 
him again. One day at school, Carmen was called out of class. 
Confused, she stepped into the hallway. A man in a black suit 
stood before her.

“Hola. Are you Carmen López?” he said in a deep voice. 
Carmen nodded nervously. The man bent down to her height. 
“Where is your father?”

“He- he’s on a business trip,” she replied.

“And where is this business trip?”

Carmen racked her brain. “Mexico!” she blurted out.
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Glaring at her, the man stood up, then walked away without a 
word. Amazingly, even though Carmen and her sisters were 
interrogated many more times, the government agents never 
managed to get anything out of them.

A few days later, a family friend turned up on their doorstep to 
deliver another letter from Papi. Mami called all of them to the 
living room to read it. When they opened the envelope and 
unfolded the paper inside, they realized it was no ordinary 
letter. The envelope contained three plane tickets to Miami, 
Florida, where they would see Papi for the first time in a year. 
Mami sobbed and clutched her children, and Carmen and her 
sisters hugged her back. Finally, finally, they would be 
reunited.

The flight was long and tedious, but seeing Papi’s smiling face 
at the airport made it worth every second. There was so much 
catching up to do. Their parents finally decided to tell them 
about the Black List; they were unaware that Carmen had 
already figured it out. Papi shared his experiences from the 
past year. He had gone to their church in Nicaragua to seek 
political asylum and was sent to Miami. There, he worked 
many odd jobs until he learned the plumbing trade. He had 
made some good friends and started going to a Bible study as 
well!

A year later, Carmen and her family were on another plane. 
Miami had never been their final destination, so when Canada 

started accepting refugees from Nicaragua, they jumped at the 
chance. As they walked into the Canadian airport, Carmen was 
stunned to see all the people in thick coats with steaming cups 
of coffee and cocoa in their hands. A worker led them to an 
area where they were given coats, scarves, hats, and boots, 
things Carmen had never needed in her life! Because her 
parents didn’t know any English and Carmen had gone to a 
French Immersion School in Nicaragua, people spoke to 
Carmen in French, which she translated to her parents.

When they walked into their little apartment for the first time, 
Carmen couldn’t believe it. This place was so different from her 
home country. She had never seen snow in her life! But for 
some reason, even though they weren’t living in luxury, even 
though they were a million miles away from their house, even 
though everything was strange and new, she had her family. 
And home was where the people you love are.

I finished reading the piece and looked up at my mom. “So 
what do you think?” I asked, “I’m not sure it’s Scholastic-
worthy, and there are so many little problems, but I think it’s a 
pretty good representation of the story. I mean, of course I had 
to add to it and take out details, but I like it!” Smiling, my 
mother, Carmen, hugged me. “I love it,” she said.
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Fables and Fantasies: An Exploration in Learning 
How to Live 
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 10  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Fables and Fantasies: An Exploration 
in Learning How to Live 

Some of the very first words that I remember hearing spoken 
aloud are those of fairy tales. I can still vividly remember sitting 
on the arm of my papa’s black leather recliner as his steady 
voice wove tapestries of worlds beyond my imagination. 
Growing up, I practically lived and breathed these stories. 
From the beginning, I loved the tales:

promises of unimaginable magic and adventure. They depicted 
exactly what I saw in my future, a long train of gloriously 
fortuitous events, one after another.

I used to imagine I was there, running through the woods, 
fighting great evils, and outwitting stubborn kings. These fairy 
tales always meant more to me than they did to the other kids, 
becoming one of the only places that I felt truly at home. They 
were an escape from a world where I always seemed to say or 
do the wrong thing.

Though my parents had started me with more well-known 
tales, like Cinderella and Snow White, I could never bring 
myself to stop looking. I was hungry in those days, possessed 
by some kind of burning that wanted more, more, more. I read 
all the classics and tore through the lesser-known ones, like 
the Goose Girl, the Brave Little Tailor, and One Eye, Two Eyes, 
and Three Eyes. When I was done with those, I went on to 
fairy tales from farther cultures. I begged to loan a book of 
Japanese folk tales from the shelf of a friend’s parents and 
found books of fables from parts of Africa and South America 
at garage sales and in hidden corners of libraries.

When my grandpa brought over a book he had found in his 
garage— old, musty, and covered in a ratted blue paper, it 
quickly became one of my most prized possessions. Though 
my mom hated its smell and told me to throw it away, I ignored 

Gold Key

MADELINE BRYAN 



12

her objections and read it over and over. In it were stories of 
young boys who defeated giants, girls who won riches by 
unknowing giving disguised fairies their last morsels of food, 
and simple commoners who triumphed over kings in 
outlandish contests.

Reading these stories shaped me into who I was, and who I 
am now. They showed me that no matter how small or 
insignificant you may seem, if you keep a sharp wit, treat 
people kindly, and are brave enough to face the unknown, you 
can do anything.

At six years old I was sure my day would soon come; a 
magical traveling salesman or a mysterious old beggar would 
appear in my front yard and change my life. I believed that I 
would follow them and fight for justice, solving complex riddles, 
tricking my enemies, and letting my heart lead the way.

I never wanted any reward like those sought by the heroes in 
my books— no chest of gold, magical necklace, or Prince 
Charming. Only the adventure. That was what called to me: 
the thrill, the magic, the danger.

At eight I believed a little less, wanting something, anything, to 
happen, but silently understanding it wouldn’t.

At ten I resigned myself to my fate. I knew the magic would 
have found me by then if it ever would.

The death of my papa came the same year as this bitter 
realization. He was a bit of that fairy tale magic in real life— 
hardworking, kindhearted, and genuinely a good person. While 
some people in my life made fun of me for what they saw as 
fantastical delusions, Papa always encouraged my belief that 
something mysterious and mystical would someday find its 
way to me.

In the five years since then, I have had reckonings with myself 
many times over. I have read more books and been told more 
stories, frequently being drawn back to the ideas of my 
childhood. I have picked myself apart as not being interesting 
or “worthy” enough of adventure, some days simply silently 
resigning myself to the idea that some people are just meant to 
live mundane lives.

But, I also came to the realization that I spent far too much of 
my life reading and watching and waiting. Too much time living 
in others' stories, without taking the time to write my own. And 
my papa, my wonderful papa, had never been encouraging me 
to wait after all. My papa, who worked at his dad’s gas station 
every day after school, who never had the opportunity to go to 
college, who carved out his own place in a world that 
desperately fought to prevent him from doing so. My papa, 
who knew that it’s you who is the magic in your own fairytale, 
persevering and working as hard as you possibly can for what 
you want.
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So, I’ve started to take charge of my own story. While I’ve 
been a reader since I was small, I have become something 
new: a writer. I no longer depend on others to dictate my part, 
for I am the one with the blank pages of script, ready to create. 
I know now that I do not need to wait for someone to show up 
at my doorstep in order to allow myself to live.

It’s scary and different, and I am oh-so vulnerable. This is all 
new to me, this concept of putting myself out into the world 
without waiting for an invitation. But the truth is, I have never 
needed one.

Here is what I know: if there is not magic in this world, then I 
will make it. If there is not a fairy tale waiting for me, then I will 
take out my pen and paper and write my own.

I like to think that these are things that would make my papa 
proud.

And I know that somewhere there is a little me, used to talking 
to the stars without answer, who will one day grow up and 
realize that the magic has been in her hands all along. A little 
me who will one day grow up and make herself very, very 
proud.
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Instructions for Building a Quigloo  
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 12  
Cleveland Heights High School  
Instructor: Katherine Strine

Instructions for Building a Quigloo

Step One: Understand what the heck a quigloo is. “Quigloo” is 
a portmanteau of “quinzhee” (as in snow quinzhee, a 
hollowed-out snow mound that serves as a shelter) and “igloo”. 
The word “quigloo” is used by just a handful of people—
students and teachers at the High Mountain Institute, a 
semester school in Colorado—and sounds like complete 
nonsense to the rest of the population. But sleeping in a 
quigloo can save your life when you’re on a wilderness ski trip, 

like you are. Don’t listen to anyone who calls it nonsense; 
they’ve never relied on a quigloo like you have. You know how 
important it is, and that’s all that matters.

Step Two: Make the pilgrimage from where you slept last night 
to the spot where you will build your quigloo. Fight over who 
will carry gear, fall down hills, slam into trees—it doesn’t 
matter. Just don’t stop putting one ski in front of the other.

Step Three: Build a mound of snow about eight feet high. Sing 
songs or tell stories as you work! If you can’t get out of it, you 
might as well get into it.

Step Four: Return back the way you came and feel like you’ve 
gotten nowhere. Soothe yourself and tell yourself you’ve done 
a lot. Remember that the snow mound needs to harden before 
you can dig it out. Being too hasty might get you a quigloo 
tonight, but it will have collapsed on your head come morning. 
Have patience: it might just save your life someday.

Step Five: The following morning, haul the rest of your gear to 
the site where your mound is. Slam into marginally fewer trees 
this time. Congratulate yourself on remembering where the 
worst of the danger is, and swerving away from it.

Step Six: Return to your mound of snow, now hardened and 
properly ready to become your sanctuary. Climb to the top; 
hack a hole in the top and start drilling down through the 

Gold Key

MAPLE 
BUESCHER
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middle of your roof. It may sound odd now, but you’ll 
understand later. Trust the process!

Step Seven: Delegate the rest of that roof hole to a partner; 
ask her to continue chipping down and out. Go to the side of 
the mound and start digging a tunnel. Press on your stomach 
and hack at snow until you feel trapped and exhausted, and 
then keep going. Dig inward and upward, aiming for your friend 
and her roof hole.

Just when you’re claustrophobic and shivering and ready for a 
break, notice that the snow ahead looks oddly light. Stare at it. 
Recognize that there’s light visible just beyond it—light from 
your partner’s tunnel! Newly reinvigorated, continue stabbing 
at the snow. Imagine that you were about to give up without 
knowing just how close you were!

Step Eight: Connect your tunnel with your partner’s. High-five 
through the opening! Celebrate, recognize that your hard work 
has brought you together, and then buckle down to finish the 
job.

Step Nine: Realize you’re nowhere near done. Jump through 
the roof hole and begin to chip at the walls. Ton by ton, hour by 
hour, carve your mound into a wide, open dome. When the sun 
begins to set and your hands go numb, shovel your last 
shovelful. You’ve done enough; you could hurt yourself by 

continuing on too long. It is wise to know how to persist, but 
wiser still when to stop pushing.

Step Ten: Cover your roof hole with ice blocks. It was the most 
important part when you began, but it’s important to know 
when to move on. If you left the hole open, snow would fall on 
you overnight. Protect yourself by getting rid of the hole that 
meant everything just a few hours ago.

Step Eleven: Cuddle in your quigloo. Notice the snowflakes 
whizzing by outside, and curl in on top of more snowflakes to 
keep yourself warm. Reflect on the fact that the thing 
threatening you and the thing protecting you are the same; the 
only difference is what you’ve made of them.

Step Twelve: Lay out your sleeping bag and fall asleep 
listening to the wind. See the storm as an equal, not an 
adversary.

Remember that you will never be able to stop a blizzard—but 
at least now you know how to build a house out of snow.
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Pinocchio 
Poetry 
Grade: 11  
Mayfield High School  
Instructor: Kari Beery

Pinocchio

as the sun sets
in a blinded room, with chipping eggshell paint splattered along 

the walls 
a six year old dies laying on a stained, carpeted floor 

the ghost of him lingers in the corner, hesitant and unsure 
just a terrified shadow, frozen firm as his former life…

 
the time of youthful innocence and a healthy mind

slips through his boney fingers, grasping for control. 
trying to catch the firefly of nostalgia and bask in its warm glow 

only to gather empty air in his cold hands, instead.
left hopelessly to watch the beautiful, little bug fly away… 

and fade away… into the darkness of the night... 
 

leaving the firey passion in his soul extinguished 
the wistful hope in his mind crushed 

and the unwavering love in his heart broken.
 

the only thing left of him that remains is the rigidly stiff body 
that lays there motionless 

 
limbs only moving when the older man pulls the strings 
attached to his young form.

 
and while the ghost's eyes are foggy and somewhere far 

away, 
caught on a gleaming star---

the puppet boy’s orbs remain wet and shut tightly
daring not to draw anymore attention to himself

 
"it's our little secret, baby doll.”
then the puppet master leaves

 
and poor, little pinocchio gets left behind.

Gold Key

SARAH CARLILE
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thrown away and discarded. shelved away until the next 
time.

used for only one purpose: the pleasure of others.
 

but when the shoemaker came to find the crestfallen puppet 
later

hours after the puppet master had abandoned him there

he'll worry, and kneeling down before the puppet, offering a 
comforting hand

to the boy who will lean into his touch,

 he’ll question, "are you alright, dear?"
 

and then pinocchio will look to the corner…
(“why are you hiding, darling? a pretty boy like you deserves 
all sorts of nice attention.”)

 but no ghost will be there.
(“you’ll be all alone if anyone finds out about this, sweetheart. 
and we wouldn’t want you kicked out, now would we?”)

 
so, he'll sigh, and abruptly push away from the contact, 

suddenly sick with himself. 
(“yes, that’s a good boy… let’s have some playtime now, shall 
we? dance for me, puppet.”)

 
"i'm fine, papa… but thank you."

[i don’t understand what’s going on, but something is very, 
very wrong.] and pinocchio's nose will grow 

once the door is shut behind the shoemaker. 
[don’t leave me here to die again.] 

for the first of many times

and so he will desperately pray out for a miracle
[i’m so sorry… i can’t keep doing this.] 
above the sound of chirping crickets

[please help me.] 
to go back to being

a real boy.
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The inkwell; Curiouser and curiouser; Through a 
looking glass 
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

The inkwell; Curiouser and curiouser; 
Through a looking glass

The inkwell
 
Her hands are stained with ink.
I find them irresistible. The ink seeks out the crevices in her 
skin, splinters into dozens of skeletal flowers. The words 
conquer her skin, mark her as their paper, scrawl messy 

stories on the blank pages. It curls around her wrists, etches 
itself into her fibers. She is tattooed with One of the secrets of 
the cosmos. I imagine the ink seeping into her blood. 
Blossoming ink flowers twine themselves around my fingers.
  
Curiouser and curiouser
 
There are things that inexplicably attract us - things we are 
drawn to. We find in them a bit of the universe’s spirit, 
forgotten relics. Old oil paintings of women sitting in trees, the 
slightest strain in our chest on hot afternoons, history 
museums with green carpets close to closing time. Peeks and 
glimpses. That’s all we get. The seams where things should 
connect are jagged, filled with unexplained holes poked 
through by an impish god wielding a cosmic pencil.
  
Through a looking glass
 
Everywhere, the world ripples. The water bends, the sidewalks 
crease, and the sky seems to fold beneath the weight of the 
rain. The rain tastes sweet in the city, it runs off your tongue 
easily. It races for the drains, rushing over the city’s hard 
bones. There is nothing except a chill that clings to my skin like 
heavy wool.

Gold Key
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Chairman Mao; Of Radishes and 
Dragons; A love letter to patriotism

Chairman Mao
 
I am a poet. The first poem, “winter clouds” by Chairman Mao. 
Forty years ago, my  father recited the words to his teacher. In 
Chinese, 4 year old me is sure, the words must sound pretty. 
In English, they sound broken, his tongue struggling to speak 
his adopted language.
 
When I am older, the winter clouds no longer seem so ugly but 
beautiful, yes, even in English. I wonder how a monster can 
paint such soaring phrases. I want to step into the painful, 
dirty-white cold of the canvas and watch the plum blossoms 
dance with the snow.
 

In my family, we save a wooden chair for Chairman Mao at the 
old dinner table. He sits, one leg sprawled on the chair in the 
corner we keep for my great grandfather (executed), another 
thrown across the chair for my Yeye (diabetic) and tells me 
stories.
 
By my first day of school, I can already tell you how to double-
knot shoelaces and the casualty count of the Great Leap 
Forward. 45 million, if you were counting.
Small wonder flies freeze and perish.
 
Chairman Mao is dead, too. I read about it in “The Private Life 
of Chairman Mao.” 682 pages, yet all I remember is them 
pumping formaldehyde into the Chairman’s body. Gallons and 
gallons of the stuff, I can smell the stench of death emanating 
from the words. Earth’s gentle breath grows warm.
    
Of Radishes and Dragons
 
I could write about the kimchi
that tastes like sour tears or
 
about the jjajangmyeon one half
of me stole from the other. But
 
why would I? Today, I need warmth,
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the white steam of a whole day
 
spent scraping burnt green onion
from the pot to make sogogi
 
mu-guk. I need tiny droplets of oil,
little islands floating on an ocean
 
the color of blood-orange peels. They spin dizzily in the soup,
 
untethered. My kitchen is full with
sounds. The sizzle of water
 
hitting the radishes, silverware
clinking gently, hesitantly, on the
 
table, the vague presence of my
grandma buzzing as it flits between
 
cabinets, movie scores swelling to
fill up the leftover space. It burns
 
the base of my throat on the way
down. I feel like I could breathe
 
fire – flames that are not a

dangerous blue, but the content
 
scarlet snort of a small dragon
who’s been fed one too many a
 
shining knight. I don’t know any
dragons, but tonight, in the bask
 
of yellow warmth and four walls
covered in merry grapevine paper and
 
a familiar inky blackness spreading
beyond the glossy windows, it feels like
 
somewhere, even dragons should exist.
 
 
A love letter to patriotism: You are the Sun, and I am only an 
asteroid, cold rock orbiting your brilliance. I fell, spinning, into 
your greedy embrace.
 
America, I wonder if you will ever truly see me. Novelty brings 
me to the water's edge - what do you see first? That the eyes 
are open and dark and bloody? That the flesh is scraped raw 
from too many scrubs with salt and lemon and cyanocarbon? 
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Ripples distort my face, make me a monster. Cruel master! I 
wear a cotton mask to guard my mouth from
The words it wants to say, hold an umbrella to keep from 
igniting.
Yet for you, I politely singe my life away using candles meant 
for a wake.
 
But of course you would never let the beast of burden drive.
My body is a line that starts from the scars on my ankles to the 
bruises on my elbows to the oily words on the tip of my frayed 
and splintered tongue. Memories of your broken heat line my
trachea and spool their way into hard glass coating my 
arteries. Under your sweltering spacious skies, I keep turning 
and turning until there are no words left, no scars –                                                                                                                                       
just purple mountain majesties and shining seas and me.
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Ching, Chong, Chang

“Ching chong chang”.

Three words, followed by abrupt, unbridled laughter. My friend 
Rachel continued to “read” from the Chinese book on the floor 
of my room, enjoying the attention as my other friends giggled 
with her. I sat silently at first, stunned. But soon, my own 
laughter joined the others, hints of disbelief still hidden behind 
my smile. Rather than feeling the expected indignation, 16-
year old me saw a piece of myself in my friend instead, also 

unwilling to appreciate the intricacies of being Chinese. 
However, she was merely making an innocuous joke, unaware 
that she was simplifying one of the most complex languages 
into three incoherent syllables. My crime was far worse — I 
had learned to resent my own culture.

Surprisingly, it was Rachel’s inane comment that showed me I 
viewed my own culture the same way she did: through broken 
stereotypes. The fraction of myself I saw in Rachel not only 
accepted these stereotypes, but welcomed them, as a 
justification to hate the heavy burden that weighed on me as I 
considered the Chinese part of my identity. A burden that took 
the form of a bowl of rice. One that I had faced many times in 
my childhood, when my parents would encourage me to finish 
even when I was already full. They told me that each grain left 
uneaten represented a lost opportunity at fulfilling a 
commitment. And so, each time I faced failure—messed-up 
violin recital, unsuccessful cross-country meet, spoiled lab 
experiment—I thought of the leftover grains of rice, waiting to 
be eaten.

But Rachel showed me my most difficult grain to swallow: the 
tattered threads that barely kept me connected to my heritage. 
My culture was already around me, from the loving-yet-austere 
way my parents raised me to the traditional Jiangshu meal I 
was too stubborn to appreciate. It was Ching, Chong, Chang 
that provided me the motivation to finally finish my bowl. Every 
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car-ride I had with my parents, I asked them relentlessly for 
stories about their past, each anecdote a stick that reignited 
the flame inside me. They detailed not only stories about their 
past but also ones that shaped the history of China, from 
decadent tales about the Cultural Revolution to the demise of 
each emperor of each dynasty. I felt the thrill of protest through 
my uncle as he stood in the center of the Tiananmen Square 
rebellions, and saw my grandma wait for her father to return 
from the sea as a child, bringing her gifts each time he 
returned.

Yet, I was still missing the keystone of any culture: language. 
Ironically, the simplicity of ching chong chang showed me how 
fractured my previously flawless Chinese had become. Picking 
up a stack of old Chinese books I thought I’d never read, the 
forgotten complexities of my native language immediately 
flowed like a river back into my memory. I found familiarity in 
the strokes of each character as they formed intricate pictures, 
and old Chinese proverbs that told elaborate stories using only 
four words.

Rachel’s words held the power to redefine in my mind not only 
the Chinese language, but also the language of prejudice. I 
realized that the most hurtful words were borne not from overt 
animosity, but from naiveté. The conspicuous nature of outright 
bigotry elicits a retaliation equally as incendiary; ignorance, 
however, often blossoms undetected under the guise of humor. 

Because her joke was seemingly harmless, the others 
remained blissfully unaware of the dangerous preconceptions 
layered between those three words. How could a language 
shaped over thousands of years give the impression of three 
rigid, nonsensical syllables?

Naiveté is ubiquitous — from ching, chong, chang to my own 
blindness at the enchanting nuances of Chinese culture, it is 
as inescapable as the bowl of rice placed in front of me. Yet, 
ignorance diminishes as each grain of rice is eaten, until the 
bowl is finally empty.
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Freedom

Freedom is
Black bodies wrapped in chains
like vines on 
bandosFreedom is
the ashes of burning crosses being blown into our eyes

Freedom is b l i n d i n g

Freedom is the tattered and torn hands that created
the fucking bell but freedom will never ring unless 
we grab the rope
yes- the same ones they used to raise strange fruit so high 
that those who watched had to break their necks to see grab 
the rope yes- the same ones they tied around our throats to 
keep us from lifting our voices and singing Freedom 
will never ring unless we grab the rope and ring the 
motherfuckin bell our damn selves

they told me Freedom 
was for those who don’t look like me who don’t talk like me
who’s ghetto accent aint enough to talk you out of forcin-  yo 
stereotypes onto me forcin- yo pale bodies onto my Sisters 
forcin- yo bullets into the beating hearts of my Black brothers- 
leaving them with scars to showcase within their caskets

Freedom                  is 
entangled                in 
chains entangled 
in vines
entangled in the wise words of Black Jesus himself 
“Fuck the white man”

Freedom is

Gold Key
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Ruminations

An Ode to the Periodic Table: Inside the Castle’s Wall
A castle of entirety
The stones on which it stands
Makes up so much more
Makes up all of Earth's lands. 
The two tallest tiers are the 
sun Without them, endless 
night.

The metals fortify the middle, 
Death lurks in the bottom right.
The surrounding wall is made of
Those that don’t fit where they 
should. What’s in the castle 
controls it all, Even the ability to 
do good. Far beyond the barrier
The castle’s wall does hold
The universe’s greatest treasure 
Much finer than silver or gold
The wealth is very crucial
For every combination
Contributes to humanity
Or to human civilization
From tools to precious lives,
Empires rise and fall 
The key to all of it 
resides Inside the 
castle’s wall.

Bug on a Window

The Insect 
Its crystalline, fragile wings
Beat against the clear barrier
In a frantic frenzy to

Gold Key

CAROLINE 
FAVETTI



26

Escape to the open air
Where it can float in the breeze 
And fulfill its short life's 
purpose.
 
The Glass
Allows to look but not touch
Crueler than the wall, 
Who blocks unfeelingly,
The glass taunts the insect,
Reminding it of what it cannot have.
 
But the insect continues
In its valiant quest for 
freedom And the glass just 
waits For the inevitable.
 
The Flyswatter
Sings of impending 
doom In one fell 
swoop, The insect lives 
no more.

The Forest of Tranquility(?)
 
A gap in the lush forest.

A clearing amidst emerald ferns.
The sun peeks through verdant 
leaves Casting dappled shadows 
upon The rich mahogany soil.
 
A bright crystal waterfall.
Jewel-like spray, glistening
On the moss-covered rocks around it,
This tranquil clearing 
Empty, but for one 
inhabitant.
 
A young fawn. 
Her tawny fur
Flecked in white
Chews contentedly, 
delicately At unfurling 
bracken.
She sips from the cool, pure water, 
Eagerly awaiting her mother's return.
 
The fawn’s ebony hooves 
Alert her to a deep 
vibration Before she can 
hear the roar. A terrifying 
sound unlike any She has 
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yet known.
 
A yellow, hulking bulldozer 
Stands in the path of 
devastation. Trees fall and 
splinter In the face of 
mechanized wrath.
 
The fawn, fleeing   
To a new abode, turns
To witness The 
destruction Of all 
she holds dear.
 
The invaders storm 
the forest. Like a fierce 
hurricane, They rush over 
the mossy floor.
Boulders ground to 
pebbles, The water swept 
away By howling wind.
 
When cleared
Of its former beauty, 
The water dammed
The trees splinters,

 
The foreman drops
A smoldering cigarette.
Its embers take hold.
The flames swallow
The clearing in fury.
 
Then vacant. Soulless.
 
Years later,
The pristine beauty, the 
forest, The waterfall, ferns 
and moss, All replaced. 
 
A bed of asphalt.
A jungle of right angles.
Looming. Cold. Forbidding.
Home now only to human greed.
 
Are We Really Equal?

They stole us, they stripped us, they took us away
We were sold as slaves, working day after day
Many years later, after a lot of bloodshed,
The president of the U.S. stood up and said,
“You are now free, 
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With no need to flee,
We are all 
equal.” Yet, 
There is a 
sequel.
About a century passed,
And we were still being harassed, 
They caused much chagrin
Just for the color of our skin.
And even though we were deprived of our rights,
We would march through these dark nights,
Protesting injustice and inequality, 
We showed them the important 
qualities. Not our skin or our race, 
But our determination and grace.

In the end Jim Crow relented, 
And at long last we were presented With the 
rights we were denied long ago.
We will keep marching, continuing to grow, 
Till at last we are equals, all without 
shame, Not only in name,
But truly the same.
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A Letter to Governor Mike Dewine

Dear Governor DeWine,

I am writing to you about the unveiling of your “Strong Ohio” 
bill this past October. In your announcement of the bill, you 
explain that the inclusion of red-flag laws and universal 
background checks in your proposal would be ineffective given 
the stance of most republican congressmen. I agree with your 
reasoning that this bill is much more likely to pass in the Ohio 
General Assembly than a bill that includes a “red-flag” gun 

seizure law; this strategic move is likely to appeal to many 
republicans and does not largely take away from the 
effectiveness of the bill. Additionally, I agree with your 
assessment that the bill still has the potential to save lives 
without the integration of these clauses. Provisions such as 
increased penalties and punishments for crimes such as 
selling guns to minors, selling or providing guns to someone 
legally prohibited from possessing a gun, and illegally having a 
firearm in one's possession are a step in the right direction. 
Furthermore, the addition of “pink slip” laws that provide court-
ordered treatment to those suffering from mental health 
disorders and drug and alcohol addictions before a mandatory 
probate court hearing allows the court to remove guns from the 
possession of those who are a danger to themselves or others. 
However, I believe that your decision to omit universal 
background checks in an attempt to make the bill more 
legislature-friendly has significantly undermined many of the 
bill’s preventative measures. While the “Strong Ohio” Bill 
contains gun control advancements that would be an 
improvement from what currently exists in Ohio, the absence 
of universal background checks renders many of the bill’s 
proposals ineffective. I would like you to consider the 
possibility of implementing these preventative measures in 
your gun control policy.

Gold Key
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Although the odds of a person dying due to a mass shooting in 
the U.S. are only one in 11,125 (which is still the 32nd most 
common cause of death), the probability that a person will die 
of assault by gun is one in 315, making gun violence a leading 
cause of death in America (Gould and Mosher). Though I 
have, fortunately, never been directly impacted by gun 
violence, my lack of experience does not influence my ability to 
understand the seriousness of the situation. Out of the 65 
shooting-related incidents at schools this year, 36 of them 
occurred at high schools (“Incidents by School”). As a high 
school student, the issue of gun violence and how it can be 
prevented is very important to me. Tragedies like the 
Stoneman Douglas High School shooting in Parkland, Florida 
have shown that the U.S.’s laws can not protect school-aged 
children and teenagers. As we are affected by the lack of gun 
control and effective safety measures in America, we have no 
choice but to participate in gun reform discussions and 
debates to improve our own safety. In addition to school 
shootings, firearm-related suicide is another issue affecting 
teens. Over 1,000 children and teens’ lives are lost each year 
due to firearm suicide, a rate that has increased 82% over the 
past ten years (“Firearm Suicide”). In addition to 
problematically high suicide rates, gun-related homicide is 
another leading cause of death in teenagers: “Annually, nearly 
2,900 children and teens (ages 0 to 19) are shot and killed, 
and nearly 15,600 are shot and injured—that’s an average of 

51 American young people every day” (“Impact of Gun 
Violence”). However, the impact of gun violence on America’s 
younger generation goes beyond direct wounds. Everytown for 
Gun Safety Support Fund estimates that “about 3 million 
children witness a shooting each year” (“Impact”). Oftentimes 
incidents like these occur without warning when they are least 
expected.

On August 4th in Dayton, Ohio, a gunman killed nine people, 
including his own sister, and injured 24 others in the 30 
seconds it took for police to take him down (Martin). The 
massacre occurred in an open area called the Oregon District 
where many people go to enjoy dinner and live music. One of 
the victims, 25-year-old Nick Cumer, had been out celebrating 
his new job offer at the Maple Tree Cancer Alliance before he 
and his friends were brutally murdered (Allyn). As you and the 
Mayor of Dayton, Nan Whaley, attended a vigil following the 
shooting, crowds of people demanded that you do something 
about the lack of legislation protecting Ohioans from gun 
violence. In an interview with Cleveland.com, you referred to 
your own bill as better than the alternative of “doing 
nothing” (Darcy). While this may be true, it is an unbelievably 
low standard to aim for. When dealing with the possibility of 
more innocent people like Nick dying prematurely due to gun 
violence, a bill that is “better than nothing” is not good enough. 
Additionally, since the bill does not create a requirement for 
background checks on private gun sales, there is a large 
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loophole that criminals can still use to acquire weapons. In 
fact, “Around 80% of all firearms acquired for criminal 
purposes are obtained through transfers from unlicensed 
sellers, and 96% of inmates convicted of gun offenses who 
were already prohibited from possessing a firearm at the time 
of the offense obtained their firearm from an unlicensed 
seller” (“Universal”). Due to this discrepancy, it is unlikely that 
the bill’s implementation of an optional “seller protection 
certificate”, which can be requested from sheriffs’ offices to 
prove to sellers that one has passed a background check, will 
be effective. While the bill provides an incentive for sellers not 
to sell firearms to those who do not have seller protection 
certificates, there is no guarantee that transactions without 
them won’t happen. Instead of stopping the problem at the root 
with universal background checks, The “Strong Ohio” bill waits 
for the criminal to acquire the gun, possibly commit the crime, 
and then punishes the buyer and the seller with harsher 
sentences once they are caught.

Although the removal of “red-flag” laws from this bill was a 
logical decision, the additional elimination of a universal 
background check policy was unnecessary and ill-advised.

A recent Quinnipiac University poll shows that 90% of Ohioans 
support universal background checks for all gun buyers (“Ohio 
Voters”). This widespread support includes both gun owners 
and non-gun owners. Statistics have shown that, overall, even 

the most pro-gun citizens of the U.S. support background 
check laws: “Strong support for background check laws has 
also been measured among NRA members, with at least 69% 
supporting comprehensive background checks” (“Universal”). 
These perspectives were not adequately taken into 
consideration when determining whether his bill would be able 
to pass Ohio’s legislature. While it is clear that Republican 
House Speaker Larry Householder is going to be a challenge 
to persuade to support this bill, it appears that he and most 
other Republicans are mainly concerned about the possibility 
of “red-flag” laws being put into practice. Both lawmakers like 
Householder and officials such as Dean Rieck of the Buckeye 
Firearms Association were particularly concerned about the 
idea of gun seizure and are now pleased to see that the bill 
doesn’t have a “red-flag” law, if still harboring a few 
reservations about the proposals. According to Lieutenant 
Governor Jon Husted, a red-flag law would be “inadequate and 
unworkable” due to the extensive amount of time it would 
require, resulting in the endangerment of both the person in 
question and law enforcement (Kasler and Ingles). However, 
the same issue cannot be said for universal background 
checks; they have proved to be both efficient and effective: “In 
at least 90% of cases, firearm background checks processed 
through the National Instant Criminal Background Check 
System (NICS) are resolved immediately” (“Universal”). Most 
importantly, the positive impact of implementing universal 
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background checks outweighs all shortcomings and difficulties 
that it would require to pass the law. It has been shown that 
states without background check laws are significantly more 
unsafe than those that utilize them: “States without universal 
background check laws export crime guns across state lines at 
a 30% higher rate than states that require background checks 
on all gun sales” (“Universal”). Eliminating the loophole in our 
gun control laws that most criminals exploit to obtain firearms 
is worth the extra time and effort it would take to convince the 
Ohio legislature of its importance.

While at first glance the “Strong Ohio” Bill seems like a solid, if 
slightly subdued, approach to improving gun control in Ohio, its 
power is significantly diminished by the lack of a universal 
background check law. Your choice to exclude this safety 
measure from your gun control policy fails to extinguish the 
method by which the majority of criminals acquire weapons. 
Although the bill would put certain punishments in place to 
encourage private sellers not to sell firearms to those without 
background checks, this approach to the problem is 
backwards and doesn’t target the issue directly enough to 
prevent it from occurring in the future. The welfare of Ohioans 
is worth more than a bill that just barely improves our gun 
control laws in an attempt to please calls for reform in the 
wake of the latest mass shooting or other firearm-related 
tragedy. Nationwide and in Ohio, gun owners and non-gun 
owners alike support the use of universal background checks 

to assure the protection of innocent people from gun violence. 
While it is clear that passing a less conservative bill in the Ohio 
legislature will be difficult, we can do so with enough support. It 
is essential that Ohioans who want a safer future for their state 
voice their support for the implementation of universal 
background checks into Ohio’s gun control policy. However, it 
is also the job of the state government to listen to what the 
people are saying and act accordingly. For the sake of all 
Ohioans, I urge you to include universal background checks in 
your gun control policy.
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Dan Flowers: His Life and Career as a 
Food Banker and CEO

“I've lived my whole life just working all the time. That's what 
being a CEO is. You don't coach your kids’ teams. If you're 
home for dinner two or three nights a week, then that's good,” 
explained Dan Flowers, President and CEO of the Akron-
Canton Regional Foodbank. Sitting at the head of a 
conference table, Dan stood out from the austerity of the food 
bank’s boardroom in his flannel and jeans. From where we 
were sitting, I could see his treasured guitar hanging on the 
wall in his office. Despite being the CEO of the Foodbank, 
Dan’s welcoming smile and humble nature made him 
approachable. His thoughtful disposition came through when 
he spoke, detailing his philosophy on the importance of 
maintaining good relationships with his employees and making 
sure they feel valued. Although Dan acknowledged the 

stressors that come with his job, he assured me that the 
opportunity his position gives him to help people is extremely 
rewarding and far outweighs any drawbacks.

However, if you would have asked Dan about his aspirations 
after he graduated from the University of Michigan and began 
teaching at the Flint School of Performing Arts, he would have 
described a very different future: “I wasn't going to be a school 
teacher; I knew that wasn't gonna be it. I wanted to perform. I 
wanted to make it big.” Despite his musical dreams, destiny 
led him in another direction. While working at the school’s 
head start program, he gained experience writing grants which 
led him to applying for and accepting a job as a grant writer at 
the Food Bank of Eastern Michigan. It seemed that Dan had 
found his calling; he immediately “fell in love with the work.” 
Soon after, he moved to Ohio, taking up his current position as 
CEO of the Akron-Canton Regional Foodbank. While not 
working in the entertainment industry, Dan still actively uses 
the skills he gained as a musician and performer: “These CEO 
jobs are one part performance. That’s part of being a leader,” 
he revealed.

The Akron-Canton Regional Foodbank serves eight counties in 
Northeast Ohio, providing food to over 260,000 food-insecure 
people annually. Food insecurity is defined as the state of 
being “unable to consistently access or afford adequate 
food” (Merriam-Webster.com). In Summit County alone, the 
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food insecurity rate is nearly fifteen percent of the population, 
amounting to 80,830 people, with 22,570 of these individuals 
being children. Last year, almost twelve million pounds of food 
were distributed to families in need by the Foodbank. These 
statistics demonstrate the significant need for meals and other 
essential items in the community. While low income is 
considered the main cause of this need, factors like 
inadequate housing and lack of accessibility to health care and 
child care have also been closely linked to food insecurity. 
Programs like Medicaid that have the possibility to provide 
struggling families with funding for improved child care 
frequently have restrictions that make many needy individuals 
ineligible to receive aid: “A mother loses Medicaid eligibility 
when her income rises above just 47 percent of the poverty 
line” (Keith-Jennings). Ohio’s food insecurity rate sits above 
the national average (12.3 percent) at 14.5 percent. Feeding 
America estimates that an additional 797 million dollars is 
needed annually to cover the costs of the needs of 1.6 million 
food insecure individuals in the state of Ohio. Ohio’s annual 
food budget shortfall is the sixth highest in the country, under 
those of New York, California, Florida, Texas, and 
Pennsylvania.

As CEO of the Akron Canton Regional Foodbank, Dan has 
come into contact with many individuals struggling to make 
ends meet. Recalling a particularly memorable interaction, Dan 
described a woman he met at a food giveaway at Open M 

Neighborhood Center earlier in his career. The event took 
place on a cold November morning and the temperature was 
around thirty degrees. When Dan saw a woman without a coat 
waiting in line for food with her son, he asked her why she 
wasn’t wearing a coat. The woman responded, “I don’t have 
one.” Her desperation to get food for herself and her son 
forced her to wait in the cold for hours, regardless of the frigid 
weather. In another instance, Dan knew a widowed woman 
who was dealing with raising many kids on her own as well as 
being diagnosed with multiple sclerosis: “I have never seen 
someone's life fall apart week by week. She would come in 
every Thursday to the pantry, and the escalating calamity of 
her life was a real demonstration of how complicated poverty 
is.” Unfortunately, having to choose between paying for 
necessities such as medical treatment or buying food for his or 
her family is the reality for many individuals in Northeast Ohio. 
For many households, the line between being able to afford 
food and not being able to afford it is incredibly thin; just one 
unexpected blow to their financial situation like being laid-off or 
having any extra expenses could push them into food 
insecurity. Further complicating the problem, families with 
working parents frequently do not meet the qualifications to 
apply for federal nutrition assistance, making them completely 
reliant on local food banks in times of need.

Margarette Purvis, CEO of the Food Bank of New York City, 
shares one of the many misconceptions held by Americans 
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about food pantries: “There’s still this idea that food banks and 
soup kitchens are only for the homeless, and that simply is not 
the case” (Caminiti). Dan’s account of the people his food bank 
serves corroborates the idea that many of the individuals using 
these resources are working people who have jobs and 
families. He explained that, while half of the people getting 
food from the food bank are over age sixty-five or under 
seventeen and have either aged out of the workforce or have 
not yet entered it, the other half are able-bodied working 
adults. Additionally, eighty percent of those who are served by 
the food bank have either a high school diploma or even 
higher education. Regardless, there still seems to be a false 
belief that those who are food insecure are uneducated and 
incapable adults, causing individuals who need the food bank’s 
services to feel ashamed and sometimes preventing them from 
reaching out to get the help they need. In a recent study on 
food aid, twenty-seven percent of those surveyed responded 
that they “would not use public welfare under any 
circumstance due to reasons related to stigma” (David 14). 
When asked about this issue, Dan shared his philosophy on 
how to best reduce stigma and hate in general by helping 
people find truth in their own lives. This message of self-
improvement and positivity is something he has sought to 
extend to those around him throughout his career.

In addition to the destructive stigma surrounding food 
insecurity, there is also a notable lack of awareness. Many

Americans underestimate the impact that hunger has on their 
community. A survey conducted on behalf of Tyson Foods and 
the Food Research and Action Center shows that, while forty-
five percent of adults agree that hunger is a problem in the 
U.S., only thirty-one percent agree it is a problem in their own 
state, with even less people–a mere twenty-four percent–
perceiving it as a problem in their own community. The survey 
also found a correlation with yearly income, showing that forty-
eight percent of adults who earned under $40,000 per year 
saw hunger as a serious issue, compared to only thirty-six 
percent of adults who made over $75,000 annually. Despite 
these varying perceptions, the reality is, hunger is present in 
every community in America. Dan offered an explanation for 
the disparity in different Americans’ understanding of the 
hunger crisis: “People tend to pretty much live within their own 
experience. I think that people generally want to be helpful, but 
the people that haven't had those first-hand experiences aren’t 
motivated in the same way.”

However, there are many people who both recognize food 
insecurity in their community and actively work to help their 
local food bank end hunger. As CEO, Dan Flowers has 
witnessed some overwhelming acts of generosity in the form of 
staggering money donations and tireless volunteer hours. 
While having financing backing is crucial, Dan recalled that 
some of the most memorable acts of kindness he has seen in 
his time at the food bank have been little things that everyday 
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people can afford to contribute: “Kids will have birthday parties 
and they'll ask their friends to bring food instead of presents 
and they'll bring it in. I've had so many cute little folks come in 
here. I've seen people bring in food from their gardens. I mean, 
I see a lot of good.” Dan urged those looking to help their local 
food bank to “serve in a way that’s meaningful to you.” 
Whether that means writing a check, volunteering time, helping 
the food bank get trucks to transport food, or making use of 
any other skills, he insisted that everyone can do something to 
pitch in and help their community.

When asked about his future plans, Dan paused and thought 
back to the chance series of events that led him to 
foodbanking. He compared trying to predict where your life will 
take you to still hunting, a form of hunting involving stopping 
for long periods of time to scan and listen for game: “Stand in 
the woods and look all around. And then take one step, but it's 
a whole new woods. All the angles changed. Then take 
another step, and it's a whole new woods. And that's life.” 
Regarding his career, Dan shared that he had been thinking 
about trying something new for a few years, but resolved that 
“it wouldn't complete the third chapter.” The food bank has 
been a constant throughout his life, ever since his days as a 
grant writer at the Foodbank of Eastern Michigan. Nearing “the 
beginning of the end” of his career, Dan has been the CEO of 
the Akron-Canton Regional Foodbank for nearly 20 years. He 
emphasized to me the importance of his story being a 

“complete work,” explaining: “My career has had a beginning, 
it's had a middle, and now I'm at the end. I want to finish it 
right.” The Akron Canton Regional Foodbank recently unveiled 
their Growing for Good Campaign, a project in which they will 
expand their network and food storage capacity by building 
another campus in Canton. Through this approach, the food 
bank plans to meet Northeast Ohio’s meal gap by 2025. Not 
one to back down from a challenge, Dan leads the food bank 
with determination, promising to continue working until they 
can provide each individual in the region with the food that he 
or she needs.
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The Romanticization of America in The 
Quiet American and “Fatherland”

In The Quiet American by Graham Greene, a Vietnamese 
woman named Phuong is forced to choose between staying in 
a relationship with Fowler, a British journalist, or accepting an 
American man named Pyle’s marriage proposal. Greene’s 
depiction of Phuong, coming from the perspective of an 
English man, is based on stereotypes of Asian women. 
“Fatherland,” by Vietnamese-American novelist Viet Thanh 
Nguyen, is also about a Vietnamese woman named Phuong; 
she meets her half-sister who lives in America for the first time, 
shows her around Vietnam, and reveals her own dreams of 
moving to America, going to medical school, and becoming 
successful just like her sister. In both works, Phuong 
romanticizes America––Greene’s Phuong thinks of marrying a 
Western man and visiting classic American landmarks with 

him, and Nguyen’s Phuong hopes to move to a place that 
would allow her to reach her career goals. Ultimately, they 
make very different choices about embracing Western 
standards. In repurposing Phuong’s name in “Fatherland,” 
Nguyen provides a more accurate portrayal of a Vietnamese 
woman’s hopes, dreams, and feelings about America.

Although in The Quiet American Phuong constantly comes up 
as Fowler worries about losing her to Pyle, she only speaks a 
handful of times––the first scene, a few intermittent moments 
throughout the novel, and the final scene. When Phuong does 
talk, it’s about trivial things like the latest movie she’s seen or 
her silk scarf collection. In keeping Phuong quiet for the 
majority of the novel besides asking Fowler things like “Shall I 
make your pipe again?” pretty frequently, Greene suggests 
Phuong isn’t really capable of or interested in discussing more 
serious matters (6). Further, the way Fowler doesn’t listen to 
Phuong when she does speak is a reflection of Greene’s 
exclusion of Vietnamese women’s points of view in the novel. 
After asking Phuong “Seen any movies?” Fowler doesn’t listen 
to her answer, but instead searches for a telegram he’s been 
expecting and continues asking her questions about the film 
while blatantly ignoring her responses: “she began to tell me 
the plot in great detail, while I looked around the room for the 
white envelope that might be a telegram…‘Who was Mme 
Bompierre?’ I asked, turning my head to see the wash-basin, 
where sometimes she propped reminders among the lotions. ‘I 
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told you’” (107). The same evening, Phuong asks Fowler 
which of her scarves he likes best, remarking “I love the 
yellow,” to which Fowler distractedly replies, “Yes. The yellow. 
Go down to the hotel and post this letter for me” (111). Fowler 
clearly does not value what Phuong has to say, and Greene’s 
decision to repeatedly dismiss Phuong indicates he likely does 
not value it either. 

The Quiet American takes place shortly after America has 
emerged as a major world power. Phuong’s sister, Miss Hei, 
believes Pyle’s marriage proposal to be an opportunity for 
Phuong to achieve financial stability and have a better life. 
However, her romanticized view of America causes her to 
make a lot of assumptions––after Pyle confirms Boston, where 
he is from, is “in America too,” Miss Hei automatically warms 
up to him and begins to determine his “marriage-ability” (33). 
Blinded by promises of “security and respect” and Pyle’s polite 
nature, Miss Hei and Phuong are convinced marrying Pyle 
would be a good investment, not suspecting the trouble he is 
wrapped up in (70). Phuong also romanticizes aspects of 
American life and culture. Attempting to comfort Fowler after 
he receives news he will have to return to England for a new 
job position, Phuong describes the activities they could do 
together in London, but mistakenly includes sightseeing 
“skyscrapers” and “The Statue of Liberty” (73-74). In doing so, 
Phuong reveals the massive influence of American culture 
during this time period. The American way of life and the 

Western values and increased opportunities that people 
imagined came with it were becoming increasingly popular and 
were idealized by many. Greene shows this most clearly in 
Phuong’s reaction to Fowler being able to marry her at the end 
of the novel. When he receives a telegram from his ex-wife, 
Helen, agreeing to divorce him, Fowler tells Phuong she will 
get her “happy ending” (180). In her strongest reaction of the 
novel, Phuong is thrilled: “But it is wonderful. I must go tell my 
sister. She will be so pleased. I will say to her, ‘Do you know 
who I am? I am the second Mrs. Fowler” (180). In writing 
marrying a Western man as the most exciting and fortunate 
thing that could happen to a Vietnamese woman, Greene 
contributes to the false notion that Asian countries and their 
people want or need the West’s help to be successful. 
Phuong’s emphasis on how happy her sister will be––
something she mentions three times––and lack of desire to 
celebrate with her actual fiancée only confirms that the 
marriage is serving as a gateway to the Western way of life 
and the perceived benefits that come with it. However, Fowler 
is still not an American––he is British. Since she first met Pyle, 
Miss Hei always preferred him to Fowler; after all, during this 
time period, Great Britain’s power was declining while 
America’s was growing. Marrying Fowler would get Phuong 
into the Western world and closer to the life she has been 
imagining, but would never live up to her or her sister’s 
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expectations of the West, which heavily rely on idealizations of 
America.

Viet Thanh Nguyen’s Phuong in “Fatherland” also idealizes 
America, but for somewhat different reasons. Unlike Greene’s 
Phuong, she has stayed out of relationships because she 
“doesn’t want any attachments” holding her back when she 
eventually leaves for America to become a doctor like her 
sister, who her father, Mr. Ly, has compared her to for her 
entire life. While Pyle symbolizes America in The Quiet 
American, Phuong’s sister represents the land of opportunity in 
“Fatherland.” From the letters and photos Mr. Ly’s ex-wife 
sends, Phuong learns her sister has “fairer, clearer skin; 
whiter, straighter teeth” and “more fashionable” clothes (1). In 
listing these comparative adjectives, Nguyen positions 
Phuong’s sister as better than her (at least in Phuong’s mind) 
because she possesses these features and material goods, 
revealing the influence of Western beauty standards in other 
parts of the world.

Though Phuong’s sister is also named Phuong, she decides to 
go by the name Vivien, after the actress who plays American 
heroine Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind. Phuong is 
familiar with the film and recalls being “seduced immediately 
by the glamour, beauty, and sadness of Scarlett O’Hara, 
heroine and embodiment of a doomed South” (2). Instead of 
associating the Confederacy with slavery, Phuong thinks of a 

beautiful movie star. Nguyen includes this disparity between 
Phuong’s perception of the American Civil War era and reality 
to illustrate how the glamourization of America rendered many 
people blind to the shameful parts of American history and 
disreputable practices America represents. When she finally 
sees Vivien at the airport, she deems her appearance to be 
fitting for a girl with “a movie star’s name” and is especially 
glad she looks nothing like the local people in Vietnam, who 
she describes as “ordinary folk wearing drab clothes and 
fanning themselves under the sun” (2). Here Nguyen shows 
the more harmful effects of Western influence––people from 
other countries viewing themselves as inferior in comparison to 
Americans. 

For Phuong, the glorification of America that she would have 
been exposed to simply due to the country’s influence has 
been significantly magnified by her father’s obsession with his 
first family and clear favoritism of Vivien over Phuong. As 
Phuong and Vivien get off the Ferris wheel at the amusement 
park, their dad snaps a picture of them, “but by an accident of 
timing and composition Phuong herself could not be 
seen” (14). Through her father’s lens, Phuong is invisible, 
completely overshadowed by her sister and her 
accomplishments. Another picture from that day, this time of 
Mr. Ly and Vivien, brings more clarity to the situation: “In the 
Ice Lantern’s glow, her sister’s face looked more like her 
father’s than Phuong’s did, the symmetry rendering clear what 
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Phuong could now say. Their father loved Vivien more than 
her” (15-16). To demonstrate how many people automatically 
value something more if it is labeled as American, Nguyen 
compares American-made goods to nearly identical 
Vietnamese goods of the same brand: “shampoo and 
conditioner that had been bottled in the United States and 
were hence more valuable than the same brand bottled in a 
local plant” (9). Though Phuong and Vivien are certainly not 
the same people, Vivien’s success in America is the apparent 
reason their dad favors her over Phuong––after all, the only 
things he knows about her are her accomplishments that his 
ex-wife reports to him in her letters. Phuong notices her 
father’s odd behavior around Vivien, observing that he seems 
to be “competing to win Vivien’s approval” (5). After Vivien 
leaves Vietnam, she sends a letter with developed 
photographs from her trip, which Mr. Ly clings to “as if they 
were equal to the hundred-dollar bills Vivien had given 
him” (15). It seems strange that Mr. Ly would develop such a 
strong connection with his daughter after just one week 
together, especially after being absent in her life for over 
twenty years. It’s not like he is just a very sentimental man––
he hardly acknowledges Phuong: “Whenever he spoke to 
Phuong at home, it was mostly to call for another beer, to fetch 
him his cigarettes, or to request a particular dish for 
dinner” (7). Like with American goods, a high value is 

attributed to these pictures because of their association with 
America. 

Near the end of Vivien’s trip to Vietnam, Phuong reveals her 
dreams of going to America: “I don’t want to spend my life 
waiting on people. I want to be waited on. I want to travel 
anywhere I want, anytime I want. I want to come back here 
and know I can leave” (12). Seeing her sister’s success, 
Phuong believes America is the place where she would be 
able to achieve her true potential. However, upon hearing this, 
Vivien admits her mother has been lying about her––she is not 
a doctor, but an unemployed receptionist who has to “pay off 
four credit cards and [her] student loans,” shattering the 
perfect image of American life in Phuong’s mind and 
disproving the notion that living and working in America would 
guarantee financial stability (13).  The fact that Vivien’s given 
name is actually Phuong gives this admission even greater 
significance––Nguyen may have intended for Vivien to 
represent Greene’s Phuong, returning back to Vietnam after 
her time in the West to warn Nguyen’s Phuong just how far her 
expectations for life in America are from reality. Instead of the 
land of opportunity, America is the land of unemployment, poor 
budget management, and a tremendous amount of pressure to 
be “successful” and please those around you––enough for 
Vivien and her mother to feel the need to lie about their status 
to their own family for years. When her father hands Phuong 
his precious pictures of Vivien to be laminated, she burns them 
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instead, refusing to idolize her sister or idealize America 
anymore. Phuong “scatter[s] their ashes” and “pause[s] to 
admire for a moment the clear and depthless sky into which 
the ashes vanished, an inverted blue bowl of the finest crystal, 
covering the whole of Saigon as far as her eyes could 
see” (16). In exorcising the influence of America from her life, 
Phuong is able to see her home country in a new light without 
depreciating its value by making skewed comparisons with a 
fantasy version of America. By the end of “Fatherland,” 
Phuong still plans to eventually go to America, but no longer 
views it as the key to her perfect happily ever after––unlike 
Green’s Phuong, who is ecstatic about getting to marry a 
Western man like Fowler despite how he treats her and the 
many other red flags he has displayed. 

In choosing the name “Phuong” for his protagonist, Viet Thanh 
Nguyen counters Graham Greene’s highly biased portrayal of 
a Vietnamese woman. Nguyen provides a more aware 
depiction of a Vietnamese woman’s attitude towards the West 
and how that would change if she were presented with 
information that clearly indicated that her romanticized view of 
Western life was not a fair representation of reality.
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String Theory and Their Future

In the back of my Physics classroom, we play Cat's Cradle. 
We’ve settled into a rhythm: finger, loop, cross, slip, laughter. 
Finger, loop, cross, slip, laughter. Through the bright yellow 
strings, I see fragments of faces, coming in and out of focus as 
the strings swing. One face rests on the edge of a vibrating 
cord and for a moment, I think it’s my own.

In a disorienting moment of pareidolia, I feel a tug and I’m 
pulled into a memory.

The sun fell in thick strands through the trees, and the kids 
lying on the playground floor shifted to avoid the hot rays. It 
was a surprisingly calm afternoon at summer camp. The 
campers were tired after rioting for popsicles, and I was tired 
from repeatedly fixing the sprinkler.

I was supposed to be thinking about what to give the campers 
for snack, or at the very least, what I should read to them at 
storytime. But I was drifting—indulging, really—in string theory.

Admittedly, I know very little about physics. But when I look at 
the equation sheet at the front of my physics textbook, I see 
explanations for the universe, all lined up in neat black print. 
There is order to physics, but also a dash of uncertainty. 
Somewhere, I’m sure, physics holds the key to our universe.

Which is exactly why I was thinking about physics on that hot 
summer day. I had recently learned about string theory: a 
theoretical framework of physics that replaces our concept of 
particles with “strings”. This has huge implications for the laws 
of physics, many of which I have yet to understand. But the 
thing that most stood out to me about string theory was the 
way it allowed pieces of matter to interact. Instead of particles 
that simply bounce off of each other, strings can twist together, 
connect at their ends, and become intertwined like the double 
helix of DNA, clasped fingers, the Man on the Moon’s red 
strings of fate.

Gold Key
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As I walked back through the dark hallway with my campers, I 
yelled “Everyone hold hands with a friend please!” They 
reached for each other, small hands clasping and tangling 
together, pale arms stretching into a taut line. In that moment, 
the line of children became a string of universes: fourteen 
children each containing their own distinct realities. I thought 
about their cells, multiplying, and the reality that they each held 
a piece of the future. During nap time, that image of the line of 
campers floated around my brain and entangled itself with 
string theory. In many ways, I thought, my interactions with my 
campers align much more with string theory than particle 
theory. We only interact for one summer, but the implications of 
that interaction are immense and unpredictable. For one short 
period, our realities intertwine, mold around each other, 
separate with a clumsy twist. There’s no guarantee of how that 
interaction will shape our respective futures. Who will they 
become? Have I pulled them in the right direction? Is there a 
right direction at all?

I have no answers to those questions, so I teach my campers 
everything I can. I stress kindness over everything else, 
answer their questions with the complexity they deserve, tell 
them they are the keys to their own futures. And then I let them 
go, out in the world to twist around the path of someone else.

Back in the physics classroom, the strings snap together and I 
realize that the face belonged to a preschooler, who was 

having lunch in the dining hall below us. Chubby cheeks, bright 
eyes, she lifts her fork up and stabs it down. I imagine, 
squirming deep within the child’s chest, a twisting string. It’s 
careening towards the future, undulating and vibrating and 
ready to collide. I might never interact with that child, but we 
are connected through my campers, who will also inhabit the 
same future. In that moment, I realize: physics may be a way 
to explain the universe, but being a camp counselor is a way 
for me to shape it.
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A Brotherhood of Moose and Man

Surrounded by the tallest mountains in all the lands, there was 
a lonely kingdom. Not a single soul could survive unprotected 
for even a heartbeat in the mountains’ icy cold, thus its people 
were the only individuals who dared to inhabit the frigid peaks. 
Among the evergreen trees and grey cliffs, the kingdom's only 
neighbors were innumerable herds of moose, who radiated a 
powerful warmth. Their inner heat rendering them immune to 
the coldness of the mountains, the moose population softly 

meandered throughout the snowy lands encompassing the 
small kingdom, feasting on the bright red berries that grew on 
the prickly branches of the evergreen trees.

Despite its bitter surroundings, the kingdom was rich and 
thriving, for it had learned to rely on the moose to prosper. The 
moose’s radiating warmth engulfed the kingdom, preventing it 
from turning to ice. Each month, the king ordered all the 
kingdom’s men to trek into the mountains and kill just enough 
moose to sustain the kingdom, so as not to risk eliminating the 
moose entirely. The people of the kingdom would then feast on 
the moose's flesh and make warm coats from their thick hides.

Among the kingdom lived two young brothers. The fierce and 
ruthless elder brother often accompanied the huntsmen 
despite his small stature. In contrast, the kind and quiet 
younger brother spent most of his time staring in awe at the 
grandeur of the mountains and admiring the gentle moose 
from afar. The ruthless brother gained a reputation throughout 
the kingdom for his ferocious pursuit of moose during hunts, as 
the young boy could defeat the beasts more efficiently than 
any other hunter in the kingdom. In contrast, the quiet brother 
was ridiculed as a pathetic, feeble boy with little worth 
compared to his elder brother. As the ruthless brother’s 
strength and skill increased, so did the torment experienced by 
the quiet brother.
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Frustrated by his younger sibling’s disinterest in hunting and 
resulting ridicule, the ruthless brother brought the quiet brother 
on a hunt to teach him how to kill the moose. The quiet brother 
begged his brother not to force him along, for he admired the 
gentle peacefulness of the great brown beings. But the 
ruthless brother’s will was unrelenting, and he dragged the 
quiet brother out of the kingdom into the mountains, hauling 
him through the evergreen forests until they spotted a young 
moose laying in a gully between two flat, towering cliffs.

“My brother,” he declared, “here is the perfect moose for your 
first kill, small and easily defeated. Kill it now, and prove you 
have the spirit to one day become a successful huntsman.”

Still, the quiet brother refused, pleading, “I cannot. I cannot. I 
cannot kill such a helpless and peaceful creature. I cannot kill 
the most majestic type of being in all the lands.”

The brothers quarreled, the elder relentless in his demand that 
the younger kill the moose, the younger continuing to refuse, 
and the young moose staring at them calmly. Soon, the 
ruthless brother’s patience ran thin. Dragging his younger 
brother towards the moose, he grabbed the quiet brother’s 
arms, forced his dagger between his brother’s hands, and 
slowly pushed his brother forward until he could not avoid 
inserting the blade into the brown fur of the young moose’s 
chest.

As berry-red blood poured out onto the white snow, the quiet 
brother screamed and cried, for the death of the young 
creature he had been forced to kill broke his heart.

The ruthless brother scoffed at the quiet brother’s sobs, and 
spat out, “there is truly no hope for you, my brother, you’re 
better off to starve here in the woods.” With that, he turned on 
his heel and trekked back towards the kingdom.

The quiet brother’s devastation bound him to the young 
moose’s corpse, and he could not bring himself to leave the 
animal’s side. As dusk neared, a large moose approached the 
boy and the corpse, the boy’s sadness so powerful the moose 
had felt it in the winter air. The quiet brother cowered from the 
approaching moose, fearing it would kill him in retaliation, but 
the moose instead neared him and spoke.

“Young traveler, do not duck away from me in fear. I see your 
sadness towards this fallen companion, and I feel your 
camaraderie for my kind. This death is not your doing. Come, 
let me return you to your kingdom.”

As the moose guided the quiet brother through the darkening 
evergreen forests and back home to his kingdom, the boy 
questioned, “oh grand moose, what is your name?” and the 
moose replied, “I have no name, as I am no human.” So the 
quiet brother deemed him Grand Moose, and Grand Moose 
approved humbly. Grand Moose returned the quiet brother to 
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his home, and the two parted ways, yet as the quiet brother 
ushered himself to sleep he could not help but long for the rare 
kindness Grand Moose had shown to him.

At dawn, the quiet brother returned to the mountains to search 
for Grand Moose. Drawn together by their mutual desire to 
reunite, the two found one another immediately. Together, they 
frolicked in the snowy fields, gathered bright red berries, and 
ventured through the valleys until the sun greeted the horizon 
once again. Each day onward, Grand Moose and the boy met 
in the kingdom’s mountainous surroundings and basked in 
each other’s company.

Many years passed, and Grand Moose’s and the quiet 
brother’s friendship thrived. As the brothers grew older, the 
entire kingdom alienated the quiet brother for his continued 
refusal to participate in the hunts. The ruthless brother 
disowned the quiet brother and rejected any association with 
him. The people of the kingdom refused to provide him with 
food and coats from the hunts. Kindly, Grand Moose filled the 
hole left by his brother and the kingdom’s people, gathering 
extra evergreen berries for the quiet brother to eat, collecting 
evergreen branches to keep him warm at night, and filling his 
heart with their friendship. An unbreakable brotherhood 
developed between Grand Moose and the quiet brother. He 
had become an outcast of the kingdom, living on its outskirts, 

but his friendship with Grand Moose provided him all the 
happiness he needed.

Meanwhile, the kingdom’s respect for the ruthless brother 
grew, as his merciless and efficient hunting became legendary. 
Soon, the king appointed the ruthless brother as the leader of 
the monthly moose hunts. But he knew no limitation, and he 
was so cruel that he led his huntsmen to kill as many moose 
as possible. The hunts began occurring weekly, then daily, and 
as dozens of moose were hunted at a time, the moose 
population dwindled.

Fearing for Grand Moose’s life after the surge in hunting, the 
quiet brother began to listen in when his brother planned with 
the kingdom’s huntsmen, learning where they intended to hunt 
each day and warning Grand Moose to avoid these areas. 
With the quiet brother’s help, Grand Moose survived as nearly 
every other moose in the lands surrounding the kingdom was 
killed.

Both Grand Moose and the quiet brother were heartbroken by 
the death of so many majestic beings. They fantasized 
together of peace between the people and the moose, 
coexisting and helping each other to survive, just as Grand 
Moose and the quiet brother protected each other.

The ruthless brother’s new strategy did not come without 
consequence. As the moose population rapidly decreased, the 
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great warmth originating from within the creatures disappeared 
as well, and a wave of coldness swept over the kingdom, 
rendering it even more frigid than before. No moose were to be 
found near the kingdom, and the ruthless brother was forced to 
lead his huntsmen deeper and deeper into the mountains with 
each hunt to encounter any moose at all. The kingdom’s 
people began to weaken, as many froze to death from the 
penetrating cold or starved as moose meat became a rarity.

Grand Moose continued to evade being captured, and he 
became the last surviving moose near the kingdom. However, 
his presence did not go undetected: some claimed to have 
seen a large moose meandering through the outskirts of the 
kingdom. The ruthless brother tried to pursue the evasive 
moose, but he failed even to spot him as the quiet brother 
warned Grand Moose to run far away and hide each time a 
hunt for him was set to begin. While the ruthless brother’s 
search for Grand Moose continued to fail, more and more 
rumors about the mysteriously evasive moose proliferated 
throughout the kingdom.

Soon enough, the king himself succumbed to the new, harsher 
cold, freezing to death and forcing the people of the kingdom 
to choose his successor rapidly. Despite his destructive 
hunting, the people looked to the ruthless brother to lead them 
and planned to crown him as king. The quiet brother sought to 
challenge his brother and take the throne himself, wishing to 

avoid even more destruction under his brother’s rule, and 
seeing his opportunity to fulfill his and Grand Moose’s dream 
of harmony.

The kingdom’s people gathered to officially crown the ruthless 
brother as king. Before the coronation could begin, the quiet 
brother interrupted, “please, do not let this man be crowned 
without a challenger. Whoever shall be our next king must 
prove himself. Let us host a contest to determine who in this 
kingdom is most mighty and most justified to hold our throne.”

Not wanting to seem weak, the ruthless brother agreed, and 
the people of the kingdom devised a contest to determine who 
would be the king. The rest of the kingdom’s men supported 
the ruthless brother and did not participate, leaving the 
challenge to be solely between the two brothers. Knowing that 
the ruthless brother was far stronger than his younger sibling, 
the kingdom’s people decided the brothers would race each 
other up and down the tallest mountain neighboring the 
kingdom, as they perceived the quiet brother as too weak to 
climb even halfway. As the challenge began, the quiet brother 
ran to the woods to find Grand Moose, who allowed him to ride 
on his back as his towering legs carried them up and down the 
snowy peak with incredible haste.

When the quiet brother returned long before his sibling, the 
people of the kingdom refused to believe his success, accused 
him of having cheated, and ruled that the contest must be held 
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again. Thinking that the ruthless brother would be immune to 
the cold after so many hunts, the kingdom’s people decided 
the brothers would remain outdoors for as much time as they 
could bear, the victor having endured the icy cold the longest. 
As the challenge began, the quiet brother ran to the woods to 
find Grand Moose, who huddled next to him to keep him warm.

When the ruthless brother could no longer stand the cold and 
returned to the kingdom, the people of the kingdom once again 
could not believe the quiet brother’s success, claimed he must 
have somehow cheated, and decided that one final contest 
would have to be held. Confident in the ruthless brother’s 
incredible hunting abilities, the people announced the final 
challenge would be to kill the elusive, mysterious moose that 
had taunted the starving kingdom for so long, retrieve his 
antlers, and lead the people to its body.

There was no title, no fortune, no reward in all the lands that 
could convince the quiet brother to kill Grand Moose. However, 
his determination to earn the throne remained, so he ran into 
the forest again to plan with Grand Moose to forge his death.

The quiet brother found Grand Moose in an empty clearing 
and explained, “Grand Moose, the kingdom has determined 
that whoever will kill you and retrieve your antlers will take the 
throne, so we must trick them into believing you to be dead.”

Grand Moose advised him, “you must cut off the bottom 
branch of the thickest evergreen tree you can possibly find, 
shape it into my antler, and bring it to the kingdom’s people. 
The furry branches will deceive them. Then you must lead 
them to a faraway place and claim my body must have been 
buried in the snow.”

The quiet brother agreed to his plan and commanded him, “I 
will do it now, but you must go far, far away until this quest is 
complete, lest my brother finds you!”

The quiet brother watched Grand Moose as he began to run 
away when suddenly an arrow flew into Grand Moose’s eye 
and emerged through the back of his head. Grand Moose’s 
noble body collapsed into the snowy ground instantly. The 
quiet brother stared on in horror as his brother strolled in front 
of him and severed Grand Moose’s antlers off his head.

Suspicious of his younger brother’s victories in the previous 
challenges, the ruthless brother had followed the quiet brother 
into the forest and was led directly to the moose he had 
needed to kill.

The ruthless brother laughed at the quiet brother’s distress and 
exclaimed, “you were foolish to try to take the throne from me! 
Your soul is too weak to kill this worthless moose, how could 
you ever command our kingdom?”
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As the ruthless brother returned to the kingdom, the quiet 
brother’s vision remained glued on the corpse of his friend. 
Slowly, he walked over to Grand Moose’s body and wrapped 
himself around him, indifferent to the berry-red blood that 
stained the skin of his arms. The quiet brother laid by Grand 
Moose long after he had died. The night arrived, the sun rose, 
the sun fell again, and the quiet brother still could not leave 
Grand Moose’s side. A storm ravaged the land, and half-buried 
in snow, the quiet brother continued to embrace him.

Just as it had years ago, the quiet brother’s devastation spread 
through the mountains’ frigid air, this time his sadness so 
powerful it traveled in a thick cloud to mountains far, far away. 
It reached lands where thousands of moose, living far beyond 
where the ruthless brother could ever reach them, felt the 
sorrow expressed for one of their own kind. Moved by some 
human’s ability to connect so powerfully to their species, they 
trekked towards the devastation’s source.

The ruthless brother returned to the clearing, Grand Moose’s 
antlers in hand, accompanied by the people of the kingdom to 
complete the quest. However, instead of finding the moose’s 
corpse alone in the clearing, they encountered hundreds upon 
hundreds of moose, circling the clearing where the quiet 
brother still laid with Grand Moose, standing silently in 
solidarity. Moose, who had become a rare sight under the 
ruthless brother’s hunts, now occupied the entirety of their line 

of sight, and with the presence of the internal heat of so many 
of these majestic beasts, the coldness that had sunk into the 
kingdom was blasted away.

The people of the kingdom saw how the quiet brother’s 
kindness towards this one single moose had brought so many 
moose back to their lands and banished the murderous cold. 
As they once again experienced the warmth and prosperity 
they had destroyed by hunting the moose relentlessly, they 
finally realized that their own hunts had caused their kingdom’s 
demise.

With the return of the moose, the people decided that they 
could not be led by a soul as coldhearted and merciless as the 
ruthless brother’s. The people of the kingdom approached the 
quiet brother, guided him off of Grand Moose’s body, and 
confessed to him, “you must be our king. You must restore the 
moose to our kingdom.”

And so, the quiet brother became king, and Grand Moose’s 
body was respectfully buried in the gully where he and the 
quiet brother had first met. The ruthless brother was stripped 
of his warm coats and abandoned in the clearing, where he 
immediately froze to death, as his exploitation of the moose 
left him unprotected by their warmth. Some of the moose that 
had traveled to the kingdom remained and repopulated its 
lands.
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The moose and the people prospered collectively under the 
rule of the quiet brother, as the moose population collected 
berries for the people of the kingdom to eat and shared their 
internal warmth in exchange for the kingdom’s guaranteed 
peace and protection. The kingdom thrived once again, and 
the friendship between the quiet brother and Grand Moose 
lived on through the friendship between the kingdom’s human 
and moose members.
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Fall  
Flash Fiction  
Grade: 8  
Rocky River Middle School 
Instructor: Melissa Stickney

Fall

The sun was bright. The air was moist, but warm, after the 
rain. The plants were happy.      

“Sun,” whispered a flowering vine.

“So much sun,” babbled its tree.

“All is well,” sang the roses in the bush below.

“Yes,” agreed the forest.

Near the clearing with the flowering vines and the rose bushes, 
something lurked in the shadows. The flowers tensed. The 
thing lunged at a fluttering butterfly.

“All is well,” whispered the flowering vine. It was just a baby 
fox. He loved the clearing with the long grass that tickled his 
nose. The tree covered in flowering vines that gave him shade. 
The roses that brought him butterflies to chase. The tiny 
waterfall that burbled softly into a pond for him to drink from.

The fox was still new to the clearing, but he could sense 
something was different. Normally the plants would greet him 
happily and they would play until his mother came to tell him it 
was time to go back to the den. Today the plants tensed before 
they saw the fox.

He noticed the pond wasn’t as shiny as it normally was. The 
tree’s leaves were turning an orange slightly lighter than his 
fur. The grass was less green. The flowering vines and the 
roses were wilting. There were barely any butterflies in the 
clearing.

And yet, all the plants seemed as happy as ever. Just tired.

What was happening?

“Fall is coming,” sang the roses as if they had read his 
thoughts.
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“It will be too cold for us,” babbled the tree.

“We will have to leave,” whispered the flowering vine.

“But only for a little,” continued the roses.      

“Yes,” said the tree. “Then we can play again.”      

“All is well,” whispered the flowering vine.

“Yes,” agreed the other plants.

The fox did not yet understand what fall was or why it meant 
his friends had to leave. Where were they going to go? Why 
can’t I come with them?

But the plants said all was well, so all was well.
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Homeland: How Missing African American 
Heritage Damages Our Communities 
Critical Essay 
Grade: 11  
Laurel School  
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

Homeland: How Missing African 
American Heritage Damages Our 
Communities

Today, December Fourteenth, 2020 my Great Grandmother 
would have turned 94 years old. Though I only knew her 
during the last years of her life, stories about Grandmommy 
describe her as a firey vivacious woman. She was 

extraordinarily driven; moving from Arkansas to Cleveland 
during the Second World War to build aircraft components for 
the American Military. I don’t know much about the generations 
that preceded hers, but I know her father was a sharecropper, 
and her grandfather was a slave. This is where my family tree 
ends, just five generations before my own. This complete halt 
to my lineage is described by genealogists as the Brick Wall. 
The federal census did not begin recording African Americans 
as members of our society until 1870, and before this moment 
in time, there was no way to find an African, free or enslaved, 
through any documented federal or state system. The only 
records were through our slave masters.

Two hundred years of Chattel Slavery separate me from my 
heritage, and those two hundred years are not ones to be 
easily breached despite the attempts that have been made by 
countless historians and researchers. The extent of what I and 
many other descendants of slavery know is that between the 
years 1600 and 1800, our ancestors were captured 
somewhere in West Africa and transported in bondage across 
the Atlantic Ocean. Western Africa is home to 17 countries and 
hundreds of tribes and languages. Where do you propose 
these children of slaves should begin searching for their true 
homeland? We do not know our country’s national flag and we 
likely will never be able to celebrate it. We will never know the 
traditional dishes savored in every home or the clicks and pops 
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woven through our native tongue. Because of this barrier, I 
haven’t found my homeland in Africa. But if not there, then 
where is my heritage? Is it in the threads of the cotton shirt I’m 
wearing?

After Africa, the nearest place I can look is to the south. On my 
grandmother’s side, we come from Arkansas, and on my 
grandfather’s, South Carolina. You probably remember from 
your history book that South Carolina was a major hub of the 
African Slave trade, with their main export being rice. For this 
reason, traders from the region were known as favoring slaves 
imported from coastal regions of Africa like present-day Ghana 
because these Africans were already knowledgeable about the 
production of the crop, but this is about where their 
consideration for the people they were enslaving ended. 
Slaves were not given the luxury of even keeping familial ties 
while on plantations, and it was believed that black people 
were not capable of the emotional depth required to feel things 
such as hurt or loss. As remembered by a former slave from 
South Carolina, Jennie Hill, “Some people think that slaves 
had no feeling – that they bore their children as animals bear 
their young and that there was no heart-break when the 
children were torn from their parents.” Today, of course, we 
refute but it is not just our humanity that creates a desire for 
family. Species of all types create these ties in nature just like 
our own. Wolves form packs, lions form prides, and gay 
penguin couples adopt chicks as their own. Familial ties and 

heritage is a primal necessity within all of us. African 
Americans were starved of this innate desire for centuries, and 
the effects of this are seen within the countless disparities 
present in our race today.

The idea that black Americans are suffering in this country 
because of their historical trauma is articulated perfectly 
through Dr. Joy DeGruy’s book and theory of Post-Traumatic 
Slave Syndrome. Within this text are DeGruy’s 12 years of 
quantitative and qualitative research covering a plethora of 
issues within the black community. She describes this affliction 
as “a condition that exists when a population has experienced 
multigenerational trauma resulting from centuries of slavery 
and continues to experience oppression and institutionalized 
racism today. Added to this condition is a belief (real or 
imagined) that the benefits of the society in which they live are 
not accessible to them.” I was first introduced to this 
explanation of the black experience while attending the 
Student Diversity Leadership

Conference in 2019. Dr. DeGruy was one of our first speakers 
that morning, and her words struck a chord within me. This 
simple acronym, P.T.S.S, described the centuries’ worth of hurt 
my community was facing in a way I didn’t know could be 
expressed. As a black woman, these disparities are 
everywhere I look. I see it in how my mom describes the now 
struggling parts of Cleveland that were once places of 
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prosperity before Regan, the crack epidemic, and the ever 
persisting war on crime. I see it in the infant mortality rate of 
black Americans being 2.3 times that of white Americans. I see 
it in every black name remembered as a legacy of police 
violence. I am reminded of this pain every morning I go to 
brush my teeth. I see it in the mirror, in the dark circles of the 
young black woman that stares back at me. I see it in her 
scars. I see it in the unsureness of the future that lies before 
her and in her ever consuming fear that she won’t be able to 
change these systems for the generations of black youth that 
follow her. This is the pain that persists in black America.

In her writing, DeGruy does not just highlight the statistical 
ways we see African Americans suffering. During the course of 
her research and social work, she accumulated enough stories 
from black adults and youth to establish three behavioral 
patterns present as a result of Post Traumatic Slave 
Syndrome. The first is Vacant Esteem, which is the belief of 
having little or no worth that is exacerbated by the prejudices 
of society. We see this at play in education where black 
children are often marked as having little drive compared to 
their white counterparts, and there is a developing propensity 
for the overdiagnosis of black youth for learning disabilities 
such as ADHD and Dyslexia as an explanation for this 
perceived notion of black inferiority. Vacant Esteem is present 
regardless of socio-economic status or level of formal 
education. Even here, black students fear speaking out in a 

way so innate that it turns to a lack of drive to attempt to do so 
in the first place. When we cannot feel positively about our 
own thoughts and actions, there comes an inhibition to extend 
that luxury to others.

The second pattern of behavior addressed by DeGruy extends 
directly from issues with esteem, and it is a Marked Propensity 
for Anger and Violence. When told by history, society, and our 
own psyches that we do not hold worth, anger is not an 
irrational emotional response. Violence within the black 
community and the idea that African Americans are violent 
people has generated countless systemic barriers to our 
success. These include the overpolicing of black 
neighborhoods, high rates of police brutality, and our prisons 
being disproportionately filled with African American men. But 
like Vacant Esteem, it also extends much deeper than this. 
Black youth suffer from undiagnosed depression and anxiety in 
ways that go completely unnoticed by our communities. When 
you think of someone struggling with mental illness, you 
probably imagine a petite, pale, teenage girl, not a black one. 
Because practices like therapy and medicine are often 
unavailable or outright denied to suffering black youth, mental 
illness is mistaken for “troubled” youth and addiction for 
“criminal behavior”. These notions create distrust for 
authoritative figures and even their white peers that can 
manifest in anger and further reinforce the stereotypes of 
these children being disrespectful and unhinged. We destroy 
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relationships, self-harm, and self-sabotage in place of seeking 
the societally unattainable help that is extended to 
communities besides our own.

The third pattern of behavior established is Racist 
Socialization, and this concept is a direct remnant of the Brick 
Wall separating black folks from their heritage. Racist 
Socialization describes an aversion and distorted perception of 
members of one’s own racial group and the culture 
surrounding their racial or ethnic group. As I expressed 
previously, black descendants of chattel slavery do not have 
broad access to their heritage beyond when they arrived in 
America, and because of this African American culture has 
become a monolith that many members of our community do 
not subscribe to. This boundary is exacerbated in black youth 
growing up in predominantly white spaces. When children look 
to their teachers and other authoritative forces and do not see 
faces that look like theirs, disconnect forms. Often this divide 
manifests in culture through the token black youth. Have you 
looked around Laurel and seen my light-skinned face hanging 
on the walls or in Instagram posts? Or maybe you’ve seen the 
scene in a movie where the English teacher holds the black kid 
after class to tell him how amazing his paper was. Though in 
these instances they are seen in a positive light, this trope 
further establishes the notion that you cannot be successful 
with your blackness but despite it. As a child, I subscribed to 
this notion for some time. It manifested within me when I 

straightened and hid my curls for every year of grade school I 
can remember, and again when I forced my mom to stop 
playing R&B as we pulled into the circle at Laurel. Like many 
of the societal barriers existing for African Americans, I am still 
working to undo the effects of my Racist Socialization and of 
Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome as a whole.

Historians, researchers, and all who wish to discover with 
regard to the plight of the black struggle have become experts 
at identifying the “what”. Today, I have defined it as P.T.S.S., as 
the accumulation of our enumerated traumas and the ever-
persistent hunger to find a homeland. The question that is 
scarcely answered is the “what now?”. As the Black Lives 
Matter movement resurged over the summer, we called on 
each other to educate ourselves and our communities, but now 
I have done that. I have learned, taught, protested, and called 
to action, yet an emptiness still persists. That hole generated 
from my historical trauma has not yet been satiated by my 
attempts at furthering my race. Audre Lorde, a black lesbian 
author known for the historic mark she made on twentieth-
century literature, expresses that her hunger to speak out 
never did cease. She felt, much like I do, that she must use 
her voice because “ [we are] not free while any woman is 
unfree. Even when her shackles are very different from [our] 
own.” Lorde has shown me that within this blank space lies 
justice and morality that we, those who are working to create a 
better tomorrow, are seeking. So, we learn, and teach, and 
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protest, and call our peers to action. We must keep going for 
the hunger that is enslaving us, and we must trust that it is just 
and good. Unlike our ancestors before us, this hunger is not 
keeping us captive with shackles and a bullwhip. And though 
we are not running away from the plantation by the moonlight 
towards the promised land of the north, this hunger is our 
escape to an ever evasive homeland.

I haven’t spoken to my Grandmommy in many years, but if I 
could see her today, I would tell her that I am working hard, 
just like she did. I would let her know that her relentless grit 
and determination did not skip my generation and that we are 
fighting. I would show her pictures of her beloved monstera 
plant that is still thriving in our foyer and listen attentively to all 
of the exhilarating and sometimes inappropriate stories from 
her youth. And before I said goodbye, I would thank her for 
bestowing upon me all of the things that made her a great 
woman, and I would wish her a happy birthday.
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Dead Eyes, Dead Hearts

Faint dusty light created by hovering streetlamps spilled across 
the empty cobblestone streets, creating small areas that the 
pitch-black night didn’t dare to invade. It was well past 11:00, 
and nobody wandered the dark streets. Parked hover cars 
floating a few inches off of the ground looked like monstrous 
beasts waiting to jump on unsuspecting victims. In daylight, the 
sidewalks gave the appearance of being overcrowded with 
houses; but at this time, they were not more than dark shapes 

looming out of the night, only a few lights shining through the 
windows like eerie yellow eyes, perhaps looking for 
unsuspecting prey out at the dark hours.

At the end of the street, graffitied and lonely, a disabled 
telephone booth stood. The small lights inside the area 
flickered, then went out. A few seconds later, all the lights in 
the street lit up to the point where it blinded the human eye. 
Then, just as suddenly, all the lights went out, except the 
streetlamps, which continued to glow. The street was dark 
once more, but it was not empty. A shady figure stood in the 
telephone booth. After pausing for a few seconds to make sure 
that nobody had seen it, it stepped out and walked, almost 
glided, silently along the street, flinching when it entered one of 
the patches of light.

She was just a girl of 18, with smooth skin almost as dark as 
obsidian, blending in with the pitch-black night itself. She was 
wearing black boots, black jeans, and a black leather jacket, 
and she had a small black bag slung across her shoulders. 
Her hair was light brown, with golden streaks. Her right eye 
was a piercing emerald green infiltrated with little dark blue 
veins. She was beautiful, but for one flaw. Where her left eye 
should have been, would have been, could have been, was a 
gaping black socket that looked like it would go until infinity. 
She was short-5”3- but her stance suggested that she was 
fierce. And fierce she was.
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She was Gayle Asha Vickett, code name: Deadeye. She was 
feared all throughout the Broken States of America, and for 
good reason. She worked for the United Broken, the institution 
centered in the Broken States that had begun eight years ago 
in 2491, and that worked to stop the virus pandemic that had 
surfaced at that time. She was an accomplished hacker, a skill 
that would come in use during those years, and her skills were 
no less when it came to fighting. Nobody got in her way and 
survived.

Looking around at the menacing shapes of the houses in the 
street, Gayle moved out of the light and stealthily crept toward 
the tallest one. Two windows, one at the top floor and one at 
the bottom, had light shining out of them. Gayle narrowed her 
eyes, looking inside the house. At the bottom floor, through the 
window, a black silhouette of a man could be seen. Gayle was 
within two yards of the house when the man tensed. His 
silhouette turned toward the window, and he quickly reached 
for something.

Gayle sprinted the last few steps toward the house, and she 
was on the front porch when the wooden door was flung open. 
Gayle had barely a second to take in the white man with dark 
stubble on his chin and a thick mop of black hair standing 
before her before he raised his EnBlaster, pointing it squarely 
at her face. Quick as a bolt of lightning, Gayle sidestepped and 
kicked the man’s arm, catching the EnBlaster in her right hand 

as it fell toward the ground. Once she held it securely, she shot 
out her left arm and chopped the man’s throat, all in one swift 
move. The man crumpled onto the porch, unconscious, his 
head hitting the wood with a thump. Gayle surveyed him for a 
moment, then frowned. This wasn’t the one.

Gayle dragged the man by his legs into the house and closed 
the front door behind her. It would be stupid, after all, for him to 
wake up and escape into the night. She surveyed the man for 
a moment, then pulled out her CommPad and scanned him 
with it. The device beeped and words scrolled across the 
screen, identifying him as Wilbert Xevin, Subject A_293. 
Treading quietly, Gayle made her way up to the top floor, 
where Xevin’s room was sure to be. She flinched as she put 
pressure on a creaky stair, and she glanced behind her. He 
was still unconscious.

She made it to the top floor. Xevin’s room was easy to find- a 
crack of light was coming from behind a closed door. Gayle 
pushed on the door, and found that it was unlocked. The door 
swung open silently, eerily, but Gayle paid no attention. She 
had spotted what she was here for. A slim white computer sat 
on a messy wooden desk. The faint reflection of a bright 
screen could be seen--it was recently closed. Making her way 
across the floor, Gayle sat down at the plastic chair at the 
desk. Opening the closed computer with one hand, she 
reached over to her backpack and took out her own slim black 
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computer with her other hand. The computer was simple and 
undecorated, but for one small sticker: a skull with an 
eyepatch. It was of her own design, and Gayle thought it suited 
her rather nicely. With both computers open, Gayle turned to 
Xevin’s screen and began putting her skills to work. Her 
fingers flew across the keyboard, and her eye reflected the 
black words scrolling across a white screen. She was not 
confused by the jumbled characters; within seconds, a 
message was blinking on the screen. Hack: Successful. She 
scrolled through endless files, eye narrowing. She sighed. 
Although he had committed several crimes, Xevin was not the 
one who had started the virus. Her eye widened. The screen 
had begun to glow a light green, a telltale sign of the virus.

She had to work quickly.

Her fingers flew ever quicker across the keyboard, and within 
moments she had a nearby printer on and churning out 
papers. She typed in one final command, then closed the 
computer. She grasped her own computer and returned it to 
her bag, just as the printer beeped. Grabbing the few sheets of 
the printed paper, Gayle hauled herself out of the chair, leaving 
it spinning behind her. She raced downstairs to find Xevin 
stirring. His eyes cracked open, and he snarled when he saw 
her. Gayle hefted his EnBlaster, setting it to Incapacitate. 
Before Xevin could get up off the floor, she pulled the trigger. 
Out shot a burst of light, hitting him squarely in the chest. He 

didn’t move. Gayle quickly crossed over to him and felt his 
wrist. There was still a pulse, though it had slowed. Xevin was, 
once again, unconscious. Gayle opened the door and dragged 
the body behind her onto the front porch, intentionally going 
rough on him. Gayle looked around with satisfaction- two grey 
hovercars with the UB logo had pulled into the street.

Gayle dragged Xevin down the steps to where the cars were, 
and left him to be taken care of.

All around the street, windows were beginning to light up, and 
doors were beginning to open. Curious people clad in robes 
and slippers were coming out to see what had happened, and 
their expressions quickly changed from curiosity to fear once 
they saw her. Gayle walked down the steps, ignoring the 
shocked people around her, and returned to the telephone 
booth. She dialed in a series of numbers. All the lights became 
so bright that it hurt to look at them, and then they went out. 
Then, just as suddenly, they turned back on. She was no 
longer inside the telephone booth, and she had left dozens of 
terrified people behind her. The only thought in their heads 
was that Deadeye had struck again.

From the outside, it looked like a hovercar parking lot, which it 
was. It had three levels and limestone walls. All three levels 
were filled with hovers. But it was more than a parking lot. If 
one were to go into the staircase, he would find a section of 
painted bricks. And if one were to push on a complex series of 
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bricks, he would find that the bricks would push back, 
revealing an elevator. The elevator would then take one down, 
deep into the ground. And one would find himself in the 
headquarters of the United Broken.

It was an immense room, just the lobby of the organization. 
The floors were made of marble, and the walls were made of 
black stone that gleamed in the artificial underground light. 
About twenty feet up the walls, there were clear windows that 
looked into the offices of special operatives. Along the 
perimeter of the room, there were clear spaces that resembled 
telephone booths, and there were black telephones inside. And 
it was one of these booths that emitted a flash of light and 
temporarily blacked out the lobby. The lights came back on 
almost immediately, and the booth was no longer empty. 
Standing inside was Deadeye.

She stepped out, unnoticed by the several people bustling 
about in the lobby, some carrying briefcases, some with huge 
stacks of papers floating in front of them as they walked, all of 
them hurrying to do their work. Gayle swiftly maneuvered 
through the crowd, heading toward one of the elevators along 
the far side of the room. She was looking to get to her private 
office for some rest before her next mission was assigned. She 
was almost there when she heard a ping. She pulled her 
CommPad out of her pocket and saw that the screen was lit 
up. She tapped on it and it showed a single message. From: 

Jay Nettles. I’ve found him. I’m at 72189 Warehouse District. 
Come find me ASAP. Might need backup.

Gayle didn’t know whether to curse or grin, so she settled on 
doing both. To think that Jay had found the one who had 
started this all was frustrating and unbelievable at the same 
time. Gayle turned around and jogged back toward the booth. 
Stepping inside, she hurriedly dialed a series of numbers, and, 
with a flash of light, she was gone.

Gayle reappeared inside a telephone booth, not unlike the one 
she had just left. It had clear glass walls. Gayle pushed open 
the door with such force that she left it swinging on its hinges, 
and sprinted toward a cluster of blocky buildings nearby.

She was in the outskirts of the Warehouse District. A few 
blocky dull grey buildings rose up on either side of her, and 
dozens more loomed in front of her. Each warehouse had a 
five-digit number. The ground was gravel beneath her feet. The 
storage places in the outskirts were heavily graffitied, but the 
closer she got to the center, the fewer markings she saw until 
there wasn’t anything but dull grey metal. Gayle almost missed 
number 72189, but she stopped right in front of the main 
doors.

Gayle reached for the handles but stopped. Entering this way 
would attract unwanted attention. She looked around, spotting 
a metal staircase against the side of the warehouse. At the top 
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was a small landing, and bulletproof windows that were slightly 
open. Without hesitation, Gayle sprinted up the stairs, not even 
coaxing a single creak out of them. She looked through the 
windows and saw two figures. One was Jay, looking more 
pallid than usual, his light ginger hair almost gleaming in the 
limited light. The other was in the shadows, his features too 
dark for her to see. They were standing amidst towers of 
wooden and metal crates.

Gayle opened one of the windows further and slipped in 
quietly, her attire blending in with the shadows. She moved 
surreptitiously away from the dim light, out of the landing that 
would take her to the ground floor. She paced across the metal 
beams that crisscrossed the ceiling, eventually settling in a 
corner where she had a good view of the large area. Jay was 
now standing with his back to her, and the other figure was still 
in the dark. She could clearly hear them talking.

“So you admit it? You really started this whole thing?” Jay had 
a hint of nervousness in his voice, and he was pacing back 
and forth, an EnBlaster quivering in his hand, leveled at the 
stranger.

“Yes, I admit it, and I don’t know why that’s such a bad thing 
that I did it.” The stranger had a raspy voice that sounded like 
he had a burr stuck in the back of his throat. A pause. Then:

“So…you didn’t do it? All on your own? You had accomplices?”

“No, no accomplices. I was acting under orders.”

“Under orders from whom? Why did you do this and then join 
the UB, the organization bent on stopping this chaos?

Are you undoing all our work?”

The stranger chuckled, a raspy sound that sounded more like 
he was being strangled. “Oh, it’s not being undone. Not in the 
least. But since it’s taken you this long to figure out that I’m the 
one that started it all, it’ll take you an eternity to figure out 
what’s wrong with your ‘perfect’ institution.”

Jay scoffed. “It won’t take me an eternity. I know how to do 
this.” Something in his voice suggested that no, he didn’t know 
how to do this. “I can access your files, your drive. I can ask 
your boss, the founder. Why she hired you, I don’t know.”

The man chuckled again. And then he stepped into the light.

Gayle stifled a gasp. Her eyes narrowed.

She knew this man. He was the one that had ruined her life.

The year was 2488, and Gayle Asha Vickett was seven years 
old. Her light brown and gold braids swung as she skipped 
along the sidewalk, and her green eyes were shining as she 
smiled. Her cosmos patterned backpack was heavy with 
homework and textbooks, but she didn’t let that bother her as 
she made her way to her home. She slowed down as she 
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approached a cluster of people with skin as dark as hers 
holding up signs and yelling. Gayle figured the general 
message was that their lives mattered, and the color of their 
skin did not.

Looking to avoid the crowd, Gayle took a dirt path, a shortcut 
she was used to taking that led right to her home. The trees 
with their crystalline red and orange leaves filtered in sunlight, 
and Gayle inhaled the cool autumn air as dirt and pebbles 
crunched beneath her feet. The path ended all too soon, and 
she found herself on a street lined with brick houses. She 
crossed the street and started slowing down as she 
approached her house.

She heard a bang, and her brow furrowed. The door to her 
home was open, and a steam was spilling out. She shrugged 
to herself. It was most likely her mother baking pies, and, 
indeed, she could smell the inviting scent of pumpkin spice. 
She heard a second bang, and realized that both sounds had 
come from her house. She approached the front door, 
dropping her backpack on the porch as she did so.

“Hello?” she called quietly. She heard nothing at first, but then 
she heard footsteps. “Mom?” she called.

“Dad? Are you there?”

“Oh, no, they won’t be there for much longer, honey,” said a 
raspy voice. A white man appeared around the corner, grinning 
at her. His black shirt and dark blue jeans were spattered with 
drops of scarlet blood. He had messy black hair with streaks of 
gray, and his smile was ruined by three gold teeth. He held a 
gun in his hand. Gayle squeaked in terror as the man raised 
his gun and aimed it at her head. She couldn’t squeeze her 
eyes shut fast enough as he pulled the trigger. Gayle 
screamed, her hands covering her left eye. She squinted up 
with her right eye, but the man was gone. All she could hear 
was receding footsteps.

The years passed, and Gayle was inconsolable as her father 
died of his wounds two years after the incident. Her mother 
was sent to a mental hospital. Every day, Gayle’s mother 
forgot more and more, until she had no memory at all, not 
even of her beautiful daughter. As for Gayle herself, she never 
forgot that man. She kept building revenge, swearing to kill him 
if ever she had the chance.

And she did have a chance. She looked down on the man, and 
she didn’t hear Jay talking. All she felt was burning rage. She 
jumped down from the beam, landing quietly behind Jay. Jay 
spun around as she spoke.

“I think that’s all the information we’ll be getting out of him, 
don’t you think?” her voice was a snarl. The white man blinked, 
then a slow smile spread across his face.
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“Oh, hello, honey. Seems that you survived.”

“I did. And you’ll regret it.”

Gayle took out not the common EnBlaster, but an old-
fashioned gun, exactly like the one he used on her. The man’s 
smile was wiped off his face as Gayle pulled the trigger and 
shot his left eye. “That was for my mother,” she growled, then 
turned and did the same to his right eye. “That was for my 
father.”

Blood was now pouring out of both his eye sockets, rivers of 
never-ending scarlet. “Now you know what it feels like,” Gayle 
snarled as he whimpered.

“Gayle, what are you doing?” Jay’s voice was horrified, but she 
ignored him.

“And this? This is for me, you miserable excuse of a human 
being.” She fired three shots into the man’s chest. He was 
dead.

She stalked out of the warehouse, ignoring Jay’s protestant 
words. Gayle Asha Vickett, code name: Deadeye, had finally 
gotten her sweet revenge.



65

womanhood 
Humor 
Grade: 12  
Laurel School  
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

womanhood

why my uterus hates me

Information may be medically inaccurate (see end for 
more)*

Before I begin, I must clarify I know absolutely nothing about 
the female reproductive system despite having been born with 
a female reproductive system and living with a female 
reproductive system my entire life. I do not know exactly what 

a uterus is besides maybe it is where the baby comes out from 
and that it is seemingly the reason I am presently in extreme 
and unbearable pain.

Every once in a while, my uterus decides to maul itself, which 
hey, good for you, but why should I suffer? In an unwelcome 
reminder that I am, in fact, not growing a child at this current 
moment, my uterus has elected to simulate what it would be 
like if I were growing a child in my body at this current moment. 
I undergo a watered-down, one week miniature pregnancy, 
except that I don’t get the baby at the end of this one. Instead, 
I get an abundance of bodily fluids, chafing, and a broken bank 
account-- a heavy flow and menstrual product prices mixed in 
with some midnight cravings don’t operate well together. So 
not only am I in agony after a traumatic week, but I’m broke 
too.

The least my uterus could do to make up for the discomfort is 
be regular, but instead, this one-week pregnancy can occur 
any time within a two-month interval. Sure, it’s supposed to be 
once every month, but hey, maybe the next one can start two 
weeks after the last one! Or better yet, two months! And 
actually, we’ll just shorten the time between each one every 
single time, so you are entirely unprepared for when it 
happens! Sometimes my uterus will resolve to not even deliver 
a warning before forcibly subjecting me to this one-week 
pregnancy, and suddenly my beloved pair of white shorts are 
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now an awful rust-colored tint with a massive brown stain in 
the general crotch area because apparently throwing it in the 
wash is just going to make the hue spread!

Don’t even get me started on the side effects. My back aches 
like I am carrying a full-grown infant in my abdomen, which I 
am not, so why the hell does my back hurt so goddamn much? 
And the cramps, dear God, the dreaded cramps. It feels as 
though my internal organs around the entirety of my uterine 
area are all being mutilated for hours on end. My face has 
become a warzone, with new craters on the surface popping 
up every day despite the peace treaty I like to call Proactiv™. 
My uterus will decide at 4 in the morning that it wants a tomato 
mozzarella croissant from the little cafe in New York City, just a 
mere 460 miles away, and will psychologically torture me for 
the next 6 hours until it declares it wants another item of food 
from an unreachable location. And to top it all off, it turns me 
into a hormonal monster with no control over my emotions. I 
will cry over the crumbs from a piece of toast that were unable 
to join their family in my stomach and make it my mission to 
lick up all said crumbs so they will not be separated from their 
kin. Immediately afterward, I will obsess over whether those 
crumbs reached their siblings and parental figures then hate 
myself for being a freak.

In conclusion, my uterus hates me, and I hate my uterus back.

*All content found in “why my uterus hates me” is not 
intended to be a substitute for professional medical 
advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always seek the advice of 
your physician or other qualified health providers with any 
questions you may have regarding a medical condition. 
Never disregard professional medical advice or delay in 
seeking it because of something you have read in “why 
my uterus hates me.” “why my uterus hates me” may 
contain health- or medical-related materials or 
discussions regarding obscene descriptions of the 
menstruation cycle. If you find these materials offensive, 
you may not want to read “why my uterus hates me.”

“why my uterus hates me” is not responsible for any 
damage caused by using its content as medically 
accurate. All material in “why my uterus hates me” is 
opinion-based, and not all uterus’ hate their utersusees.
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Forgotten Children 
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 12  
Laurel School  
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

Forgotten Children

In the fifth grade, my teacher always started off the day with 
writing prompts that we students would answer in our journals. 
Most students found the activity a pain, but as an avid reader 
and writer from the beginning, I looked forward to this 
opportunity every morning. The prompts were often silly 
questions such as “If you had a magic carpet to go anywhere 
in the world, where would you go?” I, ever the intellectual, 
answered New Zealand despite knowing nothing about the 
island nation other than it’s waterfalls. I gushed over the 
“exotic animals” I would see, such as hippos, pandas, and 
Indian elephants, including a crude drawing of the island in the 
shape of a chicken wing to top it all off. Another prompt asked 
what we would do if we were invisible for a day. I began my 
answer with how it would be fun for me, but “a problem for 
other people in the world!” The best day of my life would begin 
with me going to steal toys from the local toy store and a 
cupcake with vanilla cake and chocolate icing because I’d be 

tired from the day’s antics. The countless entries in this journal 
all shared the same child-like wonder and simplicity-- all 
except for one. The prompt for October 9, 2013, asked us, 
“People are good at heart. Do you disagree with this 
statement?

Why or why not?”

In the first line of my journal entry, I went straight to the point, 
writing how I “Disagree because there are people who are 
HORRIBLE people,” explaining how “there are people that kill 
thousands of other good people.” At just the age of ten, I 
detailed how I knew this, giving examples such as the 
President of Syria, who was “bad inside” because of how “he 
uses chemical weapons” although “there are people who think 
he is good, but you know he is bad at heart.” I also gave a 
simple description of the Palestine-Israel conflict, talking of 
how “60 years ago, there was a war in Palestine with horrible 
men who wanted to take over.” Finally, I ended the entry with 
how a classmate’s grandfather was kidnapped from his home 
in Pakistan by “horrible people who kidnapped people for 
money.” The horrible people in question ended up being 
members of a terrorist organization in the nation who, contrary 
to popular belief, often terrorize their own country rather than 
outside.

Once again, I added drawings to the bottom of the entry. This 
time it featured a little girl, presumably me, thinking of scenes 
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in four different thought bubbles. The first three included 
images from Syria, Palestine, and Pakistan that I’d seen in the 
news or from classmates’ first-hand videos. The drawing of 
Syria saw a man with a very crooked smile with what appeared 
to be a weapon from an alien movie aimed at a child with two 
women in hijabs watching fearfully. The second, a drawing 
from Palestine, was of children fighting against soldiers with 
large black shields. Palestinian classmates often shared how 
children throwing rocks at the “bad men,” which were the IDF, 
was a pastime but extremely dangerous as they’d seen some 
of their friends or family members, always children, arrested as 
a result. The misspelling of Palestine and weapons as 
“Palistine” and “wepons” only highlighted a young child’s 
innocence. The third, a drawing of Pakistan, showed a crying 
woman handing money to an evil-looking man while another 
person, strapped to a chair, watched on. The last thought 
bubble, entitled “America,” featured a question mark and the 
simple message of “I hope.”

For Middle Eastern and South Asian children, our entire 
childhoods have consisted of regular conversations on the 
conflicts plaguing our home. From preschool to sixth grade, I 
attended a Muslim school located in the office space of a 
Mosque. Every single student in the school was either from an 
Arab or South Asian background. Despite our young ages, we 
had all grown up in an environment that normalized 
discussions of family members dying in bombings or not being 

able to go back to our native homes. We’d lived through the 
entirety of the Arab Spring, many of us had parents in America 
during 9/11, and we all knew at least one person who had 
been killed, kidnapped, injured, or arrested as a result of the 
conflict in our home countries. Children native to these 
regions, whether they live there or not, are always affected by 
what is happening back home. As we grow older, we can 
better process, but at a young age, all we know is that the 
world has forgotten us. Our people have been suffering for 
longer than we’ve been alive, but no one but us seems to 
care-- we only have ourselves.

Rereading my entry for the first time seven years later, I was 
shocked by how unbelieving I had been that people could have 
good in their hearts. I’d always considered myself to be a 
reasonably upbeat child until my later years and never realized 
that I’d understood so much of what was going on around me 
and to my people at such a young age. The simplicity of the 
words I’d written was chilling-- I had boiled down years of 
instability, war, and destruction to just a few words. The “I 
hope” for America signified naiveté, as a reason behind two of 
the conflicts I had mentioned in my entry had indirectly been 
US involvement in the Middle East and South Asia. For years, 
UStrained terrorist organizations, the US military, and constant 
drone strikes terrorized my people. Yet, I had not known this 
aspect. I had no one to blame but the “bad men” I talked about 
so much who could never have good in their hearts. Though I 
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remember very little about journaling this entry, from the 
writing, it is clear that I found the question preposterous, 
almost laughable. How could people be good at heart when 
there is so much bad in this world?

I am just one example of a MENASA (Middle Eastern, North 
African, South Asian) child who has lost faith in society as a 
whole because of what is happening in our home. We see how 
the world rallies behind Western countries when they suffer 
just a fraction of what happens to our people nearly every day. 
Though I couldn’t put the thought into words at such a young 
age, I knew we were not the priority. The west saw us as 
savages who were better off killing each other than the rest of 
the world, pushing the narrative that we did this to ourselves 
and had no one to blame but our own people. There is an 
innocence that comes with childhood, but it can only mask so 
much of the horrors in our world. In between my rudimentary 
illustrations, messy handwriting, and spelling mistakes, there is 
a desperation. I wanted more than anything to believe that 
people could be good at heart, that all the “horrible people” 
and “bad men” in this world would change their minds and stop 
their wrongdoings. I was naive to believe that just one group of 
people caused decades of instability. I wanted the world to 
notice and help us the way they would help everyone else. The 
world has failed us.

“That is why I disagree with the statement!”

fallen mother 
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Laurel School  
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

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 



70

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, embossed in 
the luminous metal please 

dispose of correctly

Anxiety is Okay 
Short Story 
Grade: 12  
Laurel School  
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

Anxiety is Okay

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

Anxiety was like a ghostly demon, creeping up at the worst 
time possible in an attempt to ruin a poor soul. The last thing 
Zak wanted was to botch his routine, though it was likely he 
would. His dreams would crash and burn right before his eyes. 

No, Zak told himself forcefully, stop being a pessimist, you 
loser. 

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

He could do it. Zak just didn't want to. The problem was that he 
was part of a team. If he let them down, the guilt would kill him 
more than any loss in the world. 

“Alright,” he mumbled shakily, getting up. 

Coach clapped him in the back while every one of his 
teammates yelled heartening words and high-fived. 

Zak’s legs wobbled as he made his way up to the gymnastic 
floor. He'd practiced his routine a million times, but suddenly 
he blanked out.

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

Everything in his head was out of control like papers in the 
wind. Though he didn’t want to admit it to anyone, Zak was 
terrified. All that he’d worked for could amount to nothing 
depending on how that routine went. 

He had four minutes before his routine started. Four measly 
minutes to figure out his life. 

The whole ordeal of being in the Olympics, the mother of all 
pitiful junior competitions, left him wondering why he deserved 
it, but most of all, what led him there. Zak was down to three 
minutes, and he needed to answer the question. Let me tell 
you why you’re here, buddy, a voice in his head whispered.

Three..

The day Zak’s brother Malik was born started everything, the 
epitome of all anxiety-filled moments in his life. His dad, feeling 
overwhelmed by the growing family, left, leaving the two 
brothers alone with their grieving mother. She was tired, 
unable to care adequately for two young children. As he grew 
older, Zak wondered if she ever considered giving them up. 

Eventually Mom got over it, she was young and needed more 
support. Zak couldn’t imagine his life without her support. 
Without his mom, he wouldn’t have made it through his life. 
Unfortunately, it began the roller coaster ride also known as a 
life with anxiety. He never wanted anyone to leave him again.

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

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

They still sewed his face anyway, leaving a white mark on his 
toned skin that stood out like a black sheep in a grey herd. 

A year after that, he attended his first gymnastics class at IK 
Gymnastics, their Toddlers Toddle™ class, despite the fact he 
was over four. Don’t ask why, but they always made sure the 
trademark was there. Just the thought of being around people 
made him worried. Even at five years old, he still wondered 
what they would think about him. 

“Mama, what if they don’t like me. What if I can’t do flips like 
the littler kids.”

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

So Zak went, and actually enjoyed himself. They really did love 
him, and so did the teachers. 

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

Two..

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

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

After being gone for eight years, the absentee had the nerve to 
tell his son he couldn’t do the sport he loved, the one thing that 
made him happy in life. If he cared about Zak, he would have 
been there all those years. He wasn’t and left the boy alone 
with a distraught mother and wild younger brother. 

Should I? he thought. Should Zak tell his father how he really 
felt about his terrible words. What if he hits you? That 
happened once when Zak was only two, right before Dad left. 
He isn’t your dad anymore. If he does anything, it’s game over.

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

Zak never saw his dad again after that, thankfully. Though he 
wondered what the over portly man did in his free time, he was 
better off not knowing.

His next memory also wasn’t pleasant. It was Zak’s first trip to 
Egypt. His mom used all her savings for that trip, leaving them 
nearly broke by the time they came back. 

The country itself was great. The people were eccentric, the 
landscapes made him wonder why his parents even left their 
homeland. Then they reached the city. Tens of dozens of 
citizens swarmed the streets with tons of cars in the mix. All he 
wanted to do was go home.     

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

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

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

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

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

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

The next memory flashed into his mind, one of his most 
important memories that defined his life, just two years after 
the trip to Egypt. Simple as it was, Zak would never forget that 
moment: the day he broke up with his first girlfriend. Most 
people wouldn’t think twice about that, Oh yeah her, she was 
my first girlfriend. We broke up through text message, never 
thought I’d see her again!

Not for him. Being the immature jerk he was, Zak broke up 
with her. He was fifteen, and didn’t really feel an attraction 
toward her. It was in his favorite park in the city. Around them, 
children giggled as they blew bubbles while their parents 
watched with a melancholy stare, worrying about the day they 
grew up. He never saw his mom look at him like that.
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Seconds later Eliana arrived. Zak’s ‘girlfriend,’ had on a pouty 
face that made him want to get it over with sooner. Eliana was 
controlling, insisted she was always right, and called herself an 
extreme feminist by telling him what to do. Unbelievable, he 
knew. Also, they were both most definitely not ready to date.

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

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

“W-What?”

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

“But I love you!”

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

“Zaakin-”

“I’m gay.”

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

One..

“I’m going to kill someone!”

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

His brother was terrible at comforting people, to say the least. 
All he wanted to do was pass his stupid driver’s test, but no. 
His anxiety always ruined things for him, and his anxiety, was 
him. 

“I’m a pessimistic loser who can’t do-”

“Zak!”

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

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

“I’m always nervous.”

“Get in the car, you dweeb.”

Zak obliged, opening the side door of the old truck and 
hopping in. Malik jumped in beside him. 

“Put the car in drive. We might die.”

“Shut up. That doesn’t make sense.”
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“Drive,” he growled.

Zak drove at ninety miles per hour on an unlit street where the 
limit was thirty-five miles per hour. Dear lord, was he terrified. 
Malik yelled beside him, though he couldn’t tell if it was out of 
joy or fear. 

Eventually Zak did make it home and did get his driver’s 
license. But that was just the beginning.

Prom.

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

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

And once again, a date. The laws of social prom etiquette at 
his school had a silent rule: no date, no entry, no life. 

“How about Lucas?” Malik suggested. “He’s kinda cute.”

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

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

“Two years!”

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

Can’t wait to see you during prom, Zak thought angrily. You 
won’t get any date, girl or guy. He knew that wasn’t true. Malik 
had half the school swooning over him because his hair. 

The next day Zak approached Lucas. Suddenly, his palms got 
all sweaty, and he wanted to turn the other way. He didn’t have 
to go to prom. He could just stay home and scream like a 
miserable meme. God, he was such a meme.

“H-hey, Lucas,” he began nervously.

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

“I was wondering if-” 

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

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

The time passed quickly. Finals, graduation, senior prank, a 
trip to the police department. Such silliness. Zak spent most of 
that time, you guessed it, training. Six hours every day except 
Sunday, countless minutes spent perfecting one routine then 
on to the next. It was grueling, though right by his side was 
Dylan.

Dylan, his biggest competitor, his best friend. 

Eventually, the day came. The trip to St. Louis would change 
everything. Would he be an unknown gymnast from Chicago 
or an Olympic star? Malik screamed at him the entire way 
while his mom tried to be encouraging, spouting random 
quotes from her daily calendar. 

“Don’t fail, you idiot! This could change everything!”

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

“You’re completely irrelevant!” Malik retorted. 

“One more word, Malik, I swear,” Zak hissed. “One more 
word.”

“Irrelevant.” 

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

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

Zak fumbled for his phone, “Dylan.”

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

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

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

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

“Maybe Bro will be our Always.”

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

***

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

Zak couldn’t believe it. 

Sam. Jake. Alex. Zak. Dylan. The US Gymnastics Team for 
that year. That year. Olympics.

***

The memories were over. There weren’t any seconds left. Zak 
had to do it. For his team, his family, and his friends. 
Everything they did was for him. He could practically hear 
Malik screaming his name, most likely calling him a loser, 
dweeb, and whatever else he liked to call Zak. 

Floor routines seemed to be specifically made for him. He 
excelled at them, but his nerves always controlled him. The 
Olympics were bigger than the trials. His country was counting 
on him. He had to do it. Had to do it.

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

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

Dead silence. For a split second Zak wondered if it was just a 
daydream, then a wave of applause washed over the area. No 
daydream. He did it. He survived and successfully made it 
through his Olympic debut. 

“Yeah!” he yelled, throwing his arms in the air then promptly 
collapsing backwards onto the floor. 

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

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

Zak rolled his eyes then remembered an important detail: his 
score. Immediately another round of shrieking from the 
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Americans erupted when Zak earned an 11.800, eighth place. 
His heart sank. America had moved down from silver in the all-
around to bronze. Why are they cheering then? he thought. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” his coach sighed beside him, 
shooing off reporters. “They shouldn’t be cheering. I did bad, 
blah blah blah. Zaakin, they are cheering because of pride, a 
word you should be familiar with. An American just did a great 
routine, they are happy.”

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

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

Although Zak didn’t place the way he wanted, he learned that 
he shouldn’t let his anxiety control him. That was the answer to 
his question. Why was he here? I’m here because I am 
anxious. I like my anxiety, it’s a friend, but it is also a foe. 
When I fought my anxiety, I surpassed all the odds.

“Zaakin Yamin, why do you have to say for all aspiring male 
gymnasts out there?”

“Uh,” Zak blushed from all the attention, “Don’t act all awkward 
like me, first of all. Second, being anxious is okay. It can lead 
you to some great things, like, I don’t know, the Olympics?”
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The Epic Hero 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Grade: 12  
St Joseph Academy 
Instructor: Jon Pelegano

The Epic Hero

An epic hero is a figure in mythology with the strongest of 
moral codes, the weirdest of pasts, and the most divine of 
powers. That’s what Aislinn learned in Latin class today. 
They’re studying Virgil’s Aeneid, and her teacher never fails to 
remind them that Aeneas’ story is the blueprint of the epic 
hero. He did the whole journey, accepting the adventure and 
crossing into the Underworld and emerging victorious, 

struggling with the burden of his incredible abilities and heavy 
honors. 

But that’s the thing. He. 

Aislinn’s never heard of an epic hero who was also a girl. She 
hasn’t found an epic hero who sees the world as she does, 
who dreams the way she does. None of them love the same 
way, either. Instead, the girls are damsels, incapable of saving 
even themselves. And Aislinn is well aware that these myths 
are reflections of the societies in which they’d originated, but 
one would think that the same Greeks who believed women 
were goddesses and powerful sorceresses could also see 
them as the heroes that saved the day. 

Maybe they could even get the girl, too. Achilles and Patroclus 
were almost there. Why couldn’t a woman have the same 
passionate and enduring love?

That’s the truth Aislinn has to suffer every Latin class. She has 
to know that on none of her class activities will she ever be 
able to write that the hero she’s referencing is a girl. All she 
can do is imagine and wonder and dream of the kind of hero 
she’d be… 

The cavern floor would be damp to the touch as she crouched 
in the shadows, hidden from the hydra just around the bend. 
Its hissing would bounce off the jagged walls and worm its way 

Gold Key

ISABELLA ISSA



80

through her ear, making her shake and twist her head just to 
be free of the wretched noise. She’d think of the innocents just 
beyond the cave mouth that the hydra sought to devour with all 
three of its heads.

Her partner had made the mistake of chopping off the first one.

But it’d be the image of those people that would have her 
pulling her bow off her shoulder and unsheathing one of her 
arrows. She’d be the last thing standing between that hydra 
and its next feast. She’d feel the weight of it in every part of 
her, the duty that she’d taken on the moment she agreed to 
fight, to use the perfect aim and uncanny abilities that’d been 
bestowed upon her by her father. 

Despite all those misgivings, she would be the formidable 
opponent that the world and her story needed her to be.

She’d be driven by a fate out of her hands, yes, but she would 
try all the same. 

That’s who she would be as an epic hero. Loyal and 
courageous to a fault, with the skills to back up her reckless 
stupidity. The same epic hero who would hear the scratch of 
the hydra’s claws against stone and burst out from her crevice, 
arrow equipped and eyes steely. 

The air would be still for one moment, two. Her chiton would 
brush against her knees, and it would be the only thing heard.

Until the hydra pounced.

And there they’d go, locked in an endless dance. She’d be 
firing off shots left and right just for the chance to hit the 
hydra’s eyes, it’s weakest point. One arrow through the eye 
and they would be down and dead. It would be that simple, 
and it would be another victory to her name, like Hercules and 
his Twelve Labors.

Yet nothing would ever go according to plan in this story, not if 
the hero wanted to be interesting in any way. In this instance, 
she would slip on that same damp floor she had steadied 
herself on moments ago, feet flying out from under her, the 
ground slamming against her shooting arm. Her bow with its 
golden string would fly out of her hand and she’d be pinned. 

The glowing eyes of the hydra would stare into her being 
through the darkness, watching as she struggled and writhed 
with all her considerable might. She would be a mere snack to 
it—an appetizer to satiate it until it reached the very people 
she swore to protect.

Because it would matter if something happened to her. She 
would have a purpose to fulfill and cities to save and a girl to 
love. She would matter in this world, and the hydra didn’t have 
the right to try and take that away. She’d have so much more 
to fight for than just her next meal.
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Those thoughts would be filling up her head when her love 
would storm on the scene like a radiant day appearing after 
the longest night. And they'd lock eyes, two hearts joined as 
one with the same promise that they would never leave the 
other alone. Not even death would be able to conquer their 
everlasting affection. The hydra, of course, would be watching 
this very romantic and cinematic moment like a perplexed and 
miffed spectator. 

The fight would resume, this time with twice the passion, twice 
the conviction. The epic hero that she would be was stronger 
with others, sharing the glory and enjoying it. The intrigue of 
her story would arise from the fact that she fought for those 
she loved with the same determination that she would have 
fighting with them. That would be the code she lived by, and it 
would be the best one yet. 

They would survive, obviously, but not without effort. They’d 
stumble out of that cave, their lives as intertwined as their 
hands. It would be one of their proudest moments, the crowd 
roaring for them in a way that reverberated in their hearts. And 
they’d kiss at last, fulfilling every epic dream they had ever 
had.

Aislinn truly would give anything to make her wonder a reality, 
to be the epic hero she is within. That’s her code.
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Paper Towers

Sunlight pierced through the smoke creating deceivingly 
beautiful rays of sunshine. Black smog covered the piles of 
beams broken apart as if they were made of cardboard. The 
smog almost seemed to shimmer as sunlight breached its 
gaps creating a golden essence the moment did not deserve. I 
watched it from my desk. Slowly one by one people began to 
stand and gather by the window to watch. The tension and fear 
in the room rose like high tide and was thick like blood-shed. 

Chaos filled the streets as sons, daughters, husbands, and 
wives all scrambled to find their loved ones. The pungent smell 
of something burning accompanied the desire to make sense 
of the confusion. I was belittled to an infant, a youth, 
scrambling to find an authority figure where I could seek 
solace and explanation. All I had was all I could carry, my 
phone, wallet, keys, and a camera gifted to me by my mother 
last Christmas. I checked my phone to see if I had received 
any messages from my family asking if I was alright. I only had 
a few messages from my mom. One text from her was on my 
dad’s behalf, another from my sister, and none from my 
brother.

“How are you? Are you okay?” The texts read. She prompted a 
good question. Was I okay? Did I feel okay? My shaking hands 
and desire to throw-up answered that for me. Yet that wasn’t a 
message I wanted to convey to them. I checked the time on 
my phone. It was 9:00 am 9/11 and a plane had just hit the 
World Trade Center. I stared up at the sky and saw the blue 
was now painted black and was suffocating the light as if it 
wanted to take over the horizon. I made my way to the street 
barreling through the herds of people who had the same idea. 
It was the most deafening silence I had ever heard in the city. 
SoHo is typically riddled with thunderous chatter of shoppers 
and tourists, but this was a different type of noise. The lack of 
unfruitful conversations made it cold and lifeless on a typical 
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day. Instead, I heard shouting and trembling voices that 
sounded as lost as I was. Then suddenly, our rock-bottom of 
terror became deeper as we watched the second plane strike 
the tower.

The first time I had ever used the camera I brought with me 
was at that moment. An unexplainable feeling compelled me to 
immortalize the gory dismay. I looked down at the old Leica 
R7, a relic. It was my grandfather’s which he used to take 
family photos and, until now, had been my desk ornament. I 
had filled it with film the day I got it when he taught me how to 
use it. I put the worn rubber viewfinder to my eye and pressed 
the shutter.

I turned around on the sidewalk to make my way somewhere 
safe until I realized the streets were almost empty, evacuated. 
Those who were smart fled as soon as they could. I, on the 
other hand, was fiddling with a camera while the city was on 
fire. I didn’t move my feet as my brain told me to. I stood there 
feeling compelled toward something stranger, something 
terrifying yet mandatory. I looked down at the aluminum 
antiquity in my hands and brushed away the dust on the piece 
of paper tucked into a little pocket on the back. It was a piece 
from the box of film I loaded the camera with. The paper said 
there were thirty-six exposures on the roll leaving me with 
thirtyfive after my first attempt. I felt drawn toward the 
imprudent idea of approaching ground-zero. The idea burned 

in me like guilt attempting to relieve itself from my conscience 
until I finally broke. I decided to go against the societal grain 
that day in a very drastic manner, I began to approach the 
towers.

My short walk felt like it lasted for days as my mind screamed 
at me to stop while my idiotic idea continued to prevail. As the 
smell of smoke grew more pungent I was reminded of 
campfires or a fireplace setting around Christmas time. That 
smell would go on to represent widows and orphans instead of 
broken ornaments and snow. The towers became clear, what 
was left of them at least. They looked as fragile as if they were 
made out of paper; as if they could be unfolded and 
reassembled.

I circled the area trying to find a way in when I came across a 
store that sold stationery. Its windows used to be filled with 
colorful origami characters. Now the windows were shattered 
and the walls caved in after it was struck with loose debris. 
The characters were gone except for a lone papier-mâché 
tiger soaking in puddle water. Something so valorous in nature 
yet fragile to the touch, and all it took to best the mighty tiger 
was a puddle of water. The more water it absorbed the more 
life was taken along with the vibrancy it emitted. Slowly it 
began to fall beneath the surface. The tail went first and then 
was followed by the legs, then the body, until its head became 
encompassed by the opaque black water.
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Finally, I spotted an opening between two red brick buildings. I 
jumped at my opportunity with a rush of adrenaline. I went 
unnoticed by the police and firefighters searching for the 
areas. Their eyes showed I was no importance to them. I was 
stopped at the sight of a firefighter sitting on the ground being 
tended to by an EMT. He was given oxygen and a Band-Aid for 
the cut on his forehead. His shoulders were broad and his 
build was bulky like a college football player. He sported 
scruffy facial hair dusted with soot from his chin to his eyes. 
The man was looking in my direction, not at me but through 
me. It was almost as if he was looking at something no one 
else could see but him. I began to tremble as my reality had 
caught up with me. It wasn’t until I saw him, the only man I’ve 
seen that could level me with his eyes, that I was destroyed by 
my insignificance. I could only taste the emotions flooding his 
mind like a dam that had burst, releasing the demons he tried 
to protect himself from.

I took his picture quickly before attempting to break from his 
gaze. It was then I realized he was not unique, there were 
hundreds. Hundreds of first responders laid on stretchers 
being tended to or left on the gravel. They were all cursed with 
the same thousand-yard stare that firefighter had. Each of 
them stared in a different direction hoping that someone would 
come to save them. Those who could move were circled the 
ambulances like mosquitos to a light source that proved 
useless to them. My thirty-five exposures spent quickly 

photographing the men mixed up in the aftermath, now I could 
only witness. My nostrils filled with thick smoke and my spirit 
crumbled into dust. Everyone else would have to read about 
this in a magazine. Those articles would not equate to seeing 
the death in someone’s eyes. They wouldn’t be able to 
describe how still someone can sit after their mind begins to 
deteriorate. I would carry those pictures I took forever. 
However, I don’t know how I would be able to show someone 
else. What if they only feel a small sense of misfortune? If so, 
they would serve no purpose. Fear only carries through photos 
if you were the one to take them. True foreboding only sticks to 
an image when you were forced to witness its product. It was 
like looking down the barrel of a gun and daring someone to 
pull the trigger. The bullet being the inability to forget what I 
saw, forever subject the seeing the destruction every time I 
close my eyes. A privilege I could only share with those who 
did much more than I. I wasn’t strong nor brave that day. I did 
however walk amongst those who were. Those men I saw at 
the site that day had the trigger pulled on them. They sat on 
the splintered concrete because their knees wouldn’t let them 
stand. They walked like they were carrying a thousand pounds 
and looked as though they had seen the preternatural.

Those in offices fled in the opposite direction could seek 
shelter. They were able to crowd the television for updates 
from reporters. On the other side of the spectrum were people 
who were counted on to sprint into the wreckage and stare the 
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wicked in the eyes. Titans flew into battle on their chariots in 
the shape of police cars and fire trucks only to be reduced to 
shells of what they once were. The titans were brought to their 
knees and belittled to someone like me and stripped of all 
feelings of valiance or brevity. I was even luckier than them, 
but I was belittled to a meager papier-mâché tiger.
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Stolen Voices, Secret Pain, and 
Uncertain Futures

“The Little Mermaid” has become one of Western culture’s 
most enduring tales. Though originally written by Hans

Christian Anderson in 1836, many readers may find this 
version unfamiliar as subsequent adaptations, mainly the 
Disney animated film, have changed and twisted the story until 
it seems to contain nothing more than a shadow of the deep, 

philosophical threads that Anderson deftly masters. This can 
be illustrated most effectively by one of Disney’s most major 
changes: the ending. The movie’s happy ending erases the 
main characteristic that sets “The Little Mermaid” apart from 
most other popular tales: the heroine never marries. The lack 
of a romantic ending is just one aspect of an extended 
metaphor woven throughout the story which tells the tale of a 
patriarchy in which heterosexual marriages literally destroy the 
female voice, the accomplishments of women go 
unacknowledged, and men have the power to control entire 
destinies.

This patriarchal metaphor begins with Anderson’s exploration 
of marriage and its unacknowledged consequences. When the 
little mermaid visits a sea witch in her quest to join her prince 
as a human, the witch warns her that “once your shape has 
become like a human being, you can no more be a mermaid. 
You will never return through the water to your sisters, or to 
your father’s palace again” (10). This warning represents a 
concept that all brides, especially in Anderson’s time, had to 
reckon with: they can never truly return to their childhood 
home and they must leave all the privileges and relative 
independence of girlhood behind forever. This sentiment is 
further explored when the sea witch tells the little mermaid 
that, in order to be with the prince, she must give up her voice, 
leaving her only with “[her] beautiful form, [her] graceful walk, 
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and [her] expressive eyes” (10). This is an experience that 
many women, even today, must contend with when entering 
into a relationship with a man, whether through marriage or 
otherwise. Once tied to a man, female voices have been both 
figuratively and literally silenced, often through laws such as 
those that declare women the property of fathers, husbands, 
and sons or which make the testimony of women nearly void in 
a court of law. Similarly, it is undeniably true that once women 
are stripped of their voices, the importance of appearance 
drastically increases and, as can be witnessed in the case of 
Snow White’s appearance-obsessed stepmother, beauty is 
often the only possession a married woman can call 
completely her own.

As the relationship between the little mermaid and her prince 
evolves, so does Anderson’s metaphor as he expands on 
female muteness to explore the topics that society has 
prevented women from speaking on. For example, at the 
wedding between the prince and his bride, the little mermaid 
acknowledges that she “suffered unheard-of pain daily for him, 
while he knew nothing of it” and “laughed and danced with the 
rest, while the thoughts of death were in her heart” (14). This is 
a perfect representation of how heterosexual relationships and 
marriages often end, especially in the less liberated past. 
While women’s traditional roles in homes and relationships are 
both demanding occupations and integral to a well-functioning 
family and household, men tend to overlook and 

underappreciate the everyday accomplishments of women and 
the sacrifices of dreams and aspirations they have had to 
make in order to focus on raising children or cooking daily 
meals. Just as the little mermaid’s muteness prevents her from 
explaining herself or revealing her pain, patriarchal systems 
and norms prevent women from speaking out on both small 
and large injustices while experiences of unhappiness, abuse, 
and assault are brushed aside.

This metaphor comes to a culmination when the little mermaid 
chooses death over killing the prince. However, instead of 
dying, she becomes a daughter of the air and is told that as 
mermaids must obtain the love of a human to gain an immortal 
soul “on the power of another hangs [their] eternal 
destiny” (15). This concept has a direct parallel to the women 
of more intense patriarchal periods whose futures were 
completely dependent the reputation of a father, the wealth of 
a husband, or the kindness of a son. However, the tale ends 
on a more hopeful note when, as a daughter of the air 
liberated from the men who had previously shaped and 
constrained the bounds of her life, the little mermaid learns 
that she now has the power to “by [her] good deeds, procure 
[an immortal soul] for [herself]” (15). In this way, Anderson may 
be referring to a future in which women can control and 
choose their own destinies and live completely liberated. This 
dream still applies today for, though the rights of women have 
greatly increased since Anderson’s time, there is still plenty 
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that needs to be changed before the complete independence 
and autonomy of the air spirits can be reached.

In conclusion, whether intentional or not, Anderson weaves a 
deep and complicated thread throughout “The Little Mermaid” 
which subtly reveals the horrors of his intense patriarchal 
society which renders women mute, leaves their suffering 
unacknowledged, and robs them of their power to control their 
own futures. Furthermore, it is undeniable that, through their 
changes, Disney erased a message of patriarchal oppression 
and the importance of independence in romantic relationships 
which is much more valuable to young girls than a story which 
enforces gender roles and the necessity of a man in the life of 
a woman. Instead, whether intentional or not, the original fairy 
tale weaves a story of gender imbalances and powerlessness 
in relationships, which is, unfortunately, still incredibly relevant 
today.

An Infinity

Short Story 
Grade: 12  
Hathaway Brown School  
Instructor: Scott Parsons

An Infinity

The monk was alone and nearing death. The sea around him 
screamed. The waves sought to kill, to puncture the hull of his 
small boat and watch the fatal blood flow not out, but in. There 
was blood on the deck already, the crimson kind that congeals 
thick, whispers of it amidst the bile. It was the first storm in the 
month since he’d crept along a stone floor, loosened a rope, 
and watched sails tremble, timid. The sky had waited to let it 
all out at once. Now, he was twisting, lost atop the crests, his 
supply of hardtack and salt beef almost gone, and he had 
never learned to fish. Monks are not taught to be caught in 
seething oceans with names the cold has stolen from the 
mind. Monks are taught to sit in dark rooms and paint spectral 
crowns of gold leaf around the bowed heads of saints. They 
are taught to comfort lepers with the words of God and forget 
to notice oozing sores. They are taught to pray at the sound of 
bells and be happy in their simple lives: poor, chaste, obedient, 
bound.
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The monk was frozen, lips and fingers numb. He could not 
move from his place curled up in the corner of the small cabin. 
The blankets and cloaks he had unclipped, furtively, from a 
sagging line were wet and dripping and could not shield him 
from the way his hand, propped upon his knee, was vibrating 
along with the boat until he could not remember that his wrist 
had ever ended with anything more than a stump, that this 
blurred thing was not a pale moth, joining the rats in their free 
ride into the nowhere of the sea. He was so sure that he could 
have done it, could have fooled them all, that God, even with 
his great power now lessened by a solitary man sailing without 
chart or knowledge of the stars, would scream to think he had 
been fooled by the wailing orphan, face swollen and purple, he 
had given to a ragged girl to drop on the steps of a monastery. 
He had read about them. He had read them all: the men who 
dared to challenge the unknown and seek the mystery that a 
great, glowing man with a flowing white beard had kept his 
closest secret.

The monk was blue now. The wind had banged the door to his 
cabin open and he could not move to latch it. Tiny crystals 
were dripping from his nose, lovely, shimmering a gleaming 
white amidst a swirling darkness, yet he could not see them, 
only the black waves beyond the prow, crashing upon the 
deck, and foam creeping towards him, twisting like a painted 
stream along the oaken planks as the small boat spun upon 
the waves. And then he was staring into the maw of a great 

destroyer, teeth of pale foam, bloody with the chameleonic 
light of the moon, and he was sure for a moment amid his 
sluggish thoughts that now was the time he must decide 
whether praying to God was worth it…. but then he heard it. A 
music rising from the depths: a flute, lilting along to the rise 
and fall of the waves, and great chords of a lyre, discordant 
with each slap of water along the flooded deck. And then, the 
foam morphed into a flame, great rivers of fire flickering purple, 
orange, green, bloody maws turned dragon snouts, breathing 
out their hunted powers, their eyes stars reflected on boiling 
water the same as if it had been a still lake on a summer’s 
night brought to life by nothing more than a gentle breeze.

And through this, the terror, the burning of the frozen air, the 
blurring of his outline into the ocean’s insatiable expanse, he 
remembered all he had read: Pythagoras and Aristotle and 
Bede who thought the world a sphere and that somewhere 
people walked upside down and never knew it. He 
remembered Hanno and his hairy wild men, the Hyperboreans 
in a land so far North that only the sun and moon could reach 
it, not winds nor storms nor snow. And the monk remembered 
Herodotus who had said that no one can know what’s beyond 
and how he had read this and thrown the book in frustration at 
these old men who never dared to sail to a place where they 
could not see a shore, yet believed their numbers and words 
could speak even for those who did dare. And he remembered 
how he had been locked in a dark room because wrath is a sin 
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and how he had told a spider that he would find it, what all 
these men could not, God’s most closely guarded secret: the 
edge of the world.

And then, as the monk shivered in sodden blankets and his 
boat creaked around him, he saw it: the ultimate knowledge 
that no prophet, no philosopher could find. There, not a mile 
before him, the waves dissolved into a blackness, a tangible 
silence he could taste even on his limp, frozen tongue, and as 
he was tossed closer, the ocean forgot it was an ocean and 
became the air, the sky, the stars, and the monk too: all 
boundaries broken, and he was floating and he felt he would 
never have to eat, drink, sleep again, and the cold no longer 
bothered him for those were all science’s concerns and here, 
there was no science at all. He realized then what it was: God 
had no power here. There were no stars, no moon, no rounded 
sky, no color: he was beyond it all, all except the ocean no 
longer an ocean holding him, more powerful than any God, 
and he was still here: smarter than Aristotle, smarter even than 
God himself. Space and time blurred together, and he floated 
towards the silence and it all became one, until he was there, 
the end, existing because it did not exist, because ends are 
markers for the places where nothing is, and as he fell the end 
enveloped the monk, so dense he tumbled and floated upon it, 
and all he could see was a grey, deep and turning deeper, as 
he dived towards the Godless, the unknown, a bounded 
infinity.
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Pancakes

The rooster out on the fence cawed every morning. The rude 
awakening was as routine as the sun rising in the golden 
clouds. It rang through the air like a deranged shout; a 
desperate plea for companionship. A call for someone, 
anyone, to remind that old rooster that he wasn’t alone in the 
silent world of the early morning. It was with this call striking 
through the misty sky abruptly earlier than usual, that Maisie 
Suellen began that day. The day of her son’s death.

Ever since James Suellen was a child, he insisted upon the 
simple fact that he would become a doctor. His pudgy eight-
year-old fingers would push deep into the shells of limp 
cicadas, exploring for an understanding of the workings inside 
of them. His dark eyes, inherited from his mother, were alluring 
in their curiosity. Always searching, but never quite satisfied. 
Maisie would watch from afar, entertained, and assuming that 
the musings of her small child might soon dissipate. Or rather, 
Maisie feared to hope that the danger of curiosity could be 
accepted in her boy with the midnight skin. Especially hidden 
in the heart of the South, where everything was bound to be 
found out, and her boy would learn this soon enough.  Even 
still, as the seasons changed and everything in Maisie’s boy’s 
life was altered from his preference of music to the absence of 
his father, his love of science persisted like a stubborn fire 
refusing to be doused. 

***

The sticky smell of pancakes danced around the kitchen, 
mingling with the early scent of dew from the grass. It was a 
certain type of smell that never left the house but rather 
lingered throughout the day, bringing a smile to your lips and 
pleasant warmth in your chest every time the sweet, fried 
undertone of it happened to cross your nose. Fat bulbs of 
hyacinth swelled outside the kitchen window above the sink, 
and Maisie breathed them in with a sort of bubbling rapture 
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that came only from life’s simplest pleasures. The day was one 
of the summer’s finest productions, as birds cooed to each 
other fondly and explosions of pollen lead the bees and 
butterflies drunkenly along the flowers. The Alabama sun 
seemed to give a reprieve for the day and cooled its sweltering 
heat, if only a few degrees, to an almost tolerable temperature. 
It was as if Mother Nature herself spread her arms deftly upon 
the day with a smug smile and proclaimed, “Bathe in my 
craftsmanship!” 

It seemed almost as if the universe was trying to, however 
meaningless its efforts were to Maisie, make up for what would 
happen that day.

In a flurry, the front door, adjacent to the sink where Maisie 
was just finishing up, burst open with vigor, and a vivacious 
young woman swiveled her hips in dance through the door. 
Humming an old jazz croon under her breath, Donna Johnson 
pecked Maisie lightly on the cheek in greeting, to which Maisie 
returned with a light-hearted chuckle. Donna settled into an old 
wooden chair across from Maisie which groaned in response 
due to the many years spent being rocked on its hinds by an 
energetic, young James. On the table near the chair, a 
newspaper lay tossed to the side, the headline bearing the 
date: 1956, and the message: Martin Luther King Jr. House 
Bombed. Donna’s forearms sat draped on the creaky arms of 

the chair, and she perched her chin in the palm of her hand 
with amusement.

“Do you ever sit?” Donna remarked as she watched Maisie 
scrub off the last plate.

“I could sit a lot more often if you helped,” Maisie teased good-
naturedly. To this Donna’s face bubbled in laughter, and Maisie 
just shook her head.

“So, Lizzie and James are expecting a baby in the fall? It must 
be very exciting for you, Grandma,” Donna jested. Maisie 
opened her mouth to fire back in the language of their 
amicable banter, but the front door swung open, interrupting 
her.  

The events following from there come only to Maisie now like a 
faded record. Like an old film that scratches along with the 
grainy images in mute. Old Mister Williams bursting through 
the door, his face stricken with grief, would be impressed in her 
vision every time the doorbell rang. The feeling of her insides 
cascading with darkness like a pit would be one that still came 
to her years later, primarily in her nightmares, thick in cold 
sweat and terror. And even long after they cleaned the blood, 
the street would still be stained in her mind. 

Maisie could only barely remember shoving past Mister 
Williams to the streets. It seemed in a blink she had been 
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there, the smoke from gunshots singeing into her nose and the 
smell of pancakes a forgotten memory.     A mass of people 
shouldering cardboard signs with the message “Black Power” 
in big, black lettering was muddled in the center of the road. 

Maisie stood frozen in her path, only seven feet away from her 
dying son. Seven more feet until it became a reality for Maisie. 
Seven more feet until her world ended. People began to trickle 
away from the man like rain down a car window.

James always loved to watch the rain. 

This flitting memory of the blue reflection across her son’s face 
as he traced racing raindrops down car glass was enough to 
jolt Maisie forward. One foot after the other until the seven feet 
were gone and it was just the two of them.  

Police lights flashed away from the body until they were only a 
dim echo in the distance. They left him there. They left him like 
leftovers for all to see.

James laid twisted in a ball just like he had when he was a 
baby. His figure almost morphed in front of Maisie’s eyes to a 
feeble infant whimpering to be fed.  

“Mama?” a weak voice whispered.

“Shh, shh, it’s me, baby,” Maisie murmured into his ear. 
Wheezing clawed itself out of the heaving chest below her. 

Each hacking breath was laced with strain, like the fuzz of a 
static television channel. The heavy perfume of blood was 
nauseating and enough to knock Maisie over as it filled her 
sinuses and muddled her thoughts.

James gulped slowly, his eyes fluttering open and closed in a 
sort of dejected and futile struggle against themselves.

“I’m sorry, Mama. I-I know you hate me going to these things. 
I’m so sorry-”

“Hush up now, baby,” Maisie whispered firmly. “This ain’t your 
fault, not for one second,”

Maisie raised her trembling hand to James’s cheek. She 
brushed away his tears, kissed each of his wet eyelids, her 
mind flickering back and forth from James’s small life. Her 
boy’s life. So much unlived.

“Thanks, Mama. For making me pancakes this morning. I 
forgot to say thank you,” James raised a hand to Maisie’s face.

“You’re welcome, baby,” Maisie’s voice choked out into the 
static air. 

A sort of peace fell over James’s face. His expression was 
solemn and deadened as he gripped Maisie’s quivering arms.

“Tell Lizzie I’m sorry,”
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A breath escaped James’s lips like a quiet hush carried away 
with the ashen wind.

“No,” Maisie’s eyes squeezed shut. Her body convulsed with 
pain. “No, no, no, no, no,” she howled.     Maisie laid her head 
on his, gasping with tears until they became only small 
whimpers. She muttered incomprehensibly about pancakes 
and rain and everything in between. 

It seemed like hours that Maisie sat there; her body rocking 
over James, like the steady lapse of waves on sand.

At some point, Maisie acknowledged Donna’s arms wrapped 
around her, but still, she rocked.

More time was all she needed. The babbling of James’s child 
voice echoed into Maisie’s ears, the memory of his small 
hands grasped her tears, and the ghost of his grown body 
pressed itself against her torso before floating away with the 
smell of pancakes stitched lovingly into the folds of his soul. 
She grasped blindly for more of the silvery essence of him, but 
even his familiar, comforting scent was masked by the cold 
solitude of death.

***

Maisie stood on the porch of the Abel family’s cavernous 
house: an abode filled to the brim with unused rooms and lofty 

chandeliers, both securing an image of wealth unique from the 
others, and an air of superiority from all who entered.

Mr. Abel had sent Maisie on her way with words something 
along the lines of, “Too slow” or maybe: “Too depressed.” 
Maisie was a bit too much of each then to really catch what he 
had said before ushering her out into the now fall wind. The 
breeze bit her cheeks a rosy red and started to falter her step 
as she stumbled along the sidewalks. The world below her feet 
was a blur of perfectly paved pavement and not a speck of dirt 
or weeds could be seen upon them. This concerned Maisie to 
no end. Where were the small bursts of green weeds that had 
fought their way to the sun? Whose right was it to snuff out 
their sprouts that had so defied the constraints of concrete? 
Soon, Maisie could bear the pavement no longer and started 
to kick at it as she walked to her house. She kicked and kicked 
until her toes felt sore through her worn shoes.

Suddenly, an icy cold feeling shot up Maisie’s spine and tingled 
through her back. The creeping sensation of eyes was an 
eerie one, and there they were, lurking behind the shaded 
window of a police car. They held a fear inside them. A fear of 
difference; fear of her. She was a threat in their eyes just as 
much as James had been; a weed in their starch white 
pavement.

Keep your head up, keep your hands visible, do not give them 
a reason to shoot. It was the message that
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Maisie’s father told her and she told James and Lizzie would 
tell her child born without a father for that very reason. Just 
keep walking until they approach you. If they do; you. Do. Not. 
Move.  Maisie kept walking. One foot in front of the other. “Just 
one foot at a time” was the language of which Maisie used to 
keep herself from falling over the threshold of darkness so 
often looming in her mind. Still, the spine-chilling feel of eyes 
pushed heavily into her back. Her breathing quickened to a 
pace matching that of her heart, which was ripping a hole in 
her chest at every second. 

Remember your life before they come. Remember the 
humbleness of your childhood and come to it again before 
speaking. Faster, faster! The streets changed to darker and 
more decrepit versions of themselves; the ones Maisie had 
known to be the best for skipping rope. There was the porch 
where Maisie’s father had sat with the other men and drank, 
discussing the woes of the world. There was the tree always 
filled with fireflies where James’s father and Maisie had first 
said “I love you”, and it was the same tree where he hid his 
suitcase before leaving. The cops were long gone by now: left 
off on some other business more exciting than following a 
frantic, sweating Black woman. Maisie still walked with ferocity. 
Her teeth bit down on her lip so hard that it began to bleed at 
the surface, and the metallic taste of blood stung her tongue 
along with burning tears.  When she finally reached the house 
she had been looking for: James’s, her legs buckled beneath 

her. Long and hard gasps forced themselves from her chest 
and she grappled for air. Her knees stung with the scratches of 
the pavement and she felt bile creep up her throat, but she 
pushed it down with sobs. She sat on the ground crying and 
wheezing and gasping until Lizzie and Donna rushed out of the 
house to find her.

Maisie felt someone’s arms shroud her inside them. It wasn’t 
very pleasant; more a smothering intense pressure rather than 
a comforting hug. But it did the trick just fine, and soon 
Maisie’s gasps became slower and stunted by the heavy 
clutch of Donna’s arm.

“There you go,” Donna whispered, her body still awkwardly 
wrapped around Maisie’s head. “Everything’s fine, everything’s 
fine.”

This position was not unfamiliar to Donna. It had been almost 
a month since James’s death and under the spell of the moon, 
Maisie had dreamt of it in violent jolts. Donna had taken to 
wrestling her into her embrace and holding her steadfast to 
soothe her nightmares into the pillowy caress of Donna’s 
chest. 

Just then, almost as if the universe was back at trying to have 
a way with people’s lives, a small cry floated out of the house. 
Lizzie turned around quickly, her face drawn up in alarm and 
worry lines Maisie hadn’t noticed before etched into her face. 
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Lizzie rushed inside the house to pull a small bundle from a 
cradle. It was a peculiar looking thing, a small shriveled little 
ball of brown and pink hues. Maisie’s mouth hung open in 
confusion but slowly reached her arms out to hold her 
grandchild. Donna smiled and nudged Maisie in the ribs. 
“Lizzie named her ‘Hope’,”    “When—” Maisie stuttered.

“It happened this morning,” Lizzie smiled sadly, as it was all a 
bittersweet occurrence to the young woman. She yearned to 
be held again, but the warm touch that was once there had 
long since retired into darkness and left behind a prickling 
sensation of brisk absence.

“We couldn’t reach you,” Donna continued, but Maisie could no 
longer hear what they were saying. The sloped nose of baby 
Hope held a striking resemblance to her father’s. The soft 
curves of Hope’s small cheeks and the sweet shade of 
dripping caramel that filled out her face drew a feeling of 
complete euphoria in Maisie. It was an exaltation that 
demanded to be felt all through her flushed face and that 
pressed up against behind her eyes. Her body seemed to have 
a glow inside that broke through the constraints of her skin out 
unto the world because of that child. That child was going to 
be loved. 

That child was loved. 

The ache and pain of the hole Hope would have in her new life 
would be soothed the best it could by the love that would come 
upon her like a waterfall from those three women. And 
wondering how the hurt could be numbed as such by this child, 
Maisie knew it with every inch of her body that James was 
there, smiling down at the wonderful creature he had made, 
and kissing each one of them on the cheek before ascending 
back to heaven.

***

The morning still scared that old rooster. The sky bathed in 
light and the strange feel of remoteness drowned out the poor 
rooster’s mind until all it could do was scream to overtake the 
aloneness it felt. In some mornings Maisie was the same as 
the rooster; their souls kindred in a sense. On these particular 
days, she clung to her granddaughter, Hope, and breathed in 
James from the ends of her hair. She still had the nightmares 
of losing her son. She still felt his loss every single day. But he 
remained with her through Hope… and the smell of pancakes.
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Increasing Idiosyncrasies

Paper Man
he always had a way with words-- it was 
as if his blood pumped morse code of 
dashes and dots, perfectly crafted and 
well spoken thoughts. the thought of 
keeping all his talent to myself was theft 
at its core,
so paper man started to share it with the 

world he engrained my brain with the 
reality that to learn I must read, though he 
never did. he never had to, of course.

paper man told me once that you 
can crumple your words, 
overshadow parts of a page, and 
leave seen the ways in which you 
want your story to be heard. I 
realized, though, as soon as I 
could pick up a pen we held our 
ink in different ways. I wanted to 
go home, he dreamed of the year 
we could stay.

he made me forget what I wanted 
in a matter of weeks or days. 
reading lead-ins so convincing I 
forgot I was the punchline.
listening to his buzz words so enticing I 
forgot a lifetime of tragedy.

I learned he was simply a 
paper mache masterpiece-
-
hollow, wrinkled, with mistakes he liked to 
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repeat full of promises that you can bite into, 
but could not chew.
on the brink of starvation, when 
the most delicious thing hangs 
stapled to an electricity pole, you 
find you can eat ream after ream 
of thick cardstock paper, but you 
can never be full.

I try hard to get his story. sleep 
with his paper under my pillow, 
hoping in my dreams his reports 
of every reason why not will 
somehow sound just right.
the broken news cycle will finally get to me, 
weeks on end of the same story.

I hope one day he writes a paper back to me.
a new story, telling me all the 
things my wallpaper aches for him 
to say.
I love you, I’m 
sorry, “let's go 
home”. 

Funhouse Mirrors

all I can remember-the smell of funnel cake 
looking for myself in unconventional places. far 
after the parade was gone, tent taken down, I 
visited the circus after it became a ghost town. 
thumbing through dropped flyers, wrapping my 
hands around the doors of an empty cage after 
hours were the most beautiful in every way.

I could not tell my bathroom walls 
from the house of mirrors.
my contorted image stared back at me either 
way, but only one asked for me to believe I 
was okay.

even if my smile stared back with lips curled 
down, proportions out of place, it was right. 
sometimes, I wonder when God whipped up 
the image of my face, why he ceased to make 
macaron tufts and settled for my pancake face 
because now the world believes me in every 
passport photo and ID to be three scoops sugar, 
a dash of milk, with not an ounce of eurocentric 
beauty in me.
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sometimes I can still see my real 
face through the mirror’s folds. I 
tear my skin apart at the sight of 
any blemish, as if to excavate any 
part of me that was ugly or told 
myself I could be a cast member of 
the freakshow. as my face slowly 
digs its own grave, none of the 
original skin left unscathed.
the blood drips down by nose 

and I am not her anymore. to 

think that when the pretty 

boy, with sea salt spray in his 

tangled beachy waves, held 

his hand out hold my face it 

landed far in front of my 

cheek. grasping for a wider 

jaw to hold, a taller nose 

bridge to anchor, for depth to 

feel me through skin and 

bone, I watched his big hands 

struggle as he faulted from 

three to one dimension. I 

know he was thinking about 

her angelic nose,

compared to that I 
wasn't much to hold.
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The Patriarchal Phenomenon: An 
Evaluation of Internal Freedom in Their 
Eyes Were Watching God

The patriarchy is arguably history’s longest and most 
oppressive social systems ever seen. Just by reflecting on 
American history, women did not obtain the right to vote until 

1920, whereas men with property exercised this right for well 
over a century. Even in the modern age, because the United 
States’ principles were rooted in the ideals of male dominance, 
the patriarchy is easily visible from examples such as the wage 
gap or discrimination in the workplace. But as our society 
works to undo the past wrongdoings, the early 1900s seemed 
to almost promote or encourage the development of the 
patriarchy. Women of this period became slaves of the system 
working not for themselves, but rather for their husbands. In 
the case of Janie, she is not an exception to this oppression. 
She too is forced to face the brutal force of the patriarchy, 
which comes in the form of her three husbands throughout the 
novel. However, by accepting the definition of freedom as the 
gaining of agency within a social system that remains 
patriarchal, it is clear that Janie creates a sphere of social 
isolation that allows her to grasp the freedom she seeks. 
Therefore, by analyzing the characters including Janie from 
Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, freedom is 
something internal that can be achieved by anyone no matter 
the social, political, or economic restraints present.      

While it is true that Janie does not take down the social system 
that acts as her suppressor, it does not necessarily follow the 
fact that the men who are expected to thrive in this social 
climate suffer tragic lives as well. While opening the novel, 
Hurston explains the nature of men’s dreaming compared to 
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that with women’s. She writes, “Ships at a distance have every 
man’s wish on board. For some they come in with the tide. For 
others they sail forever on the horizon…That is the life of men” 
(Hurston 1). Hurston describes that men typically see dreams 
on a distant horizon and they become spectators to these 
visions. The dream is realized by external factors beyond the 
watchers’ control. So, this action, or lack thereof, renders the 
men into passive objects rather than active subjects. Similarly, 
this type of dreaming is reflected upon the character of Joe 
Starks. Joe desires to take control of a town and ultimately 
become a god. Yet, throughout this path towards authority, Joe 
never truly achieves his dreams.

Rather, he dies a tragic life infertile and unfulfilled. The street 
lamp scene exemplifies this idea. Joe preaches: “Folkses, de 
sun is goin’ down. De sun-maker brings it up in de mornin’, and 
de Sun-maker sends it tuh bed at night. Us poor weak humans 
can’t do nothin’ tuh hurry it up nor to slow it down. All we can 
do, if we want any light after de settin’ or befo’ de risin’, is tuh 
make some light ourselves…And when Ah touch de match tuh 
dat lamp-wick let de light penetrate inside of yuh, and let it 
shin, let it shine, let it shine” (Hurston 45).

Joe wants to become a version of a god-like figure. Instead of 
holding a ceremony for building one streetlamp, he relates this 
supposedly monumental event in the town’s history equivalent 
to that of the creation of Earth by God. Joe also reveals his 

desire to become a god through his conversational tick: “I god 
amighty” (Hurston 78). This dialect both symbolically and 
physically pushes the concept of god closer to Joe’s name 
and, consequently, everything he stands for. Taken together, 
through his chosen language and mannerism, Joe has a 
passive position on his own life. He longs to become a god-like 
authority figure of Eatonville, however, this unrealistic dream is 
so farfetched that it never truly arrives to shore. Joe is so 
fearful of losing his little power that it transfixes him into a life 
of confinement, making him less free than his own wife. This 
confinement ultimately supports the thesis of how freedom is 
indeed internal. In theory, Joe should have lived a prosperous 
and comedic life due to his gender status. But unfortunately for 
him, this is not the case. Even in the patriarchy where the men 
hold the authority and power, Joe’s preconception of internal 
freedom, wielding god-like authority, is too radical in this 
society. He changes his definition of freedom so that he can 
never truly achieve it on a material plane, indicating that the 
individual determines his or her own freedom, not the society. 

Although Joe never achieves his internal freedom, Janie alters 
the scope of her dreams to undermine the preexisting 
patriarchy. Alongside Hurston’s claim about the nature of 
men’s dreams, Hurston draws a clear distinction about the 
nature of women’s dreams. She writes, “Now, women forget all 
those things they don’t want to remember, and remember 
everything they don’t want to forget. The dream is the truth. 
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Then act and do things accordingly” (Hurston 1). On the 
contrary to men, women see dreams on a closer horizon and 
strive to make them true through acts of remembrance and 
forgiveness. Again, Hurston uses Janie to fit this generalization 
about women. Although she endured the suffering and pain 
stemming from the patriarchy with her three husbands, Janie’s 
dreams or arguably fantasies only capture the good memories 
instead of the bad. Hurston’s last free indirect discourse of 
Janie says, “Here was peace. She pulled in her horizon like a 
great fish-net. Pulled it from around the waist of the world and 
draped it over her shoulder. So much of life in its meshes! She 
called in her soul to come and see” (Hurston 193). Hurston 
relates the symbolic gesture of a fish-net capturing only select 
species of fish to that of Janie’s memory only recollecting the 
good. In this case, Janie’s selective memory reveals her 
isolated social perception. Since Tea Cake’s death, Janie 
becomes alienated from society. But Janie rises above it all. 
She is legally declared a free woman from the court system 
and she brings this verdict to life. Through her blue, muddy 
overalls and careless attitude towards the community, Janie 
achieves and embraces her internal freedom and, because of 
this, is no longer mentally tied to the chains of the patriarchy. 
Just as the wind moves carelessly through her open windows 
at the end of the novel, Janie now can live her life the way it 
was designed to be: fluid, calm, and beautiful.

It has become common today to dismiss both internal and 
external freedoms without the obtainment of proper justice; 
however, this is not to say that dreams similar to Janie’s mainly 
serve as the first step towards salvation. For years, Janie is 
virtually enslaved to her three husbands, listening to their 
every command. Whether she tends the fields, works in the 
shop, or keeps her hair up, Janie demonstrates her submissive 
attitude towards the patriarchy. Furthermore, both Joe’s and 
Tea Cake’s abusive behavior is a symbolic gesture towards 
men’s overarching dominance over women in this culture. 
Although it seems as though Janie has escaped the patriarchy 
with the death of both Joe and Tea Cake, the pressures of 
male supremacy still seep through the cracks of Janie’s life. 
The trial scene encapsulates this extended patriarchy to not 
only the domestic sphere but also in society as a whole, 
ultimately leading Janie towards isolation. After the verdict of 
Janie’s trial, some African-American men explain:

“Yeah, de n women kin kill up all de mens dey wants tuh, but 
you bet’ not kill one uh dem. De white folks will sho hang yuh if 
yuh do.”

“Well, you know whut dey say ‘uh white man and uh n woman 
is de freest thing on earth” (Hurston 189). In this case, the men 
are not judging the verdict based on any factual evidence. The 
discrimination stems from Janie’s sex and nothing more. It is 
important to note that these comments are made by African-



103

American men, implying that it is not about her race that 
prompts these comments, it is chiefly her gender. Therefore, 
this shows that the patriarchy still looms over and threatens 
the security of Janie’s livelihood. With this in mind, it is difficult 
to imagine a world where Janie is truly free from her past and 
present chains to the patriarchy. Without proper justice and 
closure, Janie should not be able to escape her life of 
confinement.

However, it is necessary to understand the meaning behind 
Janie’s actions after the death of Tea Cake to better grasp the 
idea of internal freedom. Looking towards Fredrick Douglass’s 
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American 
Slave, the concept of dreams and fantasy make a reoccurring 
appearance. While describing how he turned into a slave, 
Douglass writes, “My natural elasticity was crushed, my 
intellect languished, the disposition to read departed, the 
cheerful spark that lingered about my eye died; the dark night 
of slavery closed in upon me; and behold a man transformed 
into a brute!” (Douglass). Douglass did not become a slave 
simply because of his predetermined legal status. Rather, it 
was due to his master’s forced imagery of reducing Douglass 
into that of an animal or a brute in this case, taking away his 
humanity. This indicates that a dream is the first step to 
achieve some goal (or in the case of Douglass, the unfortunate 
transformation into a slave) and not any political or social 

constraints, which only help to fuel the process. Referring back 
to the civil rights movement, would African-

Americans achieve a desegregated society without imagining 
what that would look like? Would the United States still legally 
support racism in our country if MLK and his movement did not 
dream of unity? Likewise, Janie takes the first step into 
escaping the patriarchy by creating a sphere of social isolation 
that allows her to experience what freedom feels like. Of 
course, the patriarchy still exists after the trial scene, but Janie 
needs to rise above the level of submission to the patriarchy 
by envisioning a freer world for herself. She no longer is a 
slave to the system and can work towards obtaining justice 
after her enlightenment.

In the end, Janie escapes the hands of the patriarchy through 
her mental and physical isolation from her oppressors, 
ultimately promoting her achievement of internal freedom. 
Without this sense of remembrance and forgiveness, Janie 
would not have taken the necessary steps to be saved; which 
is why it is so important for women like Janie to adopt these 
principles. However, it is necessary to understand the dangers 
that are associated with this type of dreaming. Instead of using 
it for its intended purpose, dreams similar to Janie’s can turn 
into unrealistic fantasies like that of Joe, serving only to send 
someone on an intangible path. Most women today are still 
subject to the crippling patriarchy that ruled the United States 
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since its birth. Because of this, we cannot simply forget about 
the past and present injustices as a collective community. Our 
society should look to envision a brighter and more equitable 
future for the next generation to end the patriarchy once and 
for all.

The Trump Administration Versus the World Trade 
Organization: America’s Growing Isolationist 
Ideology
Were Watching God 
Critical Essay 
Grade: 12  
University High School  
Instructor: Scott Boehnen

The Trump Administration Versus the 
World Trade Organization: America’s 
Growing Isolationist Ideology

During the interwar period between the two world wars, 
countries around the globe imposed high tariffs in response to 
the economic depression that affected millions to protect their 
domestic industries. However, contrary to what these nations 
hoped to achieve, this protectionist ideology only served to 
negatively impact their economies, eventually pulling them 
apart and sparking another world war. Since that period after 
WWII, the United States, now a global powerhouse, aimed to 
tear down the trade restrictions and regulations these nations 
were so used to relying on with agreements and legislation 
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such as the Reciprocal Trade Agreement Act and the General 
Agreement on

Tariffs and Trade. These steps taken by the United States 
eventually lead to the creation of the World Trade 
Organization, an international institution that hopes to facilitate 
free trade agreements to ensure economic prosperity for all its 
members (Gulotty 2020). Nevertheless, although the United 
States once stood as a world leader taking the first steps to 
achieve the global trade regime dependent on free trade and 
reductions in tariffs, now, under the Trump administration, the 
country has reverted to the early 20th-century trading practices 
that directly contradicts the institutional framework for which 
the WTO was built on. By favoring economic nationalism, the 
Trump

Administration has challenged the WTO in two ways. Firstly, 
President Trump has undermined the authority of the WTO by 
abusing Article XXI of the GATT 1994. Secondly, the 
administration has demonstrated its intentions to use trade and 
trade restrictions as a means for its political gains. The rest of 
the world can respond by firstly allowing the United States to 
keep its current tariffs while also permitting retaliatory 
measures from other WTO members. Additionally, participating 
members should change the language of Article XXI of the 
GATT to deter future false national security threat claims.

The Trump Administration directly challenges the WTO by 
abusing the institution’s loopholes. One key characteristic of 
President Trump’s economic policy is his belief that trade is a 
win-lose game. He wants to transform the global trade regime 
into solely bilateral agreements so that the United States can 
use its power to get the better end of the deal. This is best 
demonstrated through the renegotiation of NAFTA into the 
USMCA, which, in the end, hurt Canada’s dairy industry (and 
helped the American dairy industry) but was signed by the 
Canadian government regardless (Bown and Irwin 2019). 
Because of this stance on trading policy, President Trump 
used Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act of 1962 to place 
tariffs on both steel and aluminum imports. The United States 
argued that it needed to protect its domestic steel and 
aluminum industries—which are vital materials for the military
—using tariffs even under the WTO’s free trade policy, using 
Article XXI as justification. Article XXI of the GATT 1994 
essentially explains that members can impose trade-restrictive 
measures such as tariffs if there are national security interests 
at stake. In the case of the United States, the Trump 
administration claims that the domestic steel and aluminum 
manufacturers are vital to ensuring national security because 
of the materials’ connection to military vehicles and naval 
ships. However, since no evidence suggests the possibility of a 
future surge of steel and aluminum imports, this implies that 
the United States is using Article XXI simply to fulfill President 
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Trump’s protectionist narrative (Reinsch and Caporal 2019). 
Unfortunately, this abuse of one of the WTO’s legal loopholes 
will threaten the institution’s dispute settlement and leave a 
political cleavage in the institution. If the WTO allows the 
United States to impose tariffs under the national security 
claim, then other countries might follow this loophole, 
ultimately undermining the WTO’s main purpose of facilitating 
a free trade system (Lester and Zhu 2019). An consequence of 
rejecting the United States’ reasoning to tariffs might result in 
the country withdrawing from the WTO altogether, which would 
mean all the WTO members would lose access to the United 
States market. Either way, this challenge from the United 
States puts the WTO in a difficult position as both extreme 
options appear to be a lose-lose situation (Tran 2019; Gulotty 
2020).

The second most important way the Trump administration has 
challenged the WTO is through using traderestrictive 
measures for political gain. As stated before, President Trump 
is largely distrustful in the concept of free trade. However, it is 
important to note that he uses trade restrictions such as tariffs 
as leverage to keep the United States in power, subsequently 
destroying all previous established trade relations. Because of 
its massive economic growth in the past few decades, the 
United States views China as a major threat to its American 
based industries. As a result, to address this threat, President 
Trump used a trade war with China to stop them from 

manipulating their currency, stealing intellectual property, 
subsidizing their companies, and harassing foreign firms to 
name a few conditions (Bown and Irwin 2019). Although this is 
one case, the Trump Administration has repeatedly used 
economic warfare through trade restrictions to meet its 
demands which only serve its political and national interests. 
This directly challenges Article II of the Marrakesh Agreement 
Establishing the World Trade Organization because it states 
that the WTO wants to cultivate an international environment 
where contracting parties build trade relations. However, over 
the last four years, the Trump administration has been tearing 
down these relations to protect American industries, which, 
again, undermines the authority of the WTO displaying them 
as a weak and ineffectual international institution.

In response to the protectionist pressure from the Trump 
Administration, the rest of the world can work to strengthen the 
authority of the WTO without punishing the United States this 
time. The United States believes that if they lose a dispute 
settlement regarding the tariffs on steel and aluminum, any 
WTO punishment would be regarded as a threat to national 
sovereignty, which might lead the United States to withdraw 
from the WTO. Of course, this would be a negative option 
because access to American markets is essential for other 
countries’ economic prosperity (Gulotty 2020). Yet, at the same 
time, the WTO cannot promote others to use Article XXI to 
abandon free trade. Therefore, the other members of the WTO 
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should permit the United States to use tariffs while additionally 
allowing the rest of the world to take retaliatory measures. As 
demonstrated by the significant drop in American steel 
production since the authorization of the tariff on steel 
products, the United States will have to eventually give in to 
the economic pressures from the rest of the world if it 
continues on its protectionist route (International Trade 
Administration 2020). Lastly, the other members of the WTO 
should change the language of Article XXI of the GATT to 
ensure that a separate WTO governing body will determine the 
validity of security exception claims.      

The United States has taken drastic action to its trade policy in 
the past four years that has permanently damaged several 
trading relations between other countries, ultimately negatively 
affecting its economy. Hopefully, the future pressure from the 
WTO and other global powers will be enough for President-
elect Joe Biden to realize the harms of protectionism—a 
lesson that should have been learned in 1945.
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A Google Search 
Poetry 
Grade: 11  
Bay Village High School  
Instructor: Kristen Srsen Kenney

A Google Search

What is the least amount you can consume without dying
                  smallest portion of food possible
                 lowest BMI for a teenage girl     
                
Why am I so fat
                   ugly    
                  alone
                 alive

How do I  cut calories
               skip meals without anyone knowing
              burn fat while sitting down
             drop weight fast 
            not eat 

How many  calories does it take to lose a pound
                  cookies does it take for you to gain weight 
                 crunches does it take to lose belly fat
                push ups does it take to get rid of arm fat
        
Anorexia furtive suggestions                 
              deceptive encouragement 
             conspiring pictures
            hotline for deceit 

I want to be skinny
              lose weight
             have anorexia                             
            Die

How do I hide food
               not let my parents know 
              ignore my hunger cues
             lose ten pounds in two days 

Gold Key

CARLI MENDELOW



109

            Stop 
                
Doctors near me

Treatment near me

Therapists near me

How do I ask my parents for help
              acknowledge the state of my eating disorder
             recover from compulsive thoughts
            nourish my body 
           GROW 
          LET GO
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The Carpenter Room 
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Hawken School  
Instructor: Terry Dubow

The Carpenter Room

Big Alvin Carpenter worked the coffee 
counter, ate breakfast at Booeymonger, 
gave great leads from the cherry-colored 
chair in the room that would bear his name.
Big Alvin Carpenter, all wiry muscle and loose t-
shirts, wore a shiny watch and gold-rimmed 
glasses that took up half his face, that broadcast his 
eyes to a wider audience. Big Alvin gave my mom 

away at her wedding
in a broad-shouldered suit, 
walked her down the aisle 
between the blue chairs set up for the ceremony, but also for 
the 7 a.m. daily meeting in the room that would bear his name. 
Big Alvin carried me on his high-up shoulders, perpetually held 
a white styrofoam cup of black coffee in his long-fingered 
hand, visited our apartment at the Gallery often, touched the 
ceiling - see how tall Alvin is? in front of the disposable 
camera’s cheap flash as the photo album reached its capacity.
Alvin wasted fast.
Alvin was tied down with criss-crossing 
tubes, needle-veined, just like the old days. 
Tall and lean and leaner, slowly narrowing 
in the gurney.
When they knew it would be the last chance to 
visit,
my parents brought me to the 
cavernous, stark hospital. 
Alvin’s eyes were pinched 
tight with pain in his hollow 
face, human and proportional 
without his glasses.
Alvin’s dark skin was gray and 
loose, and I had nightmares about 
skeletons for years.
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My dad blamed the syringe-sharers.
My mom blamed Ronald 
Reagan. Alvin Carpenter was 
buried in a shiny watch and 
gold rimmed glasses and his 
broad-shouldered suit.
Alvin still beams with magnified 
eyes from the wall of the 
Carpenter room, where he gave 
great leads and gave my mom 
away, sober & clean, his shiny 
watch, gold rimmed glasses, 
oversized t-shirt, styrofoam cup, 
white blood cell count
suspended,
vital 
and 
big.
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I Can't Breathe  
Poetry 
Grade: 12  
Cleveland School of the Arts 
Instructor: Brittainy Quinn

I Can't Breathe

I can’t breathe he says
But his knee still in his neck 
Restricted of airflow
Blood rushes out his nose
Body planted to the ground
I can’t breathe he says
But his knee is still in his neck
Body starting to become motionless

His blood cries for him because he can’t 
Red and blue lights paint the path for the spirit of death to 
arrive Because today is the day 
“I’m gonna die today”
Hands cuffed behind back
Body pinned to his death bed 
Hidden under the cop car
Black flesh rots on the ground 
“Everything hurts he says”
But black flesh don’t feel paint the White man believes 
Knee still on neck 
Discontinuance is airflow
Smile and denials from officers
“I can’t breathe he said”

Gold Key
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The Hairdresser 
Short Story 
Grade: 10  
Hawken School  
Instructor: Andrew Cleminshaw

The Hairdresser

Mrs. Lee decided her daughter needed a real haircut. She had 
tried cutting the girl’s hair before, but the result looked too 
cheap for Ms. Lee’s liking. Of course, there was still a 
pandemic happening, so all the salons were closed by state 
order. Luckily, her friend told her there were options down in 
the city, where off-the-books salons were still running.  

Mr. and Mrs. Lee, with daughter in tow, drove from their home 
in the suburbs to the narrow streets of Chinatown. They 

parked their Benz by a curb near their destination; Mr. Lee 
checked three times that the car door was firmly locked.  
Afterwards, they walked clad in masks toward the salon. 

The “salon” turned out to be a garage hidden behind two 
stucco houses barely the width of the Lees’ swimming pool. 
The family walked through the narrow lane between 
residences plastered with Fu signs declaring their owner’s 
desire for fortune and ducked under clotheslines to arrive at a 
quaint but dilapidated outbuilding with flaking white paint and a 
splintered front porch. The “waiting room” of the salon 
consisted of three rain-stained plastic chairs and an end table 
with a missing leg. Beside the garage were vines of bumpy 
green si gua draped upon a makeshift trellis. 

Mr. Lee raised an eyebrow and gestured questioningly at the 
flimsy plastic chairs.

“Of course we sit down. What else do we do?” humphed Mrs. 
Lee.

She took out a box of Clorox wipes from her calf leather 
handbag and wiped every ridge of the chairs. At last, when the 
air stank of lemon and alcohol, she motioned for Mr. Lee and 
her daughter to sit. 

Mrs. Lee, a stocky woman who was barely 4’ 10”, sat on the 
rickety chair, crossed her grapefruit-colored legs and tsk-ed 
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impatiently. Her darting eyes finally fixated on the green fibrous 
vegetables hanging to her left. 

She nodded, “we should plant some si gua in our backyard 
too. I remember in Suzhou my mother used to make it stir-
fried.” She nudged Mr. Lee, who was clearly uncomfortable 
enough in their current environment to not pay attention to her. 

“We don’t have a trellis,” Mr. Lee grumbled.

“We could get one,” said Mrs. Lee.

“We don’t even eat si gua,” the daughter protested.

“Just look at that ripe, long si gua— if someone doesn’t pick 
them soon, they’ll go bad,” the mother interrupted.

“No one in our neighborhood has a trellis for that matter, and 
obviously no si gua either,” the father continued.

Just as Mrs. Lee was about to add that they could plant the si 
gua to the side of the roses, they were called in. 

The mother and daughter entered while the father waited 
outside. The hairdresser greeted the pair with a curt nod of his 
head. He was a man of perhaps forty with sun-speckled skin 
and stern demeanor. He wore a grey shirt with rolled sleeves 
and faded red han characters and a pair of blue denim jeans. 

The garage was populated by a practice hair mannequin set 
on a folding table next to a Walmart shelf of various hair dyes 
and sprays. To the right was a black faux leather barber’s chair 
in front of a cheap vanity setup.

Mrs. Lee asked in mandarin, <<did you disinfect the chair?>>

<<Already did,>> the hairdresser replied.

<<I was just asking so I know if I need to,>> the mother said, 
holding up the box of Clorox wipes.

The hairdresser grunted in acknowledgment and moved 
toward the vanity. 

The daughter sat down in the barber chair. Mrs. Lee could see 
a yellow note stuck on the mirror displaying an old sticky note 
with han characters: 15 for men, 22 for women, cash only. Her 
daughter only stared blankly at it though, as she couldn’t read 
Chinese. The hairdresser tied a black salon cape with the 
texture of a garbage bag around the girl’s neck. He hovered 
behind her and surveyed her hair closely. He picked up a 
plastic spray bottle and began to mist the girl’s hair, using the 
plastic comb to sufficiently distribute the liquid.

<< Is the house in front of this salon yours?>> Mrs. Lee 
offered.

<< No. I live upstairs.>>
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<<Did you plant the si gua?>>

<<No. The owners of the house did.>>

 The hairdresser continued to mist the daughter's hair with the 
clear spray bottle. Then, almost as if he was in a trance, he 
picked up his scissors and furiously cut at strands of hair. 
Once he was done with one cluster he moved quickly to the 
next, trimming off vigorously any uneven strands. In the tiny 
garage, the persistent snip snip snip of his scissors 
reverberated in the silence.

The scene reminded Ms. Lee of her first haircut forty years 
ago, in a similarly rundown shack, with her mother hovering 
close behind her. She remembered being awed by the way her 
dry, knotted hair had been transformed through the 
hairdresser’s scissors. Back then, she could pay less than 1 
yuan to receive a top-quality haircut, not enough to buy a pack 
of gum in America.  

As the hairdresser moved to respray the girl’s hair with water 
in preparation for a second round of cutting, a 90’s cantonese 
rock song blared from his Nokia. 

He snapped open his flip phone and, after frowning at the call 
address, pressed the black plastic casing to his ear. 

<<Get to the point.>>

A man’s voice responded in Chinese, <<Hi Mr. Guang, I was 
just calling to say that I might run a bit late to my appointment 
today...>>

The hairdresser shut the flip phone and tossed it on the shelf 
of hair sprays and dyes. 

Then, as if nothing had happened, the hairdresser picked up 
his scissors and continued perfecting his masterpiece. 

Good for him, thought Mrs. Lee. 

Thirty minutes later, the hairdresser dried the girl’s hair. He 
glanced a few times at the final product and, satisfied, took off 
the salon cape and brushed off his hands on his jeans. The 
daughter glanced at Mrs. Lee before standing up awkwardly. 

“Go with your father to the car,” Mrs. Lee said in English, 
carefully hanging on the “t”s and “r”s. After she made sure her 
daughter and husband had safely departed, she produced 
three crisp bills from her pocket and handed them to the 
hairdresser. He quickly shoved the money in a jar half filled 
with coins and crumpled dollars. Then, the hairdresser walked 
Mrs. Lee out to the entrance. Just as Mrs. Lee was about to 
thank him, he closed the door.

A few minutes after Mr. Lee and the daughter located their car, 
Mrs. Lee rejoined them. While Ms. Lee stepped in the car, the 
husband wordlessly pocketed his work phone and pulled the 
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seat belt over his shoulders. As Mr. Lee locked the door and 
started the engine, Mrs. Lee adjusted the rear view mirror so 
she could get a clear view of her daughter’s hair. She nodded 
with content.

After a few minutes, they were halted at a traffic light. While 
Mr. Lee honked the horn angrily, Mrs. Lee stared at the almost-
perfect replica of her antiquity. All around her were faded brick 
walls, chinese glazed roofs, pairs of stone lion statues—it was 
a dizzying mix of her past, yet this time she was in a car, 
merely looking in. 

The light turned green and Chinatown was a blur from her 
window. As their car whizzed by, it was almost as if the han 
characters on the rectangular fluorescent retail signs were 
dancing for a brief moment before disappearing from view. 
Gradually, all the colors had faded, and her window was gray 
again like the smoke after a fireworks show. 

She let out a long sigh. She hesitated, then said, “Let’s not go 
there again. Too dirty.”
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The script about a black mans funeral 
Poetry 
Grade: 11  
Cleveland School of the Arts 
Instructor: Elizabeth Telich

The script about a black mans funeral

put the body in camera shoot 
make him mannequin 
he play dress up in 
tailored suits and big funeral hats
put his face on a tee shirt
snap a pic for the gram

mommas elephant tears 

spark riots
she be banshee 
turn martyr 
her baby ain’t no damn circus act 
snap a pic for the gram 

name taste like 
business investments 
murals on roads 
sell execution weapons 
to people who fantasize black 
boy deaths 
snap a pic for the gram

preform virtual necromancy 
his brutalized body
played on purgatory loop 
down I-95
electronic billboards 
montage the moment
paint him thug 
snap a pic for the gram 

Rehearsals on sundays 
canarys crow at his funeral 
“release the doves” 
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gunshots replaced by fireworks
put his body on hot stones 
“just dead” spray painted on the back window 
cans clank against the road 

by the time the live cremation starts they
too drunk to notice the camera still rolling 
his face burned into every brain in America 
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C is for (CLASSIFIED) 
Short Story 
Grade: 12  
Bay Village High School  
Instructor: Kristen Srsen Kenney

C is for (CLASSIFIED)

Two things happen when I wake up Sunday morning: I open 
my eyes, like everyone does upon waking up, and I scream. 
The latter, if it wasn’t obvious, is most definitely not something 
everyone does upon waking up. The screaming isn’t planned, 
for further clarification. Maybe somebody out there enjoys 
starting off their day by yelling, to get the grogginess out or 
something, but I personally have no interest in adding it to my 
morning routine. The person who had been shaking my 

blanket-covered shoulders gives me a strange look, as if I’m 
the weird one for screaming about a complete stranger 
hovering above me in my own bedroom.

This is my own bedroom, right? A quick scan around me 
confirms that I wasn’t kidnapped and I am in fact laying in my 
bed, and so I bring my attention back to the stranger, eyes still 
slightly tired from sleep. Although, as I continue looking at their 
face wordlessly, the person looks oddly familiar. I can’t place a 
name or reason why, though. Eventually the stranger gets fed 
up with my silence, and comments “It’s about time you’re 
awake, it’s nineo’-clock and we have things to do!”

I blink, once, twice. They even sound familiar, too. The 
stranger is still there, looking increasingly exasperated at my 
lack of response. I sit up, going from sleepy to serious in the 
blink of an eye. Eyes narrowing, I start rapid-fire questioning 
her. “Do I know you? Do you know my mom or something? 
Why are you so casual about this when you have no idea who 
I am, you’re a complete stranger!”

The stranger snorts, brushing off my questions in favor of only 
answering the last one. “I’m not a stranger. You can call me C.”

“C? Like… Cece or something? One letter clarifies literally 
nothing about what is happening right now.” ‘C’ shakes her 
head.
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“Just C, not Cece or whatever you said. Seriously, we need to 
get moving. Your mom is fine with it, but you should probably 
text her before you leave. Although I doubt she’ll say no.”

So she does know my mom, at least so she claims. For some 
reason I trust her word, even though I have no reason to. I 
know I’ve never met C in my life, but my brain has convinced 
itself that I do. I can’t quite place the feeling but if I had to put it 
into words, it would be that C is supposed to be here, right 
now.

“I have homework to do.” It’s a lackluster excuse, but it’s true. 
C doesn’t need to know that I always end up procrastinating 
my homework until around ten in the evening, which isn’t a 
routine I’m proud of but at least I always get my work 
submitted before midnight.

“We’ll be back by ten,” C retorts. I stare at C incredulously as 
she gives me a knowing look. I swear I didn’t say that out loud, 
and I want to question how exactly she knew that, but before I 
can open my mouth, she walks briskly to my door.

“I’ll be downstairs, get dressed so we can get moving. I didn’t 
account for you taking fifty years to wake up, so we need to 
get moving now.”

I shake my head to myself in disbelief as I grab the first 
sweater and jeans combination I see out of my closet. While 

closing my closet door, I start trying to figure out why I’m acting 
like this is just another average day in my life. I should be 
forcing my mom to leave work, or honestly, call the police. 
However, I can’t shake the thought I had just a few minutes 
ago, that C has some sort of reason for being here. She 
reminds me of myself, now that I

think about it. Similar speech patterns and quips, even similar 
looks, we both have light brown hair. Hers is wavier, though, 
the way I’ve always wanted actually, and her eyes are darker 
than my own. That in itself raises a number of new questions 
about C, but I am interrupted by a shout from downstairs. 
“What part of getting dressed takes this long?!”

After pulling on my socks, I turn on my phone. No notifications, 
as per usual. I scroll to my most recent text conversation, with 
my mom, and type “I’m going out with a friend. Not sure what 
we’re going to do yet but i’ll let you know when I’m on my way 
home”.

A second passes, and the typing bubble already appears on 
her side of the chat. I’m walking down the stairs as her 
message comes in, and my mood darkens upon seeing her 
reply.

The text reads “Have fun!! It’s been so long since you’ve hung 
out with anyone, invite them over next time!”, followed by a 
smattering of heart and smiling emojis. The overly-enthusiastic 
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texting isn’t what irks me, it’s that it’s another reminder that my 
friends have abandoned me, as if my brain hasn’t made that 
clear to me daily. But my mother doesn’t know that, and I’d 
rather keep it that way.

I can’t remember how long it’s been since I saw my friends in 
person, or even how long it’s been since our group chat was 
active. In my eyes it feels like it’s been forever, and it 
constantly haunts the back of my mind. Scrolling through our 
group chat, I try to figure out where we went wrong, but 
nothing comes to mind. The shift between us happened all at 
once, and I just don’t know when or why.

I look up from my phone to see C sitting at my kitchen table 
staring into space. Her eyes come back into focus upon 
hearing my footsteps approach, and she stands up. We’re the 
exact same height, apparently. “Get the keys,” she says 
brightly, a contrast to my now-irritated mood, “we’re going for a 
drive.”.

I hate driving. I do it when necessary, but it’s only stress-free 
when I’m going somewhere I’ve been a million times, like 
school or my mother’s workplace. It’s not associated with any 
particular event that happened to me, it’s just an irrational fear 
that I’ve never been able to shake. If I had to guess, it’s 
probably related to the uncertainty of the road: each car is 
moving on its own and there’s no way for me to know exactly 
when someone will merge, or switch lanes, or turn.

Back when I did hang out with my friends, I always made an 
excuse why I couldn’t drive and needed a ride if it was 
somewhere I wasn’t used to going. It was selfish of me, sure, 
but I made an effort to pay for things like gas or food so I didn’t 
feel too guilty for never offering to drive.

Despite that, I now find myself sitting behind the wheel of my 
used car, starting up the engine. “Can I know where we’re 
going so I can put it in the GPS?” I ask, trying to mask the 
stress that just sitting in the driver's seat is giving me.

“I’ll tell you the directions, don’t worry about it. I know that 
driving- I mean, I can tell that driving makes you nervous... 
from your body language, you know?” I turn to look at her, 
confused. Is it really that obvious how stressed driving makes 
me? It’s beginning to get strange how C seems to know all 
these things about me that I’ve never mentioned before, at 
least never out loud. I file it away in the back of mind for now, 
though, so I can try to keep my mind free from distractions.

We’re driving down a street I’ve only been down a handful of 
times when C turns down the radio a couple levels down and 
calmly asks, “Are you satisfied?”

I falter, hands tightening on the steering wheel. “That... that’s 
kind of a loaded question to spring on someone out of 
nowhere, especially considering I still know nothing about you, 
I don’t even know your real name! Why did I even agree to go 
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with you, what kind of spell did you put on me? I should have 
called the police or my mom or anybody else-”

“Who else? Tell me, who else would you call?”

She obviously knows she hit a nerve with that question, and if 
she didn’t, then my steely expression and silence gives it 
away. I would have answered an easy “One of my friends”, but 
now? I don’t think I could bring myself to do it.

C continues, “Seriously, answer the first question. We both 
know the answer but I want you to say it, out loud for once. It’s 
hard to seriously think about yourself like this but I really think 
it’ll help if you do. As tempting as it seems, you can’t just try to 
ignore all of your problems by internalizing everything you 
want to say. You need to start communicating, so you might as 
well start with me. Also, turn right at this intersection.”.

My grip on the wheel is still just as white-knuckled as I flip the 
turn indicator upwards and switch lanes. As we round the 
corner, I say quietly, “I’m not satisfied.” A beat of silence 
passes before I start speaking again, a little louder. “I hate that 
my friends seemingly abandoned me for no reason and I hate 
that I can never communicate the way I can in my thoughts. 
It’s just too difficult to properly word the things I want to tell 
people, so I just don’t do it at all.” I continue rambling until my 
throat starts to go hoarse. I’ve never unloaded that much at 
once onto anyone before, considering I only ever talk to myself 

these days. It’s unusually easy to rant to C, considering I am 
notoriously terrible at opening up to anyone other than my own 
brain.

I can see C nod in my peripheral vision as she responds, “I’m 
proud of you for admitting it out loud. I know that it might mean 
nothing to you because you barely know me, Now, the next 
step is deciding to do something about it. Don’t you want 
closure? Don’t you want to at least try? What if it was all a 
misunderstanding, and there’s really no issue other than your 
schedules not lining up? I don’t want you to lose this friendship 
because of overthinking, and I know you don’t either.” I sigh, 
unable to deny that she is right. Interestingly enough, the one 
thing C got wrong was saying her words were meaningless. If 
only I was able to verbalize my thoughts as easily as she does.

“Turn left into this lot and park somewhere,” C adds as an 
afterthought. I pull into a parking spot that looks easy to get out 
of, and balk at the clock above the radio when I realize that it’s 
already five in the evening. Had we really been driving for that 
long?

We unbuckle our seatbelts and get out of the car. Taking a 
proper look at our surroundings, I see that we’ve arrived at a 
park of some sort, one that I’ve never seen before. C 
immediately sets off onto the trail in front of us, and we walk, C 
a few paces in front of me.
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After a couple minutes of walking, we end up at an empty 
clearing, grass and wildflowers abundant. I look at C 
confusedly as she lies down on the ground, staring up at the 
sky.

“Is this what we came here for?” I question. There really is 
nothing here worth mentioning, and I can’t understand why we 
came all the way out here for a field.

“Not this,” C replies, gesturing to the clearing, “but this.” She 
points up to the sky above us, as I follow suit in lying down. 
Now parallel to the ground, my jaw drops upon seeing what 
she pointed at.

The sky is an absolute explosion of color, of warm blues and 
pinks and purples and colors that I can’t even put a name to. 
We came just in time to see the peak of tonight’s sunset, but 
it’s unlike any sunset I’ve seen while sitting in my room looking 
through the window. It’s intense yet calming at the same time, 
and looks as if a painter had swept broad strokes of color 
across the sky. I’m lost in the sunset, unable to formulate a 
single thought. It’s beautiful, and it immediately reminds me of 
my friends.

These days, reminiscing about what I decided to consider my 
“former” friends usually hurts my chest and my heart, but right 
now, oddly enough, it doesn’t hurt a bit. My mind is overflowing 
with memories, spilling out into the grass and in the sky, and 

instead of shoving them down, I let them overtake my 
imagination.

This moment right here feels like a scene out of a movie, one 
where the protagonist is bombarded with flashbacks zooming 
through her head, projected to the audience like a video 
compilation. In my case, I recognize mental images of us 
blasting the radio in the car as loud as we can stand, staying 
up until the sunrise talking about everything and nothing at the 
same time, laughing until our stomachs quite literally hurt-a 
feeling that I realize I haven’t felt in a while-, and laying on the 
grass staring up at the sky. Just like I’m doing right now.

The park I’m in currently isn’t the one my friends and I would 
frequent, but it still makes me wonder how exactly C knew to 
come here. It feels like it’s too much of a coincidence to bring 
up my friends and then take me to do the activity I loved doing 
most with them. I had brushed off all of her other off-hand 
comments where she sounded like she knew a little too much, 
but now it was getting a little too bizarre. Had she been 
stalking me? I seriously ponder this for a second, until C lightly 
shoves my arm.

“No I absolutely have not been stalking you!” C says 
indignantly, and then slaps her hand over her mouth 
immediately after. “You didn’t say that out loud-”
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“I didn’t say that out loud.” We both speak at the same time as 
I turn my head to the left to look at C. “I didn’t say that out 
loud,” I repeat. “I wrote everything else off as coincidence but 
now, can you explain?”

C sighs, still staring up at the sky, which strangely enough is 
still just as vivid even though it should be dark by now. “The 
short answer is no, I can’t, because an explanation comes with 
lot of science and magic stuff that you aren’t going to 
understand, but-”

I interrupt with eyebrows raised, “Magic stuff?” C finally turns 
over to look at me with an annoyed expression. She continues,

“But, you know. You know the pieces. You know the parts. You 
just have to put them in place. Take a picture. Quiet your mind. 
Breathe. You’ll know what to do next. Who I am doesn’t matter. 
You do. I’m just here to make sure you don’t forget that once 
you get off the path.”

I stay silent for a moment, letting her words sink in, even 
though I’m still wildly confused. “You’re very wellspoken,” I 
comment, for lack of a better response.

C smiles, as if there’s an inside joke that I don’t know. “Yeah, 
well, I learned from the best.” With that, she gives me a light 
push so I’m now laying on my back again, eyes meeting the 
sky once more.

My eyes get lost in the colors instantly, but C’s words are still 
fresh in my brain and I pull my phone out of my pocket. Aiming 
it at the sky above me, I focus the camera and click the 
shutter. I turn my head back to the left, to face C, but I’m met 
with emptiness. She’s gone.

Sitting up, I whip my head around, looking for any trace of life, 
but the clearing is completely devoid of noise or movement. 
How had I not heard her leave so quickly? The sun has finally 
set now, so the dark makes it difficult to see, but I’m positive 
she couldn’t have ran that quickly.

In my hand, my phone buzzes, signifying a notification that I 
notice is just for some random app. It reminds me of the 
picture, still bright on the screen, although my measly phone 
could never do the true sunset justice. Somehow, I know 
exactly what to do, and maybe exactly what C was trying to 
hint to me.

I open the messaging app and scroll down to the groupchat 
with my friends, which hasn’t been used in around a month. It 
surprises me when I see the timestamp- my brain had made 
me feel like it’s been months, but it really hasn’t been that long. 
Confidence surges through me seemingly out of nowhere as I 
begin to seriously entertain the idea that it wasn’t their fault, it 
was more mine. Adding the sunset photo to the chat bar, I hold 
my breath, but only for a second, before pressing send.
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As an afterthought, I add “Thought of you all tonight, maybe 
we can do a sunset drive next weekend?” Almost immediately, 
the typing bubble pops up, and I get a chorus of “Yes!” and 
“Let’s do it!!”. I smile at the screen, slightly amazed that it was 
that easy.

“Don’t sell yourself short, things are harder when overthinking 
gets in the way.” My inner monologue speaks up as I stand up 
and make my way back to the parking lot. It occurs to me at 
that moment that there was a reason C’s voice sounded so 
familiar.

And, with that, the last puzzle piece falls into place.
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Thoughtlessness

Her voice was always loudest in the wind.
It echoed through the trees
Rattling in freedom,
Sang the song of endless memories
Twisted in their branches,
And told the tale of understood secrets
To all those who sat under the leaves’ shade.
The same voice took the shape of a hand

That took mine in Mother Nature’s own
And carried me to a field of nothing but stars,
The only eyes I had ever learned to read.
But what was it that compelled another
To walk across the very same field
And not meet the eyes of his maker once?

The man walks,
But not with his heart;
His blood pumps,
But not with humanity.
Its astonishing
The forbidden steps that had processed
The scarring wrinkles that had formed
Before his wide but downcast eyes
Were forced upwards
By the blinding glare
Of hellfire he placed on Earth.
If only he could run back and find
The distant line between boldness and ignorance
That he had willingly erased
So long ago on that open field.

And as I bury my own small toes
In the ash of a world once familiar
And let my tears fall to the blackened ground

Gold Key
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That they attempt to restore with flowers,
I look up to meet the twinkling eyes of the sky
Only to find they are now hidden by smoke
And I cry,

Mother?
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Burden of the Rabbit 
Poetry 
Grade: 11  
Cleveland School of the Arts 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Burden of the Rabbit

Brief summary:

The queendoms of Vinderheim and Krazny have warred for 
centuries, battling over the iron-rich mountains between them. 
Each people has but one hope for peace: an ancient prophecy 
which promises that when a lifeblood, a sorcerer serving the 
god of life and death, is born to each nation, the two shall 
usher in an era of peace. Krazny’s lifeblood was found years 
ago. Drahomíra Vysoky, called Draha, discovered her magic at 

eight years old. She’s prepared for her fate ever since. Raised 
and trained by military elites, Draha yearns for the day she 
may fulfill her destiny. But when she finally reaches the 
battlefield, her dreams are swiftly shattered. She is expected to 
kill swaths of Vinder soldiers, effectively gutting their army—
something that horrifies her. In Vinderheim, Eyal nat Mateh 
grapples with his own fate. A coal miner, his lifeblood magic 
was revealed when he survived a deadly mine collapse, and 
he was soon summoned to hone his skills under royal 
sorcerers. But Eyal is Ruvav, part of the wandering people who 
practice their own faith; in studying sorcery, Eyal would be 
worshipping a foreign god, and committing blasphemy against 
his own. Neither Eyal nor Draha can deny the war that rages 
between their nations, nor the role they must play in it. But as 
time trickles out, their destinies looming before them, each is 
faced with an impossible decision: to obey and betray 
themselves, to fight and betray their countries, or to run—and 
betray both.

Excerpt:

The first thing Draha notices when she enters the throne room 
is that it’s covered in flowers.

This was expected. Queen Alzbeta’s demanded a display of 
her power before she’s sent to the mountains, and plants are 
the easiest way for Draha to illustrate what she can do. What 
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she hadn’t expected was that the room would be covered from 
floor to ceiling in pretty blossoms and creeping vines, the walls 
and pillars almost completely obscured by greenery.

Draha tilts her head back, closing her eyes for a moment. 
Despite lacking any sort of roots or earth, the flowers are, in 
fact, still alive. A wildblood stands in the corner of the room, 
eyes glowing and a single hand outstretched as he extends 
the flowers’ lives.

Even the dais at the room’s end is covered in blooms. Queen 
Alzbeta sits in the center, face impassive as she drums her 
fingers on her armrests. Princess Ilona, heir to the crown, sits 
at her right, while Prince Timotej waits at Alzbeta’s left. All 
three thrones are adorned with lilies and roses, the white and 
red of Krazny’s flag.

The king-consort’s chair is empty as ever.

Draha swallows, throwing her shoulders back. She’s been in 
front of the royal family countless times before—hell, she and 
Timotej have been nearly inseparable ever since Draha came 
to the palace. Today should not feel any different.

Ružena walks at her side. The two of them are dressed in 
formal uniform, Ružena’s embroidered with shadeblood black, 
Draha’s with lifeblood white. She takes Draha’s hand in her 
own and squeezes encouragingly.

“You’ll do fine,” Ružena whispers, without even looking Draha’s 
way. “You’ve been training for this moment for years.”

“I thought I was training for battle,” Draha whispers back. 
Ružena’s lips curve in a smile.

“That too.”

They reach the dais and bow. Though Draha stays where she 
is, Ružena climbs the stairs and kneels at Alzbeta’s feet, one 
fist over her chest and one folded behind her back. The queen 
smiles, if only for moment.

“My queen.” Though light, Ružena’s voice demands attention, 
every back in the room straightening at the sound.

“You have asked as to whether or not Drahomíra Vysoky’s 
power is truly as great as claimed. She has come here today 
to prove that it is indeed.”

Alzbeta’s flinty gaze suddenly turns to Draha, pinning her in 
place. “Does General Király speak the truth?” “Yes, Your 
Majesty.”

“Very well.” The woman leans back in her seat. “You may 
begin.”

Ružena stands, crossing the room to the wildblood, and 
whispers in the man’s ear. The wildblood’s hand falls, the light 
in his eyes goes out, and Draha inhales deeply.
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The change is nearly imperceptible, but there nonetheless. No 
longer supported by wild magic, the plants have begun to 
wither ever so slightly. Their life will sap in a few hours’ time at 
the most.

Not if Draha has anything to say about it.

“Brother Søren, you have blessed me with your power,” she 
says softly, speaking in ancient Kraznian. “May my actions 
please you.”

She sweeps her arm through the air. The flowers shrivel, 
vibrant colors disappearing as they curl and blacken, as 
though burned. Within moments, not a single petal in the entire 
sea of blossoms has any life left in it at all.

She can taste the death in the air.

“Impressive,” Alzbeta murmurs. “But can you do more than kill 
flowers?”

Draha huffs in annoyance. She flicks her hand, and the flowers 
suddenly spring back to life, their sweet scents filling the air 
once again. Both Timotej and Ilona’s eyes widen with surprise.

The queen seems unaffected.

“These are only flowers,” she says. “Not soldiers.”

Ružena seems riled for the first time. “My queen, if I may—this 
is simply an example of Drahomíra’s power. We did not wish to 
risk Kraznian lives.”

“There are prisoners in the dungeons, are there not?”

Ružena hesitates, eyes flicking towards Draha. Draha feels 
her skin crawl.

She hasn’t killed a person, not yet. It’s inevitable, given the life 
that’s laid out for her, but Ružena has always wanted to wait 
as long as possible.

Alzbeta is still tapping her armrests, still expectant. An idea flits 
across Draha’s mind.

She closes her eyes. She can still taste death in the air, of 
course, but she can also taste life. There’s plenty of it.

“Prince Timotej, there is a rat beneath your chair. If you could 
remove it?”

Timotej squeaks, but he still reaches beneath his seat. After a 
moment, he pulls out a sizable rat, hanging by the very tip of 
its tail from the prince’s fingers. Draha smirks. “Thanks.”

She snaps her fingers. The animal is suddenly flung from 
Timotej’s grasp, squeaking frantically as it sails through the 
room, and it lands several paces behind Draha with a terrible 
crack. It is very much dead.
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Draha flicks her wrist. The rat’s body rises into the air and 
comes to hover between her and the royals, quivering. She 
takes a deep breath.

Brother Søren, allow me to give what I have taken.

She brings her other hand up. The rat jerks. Suddenly it’s 
squeaking again, beady eyes wide with terror as it spins 
slowly.

“Kill a rat,” Draha says clearly, “and I can bring it back to life.”

She drops her hand, lowering the rat gently to the ground. 
Alzbeta has leaned forward in her seat. “Can you do that with 
humans?”

“No, my queen,” Ružena says, before Draha can reply. 
“Necromancy is easy enough with animals, but far too difficult 
with people. Draha would be capable of reanimating the body, 
but it would be little but a shell of the person it once was. She 
cannot call souls back from the dead.”

Draha frowns. Never has she attempted to bring someone 
back to life, which means Ružena must be lying through her 
teeth.

But Alzbeta seems satisfied enough with this explanation. 
“Very well. What else can you do.” Draha smiles. “A great deal, 
Your Majesty.”

“Show me.”

A thrill runs through her veins. Never has she been able to 
demonstrate her power, never has she truly shown what she 
can do—

“That will not be necessary, my queen.”

Ružena’s face is cold, hands behind her back. Draha deflates.

Alzbeta raises an eyebrow. “And why not, general?”

“Draha’s abilities can be… messy. I would prefer not to 
damage the throne room.”

“It’s no trouble,” Alzbeta replies, smiling. “We have plenty of 
servants to clean it up. Besides, I find myself… intrigued.”

Draha glances Ružena’s way. The woman’s jaw is locked, and 
though she’s clearly trying to mask her displeasure, she can’t 
conceal it completely.

“If General Király would like me to stop,” she says quietly, “I 
would be willing to.”

“Nonsense. I want to see what you can do.”

Draha nods, smiling, and closes her eyes once more.

There are bones plenty in Ilazovna, some buried beneath the 
ground, others hidden elsewhere. A few have been laid to rest 
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in the chapels, the remains of great dedicates who served the 
gods well. Draha ignores them all, looking for the bones of an 
animal rather than a human.

She finds a blackbird, dead two years past with its corpse left 
in the gardens. Draha inhales, reaching with her mind, and 
pulls.

It’s only a moment before the bird’s bones appear outside the 
throne room’s window. Draha jerks her hand, splitting the glass 
apart, and the bird’s skeleton comes tumbling in, its wing 
bones fluttering just as they would have in life.

Rats. A fox. Three crows, fallen together. Draha calls them all 
and more, blood thrumming in her veins as she raises their 
bones, and soon there is a menagerie of skeletons running 
through the throne room, their well-worn joints cracking 
together loudly in the silence. Draha smiles, driving them 
faster, faster—

She balls her hands into fists. The bones freeze where they 
stand, still once more. Even the birds’ bones are frozen in the 
air.

There is silence for a moment. Then, Alzbeta speaks.

“You can raise these bones. Can you raise the dead?”

Draha hesitates, gaze flicking to Ružena. The woman’s face is 
blank, head bowed. She does not meet Draha’s eyes.

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Draha takes a deep breath. “I could raise 
their bones.” “Only their bones?”

She hesitates. “I have never tried to raise their spirits. I think 
Brother Søren might balk at that.” Alzbeta nods, chin in hand. 
“Somehow I doubt that this is all you can do. What else?” “I…”

“Tell me.”

Draha nods, pulling herself up to her full height. “I cannot die. I 
can cast protective spells around our soldiers, so they might 
be safe from harm. I can resist magic. I can keep the dying 
alive, even when they ought not to be. I can

—”

Ružena coughs.

“I can do a great many things, Your Majesty,” Draha finishes 
quietly. “Far too many to list.” Alzbeta nods, fingers drumming 
once again. She leans back in her chair.

“Your power is impressive. General Király had told me of your 
gifts, but I had never imagined…” The queen trails off, face 
thoughtful. “What you did with the flowers. Could you do the 
same with soldiers?” “Of course.”
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Alzbeta smiles wickedly.

“You have my blessing,” she says. “You may go to Frodje.”

Draha’s heart leaps. She bows quickly, low enough that her 
braid scrapes the ground. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I will 
make Krazny proud.”

“I am sure you will, Drahomíra. I am very sure you will.”
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Grow Up!

Homer Bias was a humble shopkeeper in Median, a town in 
northern Mississippi. His modest store sold newspapers, 
cigarettes, and various objects that were foreign to anyone 
born after 1975. He was a very short man, he could not have 
been taller than four-and-a-half feet, but he was round and 
thick, with a plump, mushed red face. To the top of his head 
clung his last dozen or so wispy gray hairs, which failed to hide 
his shiny, burnt scalp. As people dropped in his shop, aptly 

named “Shorty’s Sundries,” they remarked at its antiquity. The 
store’s only electric outlets were occupied by one lamp on the 
ceiling and a small, ancient radio in the corner that played 
faint, crackly country music. When Homer greeted customers 
with a “howdy” in his thick, southern drawl, it was clear that his 
vernacular had not evolved with that of the surrounding world. 
Between his unusual language and the store’s contents, 
people felt as if they were stuck in the 1950s.

Throughout his lifetime, Homer had seen much change around 
him, but he never cared much for it. In 1984, his wife, Louise, 
had suggested that he buy a computer to help keep track of 
his finances for his store. Upon hearing this suggestion, he 
scolded Louise: “No fancy machine’s gonna keep track of my 
money for me. Only I do that.” Louise received similar 
responses to all of her suggestions that she believed would 
make his business more successful and advanced: a digital 
cash register, an air-conditioning unit in the ancient building (or 
even some electric fans), and a red and blue “Open” sign that 
might attract passersby. He had the quite the outburst, though, 
when his wife suggested he hire a teenager to help him with 
the shop: sweep the floors, put out new newspapers, and other 
tedious tasks that Homer might not have wanted to do himself. 
This event happened in 1989, once his store had achieved 
modest success.
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“Say Homer, have you ever thought about hiring some help for 
the store? I think little Sammy from down the street might be 
looking for a job,” asked Louise one day, casually.

“No way in hell am I letting that little black boy set foot in my 
store, much less work in it. My father started that store, and 
he’s probably rolling over in his grave just with the suggestion 
of letting that kind of person into his store that he worked so 
hard to build and I’ve worked so hard to keep. I don’t need no 
help. ‘Specially not from any of those types of people.”

Homer’s thorough response made it clear to Louise that he did 
not want help and that he would not allow black people into his 
store, even if they may have been paying customers. She 
knew his was the only store in town that still discriminated 
against black people, but she knew for sure that he was not 
going to make any change any time soon. Homer’s prejudices 
and peculiar businesses practices are better explained when 
his relationship with his childhood best friend is considered.

In 1964, Homer and his best friend, Liam Sprout, were both 12 
years old. Liam was a tall, lanky fellow who was fairly quiet but 
was typically able to fit in anywhere. Homer was pretty short 
for his age, but nothing remarkable. He and Liam both played 
baseball for the team in their town, Median. Median was a 
small town of relatively unbothered folks. The population was 
roughly equally black and white, though the two groups seldom 
interacted with one another. In 1964, however, that changed.

When the groundbreaking Civil Rights Act passed, 
desegregation was imminent, and as black people from 
Median began frequenting the white side of town, there was 
some pushback from the white shopkeepers. Once the school 
started to integrate, Homer and Liam were unexcited, to say 
the least. In the first few months of the fall semester, tensions 
stayed high in the school as neither group seemed happy with 
the new setup. However, by the end of the second semester, 
the first layers of the ice began to break between a small 
portion of the students. Homer and Liam kept their distance 
from that group.

When the first day of the next year rolled around, however, 
Homer was shocked to see Liam hanging around with a few 
kids—black and white. Confronting him, he grabbed his 
shoulder and said “Get away from those guys, what are you 
trying to pull here?” (though Homer’s choice of words carried a 
bit more historical weight and racial sting). “I don’t know,” 
mumbled Liam. As the two boys walked off, Liam snuck a 
glance over his shoulder as a silent attempt to bid the group 
adieu. Homer noticed this subtle action, but did not think much 
of it.

Yet, over the next few weeks Homer noticed that such 
incidents were becoming more common and longer in 
duration. Also, the group of white kids and black kids that Liam 
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was hanging out with seemed to grow to be a relatively large 
group of friends.

One chilly fall morning before school, Homer saw Liam 
throwing around a football with some black boys. Homer could 
not help but gasp when he saw this, as he was offended that 
his best friend would dare associate with black people like that
—and in public, no less. He stormed into the school building.

When Liam sat down next to him a few minutes later in 
homeroom, Homer had to ask him about the radical display he 
had seen earlier.

“What on Earth did you think you were doing playin’ with those 
n—”

“SHHH!” Liam cut him off. “Don’t say that word.”

“Wha-, don’t say wha-, since when do you have a problem with 
me saying that?” asked a perplexed Homer. “What were you 
doin’ throwin’ the ball around with them?” continued Homer, 
moving past Liam’s criticism of his vernacular.

“With Marcus and Bill? We were just playing around before 
class. I got to school a few minutes early, they were playing 
catch, and I asked if I could join,” replied Liam matter-of-factly. 
“Y-you mean you voluntarily joined in on their game?” asked 
Homer in disbelief.

“Yeah! They’re nice guys. Actually, they both play baseball. 
Marcus is a shortstop, so he might be able to fill in this year 
since Tim moved away.”

Increasingly perplexed and angered with his friend’s traitorous 
replies, Homer mustered his retort: “Ha! If they’re gonna be on 
the team, then I sure as hell won’t be!”

“Actually, maybe you won’t be. Bill’s got a strong arm, and he 
might be coming for your spot in right field,” Liam quipped, now 
understanding that his new friends upset Homer.

This put Homer over the edge, and he could not even respond. 
He did not talk to Liam for days after that and hated Marcus 
and Bill even more. He and Liam drifted apart over the course 
of the year to the point that they were complete strangers. That 
spring, Homer was cut from the baseball team, as the coaches 
did not believe that someone as short as Homer—he was 
about 4’6” at the time—would be able to cover enough ground 
quickly enough to play in the outfield, and, even so, his arm 
was not strong enough for right field. Homer had always been 
short but his height had never served as a major 
disadvantage.

Throughout high school, Homer found a few friends that also 
did not favor the integration of the school, though this was a 
rarity as the people of Median adjusted to the change 
shockingly quickly for a southern city. He spent the majority of 
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his free time with them, and the bulk of their conversations 
discussed how the town had become much worse ever since 
the town was desegregated. Homer and his buds stayed in 
Median past high school and found various jobs in town. 
Homer worked at his dad’s store on First Street.

Liam, on the other hand, thrived in high school. A growth spurt 
at the end of junior high set him up to become a star football 
player. He led his team in receiving yards, catching passes 
from his best friend Bill at quarterback. With his tall, 6’4” frame, 
he could catch any ball over any defender that Bill threw to 
him. On the baseball diamond, he and Marcus dominated the 
left side of the infield at third base and shortstop, respectively. 
Liam went on to play baseball at the University of Illinois and 
got his degree in finance as well. He began working for a small 
company in Chicago that saw massive success after Liam 
suggested that they take a gamble and try using office 
computers in the late 70s. The firm took his idea and their 
profits and stock skyrocketed, and Liam continued to lead the 
company to great growth and prosperity over the next 40 
years. Nevertheless, he always came back to visit his family in 
Median at least once a year.

In 2014, Liam and his wife, who then were over 60 years old, 
were visiting Liam’s brother, Frank, in Median for Easter. Liam 
was sent into town tasked with finding some batteries for the 
TV remote, when a small, brown storefront caught his eye. The 

sign above the door read “Shorty’s Sundries.” He ducked into 
the shop and looked around for double-A batteries, though 
based on the other contents of the store he doubted that he 
would be successful in his task. Just before turning to leave 
the storefront, a glint of rose caught his eye from the burnt 
scalp of a bald child. Upon further examination, Liam was 
certain it was no child, but a man who appeared to be at least 
75 years old and but no taller than a ten-year-old. The man 
was looking down as he swept the floor.

“Homer?” called Liam, though quietly, as they were the only 
two in the store.

“We’re closing soon, gotta wrap it—Liam? That you? What’re 
you doin’ in my store?” replied Homer, at first inattentively, then 
engaged once he recognized his old pal.

“Looking for batteries. Got any?” Liam replied, as his straight 
face tried to turn up into a subtle grin. “No. Now get the hell 
outta here,” said Homer sternly, and he went back to his 
sweeping. “Wha—How’ve been? I feel like I haven’t talked to 
you since junior--”

“Since you started hanging around with those black folks.” 
Homer cut him off, his tone now hostile. “No coincidence I 
stopped talkin’ to you after you started associatin’ with them. 
Now you’d better beat feet before I come over there. I’m closin’ 
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and I don’t want you here anyways,” Homer continued, as he 
clearly did not want Liam’s patronage nor his company.

“You’re right. It’s not a coincidence. I thought by now you 
would’ve grown like the rest of the town, but I suppose not. 
Goodbye, Mr. Bias,” Liam responded as he left the tiny shop, 
nearly hitting his head on the doorframe. Homer locked the 
door and cursed out Liam to himself. He wondered what went 
wrong with Liam all those years ago, and said to himself: “How 
could he have changed like that? Why would he ever befriend 
those black kids?” As Liam walked down the street, he pitied 
Homer; he thought it was absurd that all these years later he 
still held on to his childish beliefs.
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Times of Fear 
Poetry 
Grade: 10  
Hawken School  
Instructor: Andrew Cleminshaw

Times of Fear

Part 1
Sickness everywhere.
An unseen virus,
jumping from surface to surface,
using air as its transportation,
causing a time of fear.
Numbers rise.
Numbers that show the infected,

the deaths, those that escaped 
a time of fear.
Familiar faces unrecognizable.
Close friends restrained from hugs,
instead standing six feet apart
in a time of fear. 
Risking your life just to get food.
A trip full of anxiety, 
because people are agitated
in a time of fear. 
Online shops thrive,
while real-life ones die
in a time of fear.
Toilet paper becomes scarce,
same with disinfectant. 
Companies work harder 
in a time of fear. 
Schools forced to close, 
barely hanging on to education
in a time of fear.
Everyone’s told to stay home,
to protect the country
in a time of fear. 
People protest
that they’re tired of staying inside. 
They want shops to be open,
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so the economy doesn’t fall 
in a time of fear. 
Yet others stay home,
valuing the lives of others
over their own wants.
Rolling their eyes at protesters,
they sit, waiting patiently for
the shops to open
in a time of fear.
The world’s in turmoil,
scientists scrambling to find a cure
in a time of fear.
Politicians barely able to contain it all,
because some try hard to save lives,
but others disregard it,
in a time of fear. 
Yet there’s still hope,
hope that normal will be back,
that anxiety will be gone, 
that masks will disappear 
and loved ones can hug again. 
There’s hope that there will be
a time after the fear.

Part 2

A black man arrested. 
Police handcuff him,
guide him toward the car.
But he stumbles, falls down 
on the hard pavement, 
his face pushed up against the ground.
He lies still, waiting for
the time of fear to end.
Unfortunately, it doesn’t.
For one officer,
he sees an opportunity,
and takes it.
He puts his knee up, 
against the man’s neck,
while bystanders watch with their phones.
Phones that contain this moment,
compress it into a video 
that goes viral,
showing that
the time of fear has yet to end.
But the knee stays,
constricting the throat.
“I can’t breathe,”
he gasps.
“Please, I can’t breathe.”
Three other officers stand by,
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not doing anything to make
the time of fear end.
8 minutes. 
That’s how long he waited for
the time of fear to end. 
It wasn’t a quiet ending, 
bystanders yelling, 
reporters squeezing in to get more,
knowing that
the time of fear will never end.
The world knew it too, 
protesters gathered, 
rioters joined in, 
marching, yelling for
the time of fear to end. 
But some wondered, 
it if would ever change,
if the time of fear would ever end.
The spark barely lasted a month.
People forgot about those who died.
They did nothing, 
and let the time of fear
never
end.
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Homoeroticism in The Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn  
Critical Essay 
Grade: 12  
University High School  
Instructor: Scott Boehnen, Jack Somers

Homoeroticism in The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn

One of Mark Twain’s best-selling novels, The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn, is regarded as one of America’s most 
popular, yet controversial pieces of literature to date. Riddled 
with derogatory language surrounding issues of race and 
class, the novel has undoubtedly earned itself a top spot on 
the list of America’s most commonly banned books in 

educational settings. Yet, despite the flare surrounding these 
prevalent issues, another controversial subject, that of 
sexuality, never seems to make it to the forefront of discussion. 
Author Leslie Fiedler first observes in her revolutionary paper, 
Come Back to the Raft Ag’in, Huck Honey!, that the 
relationship between Huck, a white teenage boy, and Jim, an 
African American slave, is one of “mutual love” (Fiedler 522). 
At first glance, the relationship between Huck and Jim seems 
to be one of inequality surfacing from their drastically different 
backgrounds. For a white boy and an older black slave in the 
antebellum era, a mutual friendship seems both unusual, and 
quite impossible. Throughout their numerous experiences and 
“the tenderness of Huck’s repeated loss and refinding of Jim,” 
a regular friendship seems unfit to characterize the emerging 
relationship between the two (Fiedler 522). “Our laws” and 
prejudice against homosexuality subconsciously suppress and 
seem to automatically rule such possibilities out. However, a 
careful examination of Twain’s undertone and metaphorical 
display of societal norms suggests the possibility that the 
relationship between Huck and Jim is homoerotic.

Some readers argue that the relationship between Huck and 
Jim is paternal, one between a father and a son. With an 
abusive, drunkard father named Pap, Huck seemingly grows 
up without a true father figure at home. In this absence, it 
seems reasonable that Jim is meant to fill this void by being 
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Huck’s fatherly figure. By not informing Huck about the death 
of Pap, Jim is able to seamlessly fill in this role for Huck by 
taking care of him. On multiple accounts, Jim is always 
considering the needs of Huck before his own, symbolic of a 
paternal relationship. In their mission to remain safe at night, 
Jim and Huck agree that it is necessary to switch off on “patrol 
duty.” However, Jim always lets Huck sleep first and 
“accidentally” fails to wake up Huck for his night-time shift, in 
favor of letting him sleep. This relationship is seen even further 
in their journey on the raft. When the pair splits in a panicked 
nature as a result of the heavy fog, Jim searches for Huck, 
ensuring his safety on the raft and away from the torment of 
the water.  During this separation, Jim does not succumb to 
the harsh environment and refuses to rest until he finds Huck. 
He stays up tirelessly in search for Huck and even sacrifices 
both his own safety and the safety of the raft for the protection 
of Huck. These episodes, some readers contend, surely 
establish that Huck and Jim are not in an equal relationship, 
but one where Jim is the father figure for Huck.

While proponents of a paternal relationship argue that it is 
more likely given the time period and age, after a closer 
analysis, it does not follow that a homoerotic relationship 
between the two is impossible. Twain continuously opens up 
possibilities that are atypical of society by deconstructing 
social norms through metaphorical representations of society 
throughout the novel. In a period of polarized politics, the south 

idealized certain constructs and values. The accepted norms 
of a white, southern man were certainly racist, sexist, and 
flamboyant, where the subordination of African Americans was 
cemented in their beliefs. In a confrontation with an African 
American professor, Pap shouts at the “n-----” with disdain and 
disrespect (Twain 40). While this was a belief universally 
upheld by the South, it is certainly unreasonable to believe that 
this is the only realm of possibility. Twain makes the effort to 
establish an ironic point of view, distancing the reader from this 
belief. In fact, the African American is described as a better 
dressed, educated professor, demonstrating a higher position 
in the social ladder. This reveals a disconnect between Pap’s 
beliefs and the realities of the social relationship, painting Pap 
as an unreasonable thinker. Indeed, Twain strives to highlight 
Jim’s intelligence through his ability to generate wealth 
throughout multiple episodes. For example, in his account of 
the “witches,” Jim is able to manipulate the situation and 
collect money for his wits. These stories serve to show Twain’s 
efforts in removing the reader pre-conceived connotations of a 
southern society and forces the reader to analyze possible 
situations beyond the norm. Because Twain’s Huck Finn is 
meant to attack social constructs, it is only natural that the 
most prominent relationship in the novel—that of Huck and Jim
—would also defy norms against homosexuality. Twain uses 
strategies that deconstruct racial norms and similarly 
deconstruct sexual norms when describing the removal of 
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Huck’s clothes. Indeed, Jim’s stripping of Huck’s clothes is 
both unusual of a “father figure,” but also a symbol of removing 
the norms that confined the characters. The state of 
nakedness is one without clothes, without definitions, and 
without a set of rules to follow. Huck is then redressed in 
typical women’s clothes, bridging the gender differences 
between women and men. Atypical of a “normal” man to wear 
women’s clothes, Huck wearing them opens up new 
possibilities of breaking the typical gender norm and exploring 
new unknown areas. In fact, Twain’s description of their 
intimacy and the closeness of Huck and Jim in this episode 
imply a possible homosexual relationship, breaking from the 
“accepted,” heterosexual norms that restricted citizens. Not 
only does Twain consistently break down these social 
constructs to enable realms of possibilities outside of the norm, 
he also establishes comparisons that seem to prop up the 
intimacy of the relationship between Huck and Jim. Most 
notably, Twain contrasts the relationship between the Duke 
and King with the relationship between Huck and Jim.  In fact, 
after getting into a fight on the raft, the Duke and King both 
became extremely intoxicated from alcohol, becoming 
“lovinger” and finally entering the wigwam “snoring into each 
other’s arms” (218). Twain seems to imply that the Duke and 
King had a pleasuring, physical relationship by having sex in 
the wigwam. The homoerotic relationship between the two 
seems to exist only for physical pleasure, without a real 

connection. In contrast, the relationship between Huck and Jim 
certainly ascends that of the Duke and King, establishing a 
more personal, and emotional connection. After rejoicing on 
the raft, Jim exclaims “Goodness gracious, is dat you, Huck? 
En you ain’ dead- you ain’ drownded-you’s back agin? It’s too 
good for true, honey, it’s too good for true” (93). The intimate 
words and affectionate tone displayed by Jim towards Huck 
suggests a relationship that is not characterized by merely 
physical pleasure, but by feelings and emotion. A true intimate 
relationship is characterized by equity, where both lovers care 
for each other and treat each other with respect. This is most 
evident when the sexual relationship between the Duke and 
King displays constant bickering and ridiculing of one another. 
The two treat each other with low regards, merely seeking 
sexual pleasure. On the other hand, Huck and Jim both take 
measures to take care of one another, whether it be Jim on the 
raft or Huck with his tricks.

The two demonstrate a relationship of equality, where both 
Huck and Jim respect and care for each other, implying the 
equality that surrounds a relationship with true intimacy.

Although Twain never explicitly describes a sexual interaction 
between Huck and Jim, there is more than enough text and 
undertone to infer that such a relationship exists. Twain’s 
excessive attempts to break the social constructs that confined 
the personalities of the South suggest room for more open and 
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“far reaching” analysis of the relationship between Huck and 
Jim. Despite taking place during a period of time when people 
seemed to hold the same beliefs and values, there is certainly 
more literature even beyond The Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn that imply homoerotic relationships. Fiedler argues in her 
analyses of American literature that there seems to always be 
a desire of love from male characters to other male characters 
as well. “In Dana, it is the narrators melancholy love for the 
kanaka, Hope; in Cooper, the lifelong affection of Natty 
Bumppo and Chingachgook; in Melville, Ishmael’s love for 
Queequeg,” and of course in Twain, Huck’s love for Jim (521). 
Of course, the topic of sexual orientation becomes even more 
relevant in today’s political climate. While openly announcing 
allegiance with the LGBT+ community is still met with 
opposition and prejudice in parts of the world, it is certainly 
now more common and accepted. Readers of The Adventures 
of Huckleberry Finn should be as open-minded as Twain and 
analyze the novel with care beyond the typical classroom 
discussion of race and discuss the possible implications of 
sexuality especially in the progressive society we live in today.
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Tehran in Summer 
Personal Essay/Memoir 
Grade: 11  
Hathaway Brown School 
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Tehran in Summer

they are fighting in the other room
you can hear them, the two sisters

with their father motionless between them
and you, dear child

curl into yourself on the floor
eyes glued to the television

watching a movie you are too young to understand
waiting for it to end

longing for the days years ago
when there was no yelling, no threats

when your mother didn’t cry
when the family was happy

when you would play  هفت کثیف with your cousins

until two in the morning 
eating sweets and drinking tea

but that was long ago
and you haven’t been back 

ever since.
 

— tehran in summer
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Candy Jar
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 9
Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

Candy Jar 

Well. The world was ending.

It wasn’t in the figurative sense, of turmoil or grief or dread. It 
wasn’t in the fanatic, mystical sense either, the warnings given 
off by fortune-tellers and buried kingdoms. Neither had a war 
just begun, nor a famine, nor a plague. It wasn’t a missile or 
the slow, dawning creep of death that came with new leaders 

and new times. It wasn't even the zombies of an apocalyptic 
film.

Thin, adolescent muscles strained against Max’s arms as he 
tried to pull the cork out of an old Santenay bottle. Stop that, 
Holly had told him, at three in the morning when neither could 
sleep anymore. The room had been a fuzzy sort of dark, and 
the world restless.

I won’t get another chance, he’d said. Live a little.

She rolled her eyes. Your brain’ll turn to mush.

My brain’ll be mush when the sun lands.

It’s not landing, idiot. They said it was a flare. Sure.

He then returned his focus to the bottle, and Holly pushed her 
earbuds back in. Her fingers were shaking, but it was too dark 
to tell.

She forgot what she had been watching. Something careless, 
pointless, stupid. No nostalgic tapes or fond movies. Nothing 
familiar, nothing warm. If it was possible to forget, she’d do 
whatever she could. Screen light wrapped around her like a 
crying embrace. Holly moved a numb finger across the tablet, 
past new videos of celebrity announcements and delirious, 
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weeping livestreams. She was in a weak trance, eyes open 
and shut and open like window blinds.

Do you know where that corkscrew thing is? Max asked.

She sighed. Check the drawers.

I have.

Then shut up.

He grumbled something and Holly heard the hinges of a 
cabinet groan. They weren’t the only ones awake, she knew. 
News articles pinged up every second. Her phone had already 
overflowed, then died, and she didn’t care to recharge it—
instead flocking to movies on her tablet. People were pouring 
old secrets onto forums, filming stunts, rambling goodbyes, 
airplanes booked, records leaked, loosened at the break of a 
single stitch. Leaders had made statements, companies freed 
their goods, churches rambled, wars had ended and bombs 
went off and still the world slept, still her sister was upstairs in 
a dream. Holly turned the volume on her tablet all the way up.

Found it! Max said.

No one cares, she muttered. In fairness, a cancer cure 
wouldn’t have fazed her.

Seconds and minutes and hours and centuries passed. More 
good-bye videos. An email from a camp friend she hadn’t seen 

in eight years, more attacks and truces and confessions. 
Someone was offering a million dollars to anyone who came 
up with a solution, a miracle escape, a working bunker or 
space shuttle. Someone else pulled the number up to a billion. 
Then a trillion. Then all the money in the world. Their savior 
would be a god among men, if only existent.

Want some, Holly?

She sighed. What does the wine even taste like?

Not much. She heard a knock of glass. I’m not drunk yet, at 
least.

Stay that way, Holly said, but she couldn’t bring herself to true 
concern. It was a dream, a terrible, railless dream, and it made 
her numb.

Seconds and minutes and hours and centuries passed. 
Daytime came, tinted red, though she didn’t pull the windows

to look closer. She didn’t want to see. Max stashed the 
Santenay bottle and their mother came down, rushed, shorn of 
makeup and spirit. Then arrived their father. He was slower, 
sluggish even, as if he could prolong the day by letting it filter 
in step by step. Holly heard their voices through her earbuds.

We’re going to Portland, she said. I need to see my mother. 
You guys are coming with me.
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She had said the exact same thing the night before, when the 
news first flashed over sports games and buzzed on phones, 
when the world was still alive and happy. She had been calmer 
then, shocked, hands weak around the handle of a blue coffee 
mug. It was a little different, back then. The end hadn’t been 
right above them. Holly had barely believed it. Their father 
looked exactly the same, though, and he responded exactly 
the same.

We can’t go to Oregon.

Don’t start.

The airports are full, Jane. We all have places we want to go—

My mother—

Jane—

I just want to be with my family. My whole family.

Holly didn’t turn around. She pushed the volume buttons 
again, as if she could force the video past its brink. It was clear 
from the weepy tone in her mother’s voice that her parents 
weren’t going to be the same today, and why would she want 
to see that? There was no leverage to gain at the end of the 
world. I want the same thing, their father said, It’s not possible. 
You can call her—

And their lifelong caregiver let out a wail. Holly saw reflections 
in the dark parts of her screen, saw a mother crush her son 
into a hug. Max’s face was still flushed from alcohol.

Seconds and minutes and hours and centuries passed. Di 
came downstairs at last, still in her slippers. The silent house 
turned to her collectively, and the gloss receded from their 
mother’s eyes. Holly stared as if her little sister was a mirage, 
and Max rose from the kitchen, almost shamefully, and walked 
out of view.

You didn’t wake me up in time for school! she said. Holly 
scoffed, then had to bite her lip, though she wasn’t sure what 
the gnarl in her throat was, whether she was holding back a 
laugh or a sob. She turned back to her videos.

No school today, dear, their mother said.

Really? The little girl’s face lit up. Why?

They just decided to cancel.

Holly couldn’t see her mother’s face, but she imagined it blank, 
full of wrinkles that hadn’t been there before. It was better this 
way, she agreed, because Di had been asleep upstairs when 
the announcement came, and she was so small, she would be 
asleep again tonight when the end arrived.

Di was still gawking. What?
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Yeah, their mother said, Only for today, though.

That’s cool, she said, and Holly imagined her twisting in her 
nightgown without a care in the world. Would you like some 
candy? Their mother spoke with too high a voice now, too 
sweet to believe.

For breakfast?

Yes dear, she said. No one protested. The jar of ornate, 
twinkling candies that sat on the counter was opened scarcely 
once a month, but now Jane Forster pried off the glass lid and 
dumped half the contents into her daughter’s palms. Holly 
watched them both beam as if nothing was the matter.

Seconds and minutes and hours and centuries passed. Mr. 
and Mrs. Forster grew more agitated, and muttering turned into 
hissing turned into yelling. Di was sent to play in the backyard, 
but they pulled her back again, because it showed on Holly’s 
news sites that things weren’t safe anymore outside. Now Max 
was in the basement, and their father had locked himself in the 
office, and Di was upstairs playing with plastic dolls. Every 
time she came down, their mother gave her another candy and 
coaxed her back upstairs. Holly sat on the couch until her legs 
ached, and even charged her phone, listened to the onslaught 
of pings and didn’t check a single one. She didn’t want to think 
about her friends' faces.

Seconds and minutes and hours and centuries passed. 
Someone killed a president, though she wasn’t sure if it was 
her own president or someone else across the continents. 
People were angry, she reasoned to herself, and it was those 
big federal facilities that had announced the flaring before it 
came into view—before people worried, before they woke up 
to the fire in the sky. It didn’t matter that no one could explain 
it. Of course, the assassination didn’t really matter either. None 
of it mattered, not today.

Seconds and minutes and hours and a hundred long years 
passed. She didn’t know where Max was, or if he was even 
awake, alive, and she just kept finding whatever nonsense she 
could, trying not to think of the fact that they would all be gone 
when the sun set and the flare hit. Their mother and father 
were yelling again, louder now, which drew Di down, and their 
mother gave her more candy from the jar and pushed her back 
upstairs. Neighbors came but no one answered the door. Holly 
watched the figures come and go morosely. When the sky 
began to darken, lit up again by a ghostly, ruddy light, she 
couldn’t take the shouting anymore. Her tablet ran out of 
battery and she tossed her things down and went upstairs, and 
took the candy jar with her.

Di! She waved her hand at her sister’s bedroom. Come to the 
roof with me.

Mommy said to stay in my room.
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Holly shook the candy jar.

They reached the top of the house together, broke into Max’s 
room, stole through his window and out onto the shingles that 
blanketed their happy suburban home. The sky above was a 
flush of orange and red, fire instead of darkness, and all the 
stars were gone. Twenty-three hours to hit the Earth, the 
broadcast had said, seconds and minutes and hours and 
centuries ago. And the twenty-three hours had turned an eye-
roll of a conspiracy into the end of times. Holly knew it was 
close now. The knot in her stomach twisted and writhed, all the 
things she hadn’t gotten to see, all the people she hadn’t said 
goodbye to, all the laughter and movies and family vacations. 
Her nausea had gotten better since the start of the day. Now, 
looking up at fate, it was all hollow. She was too scared to be 
afraid.

Woah! Di stepped forward, eyes fixed on the sky.

Careful. Don’t fall.

What’s that? The light framed her little pointing finger into a 
silhouette.

Holly swallowed. It’s just a nice night, is all. Have some candy.

I can’t have candy after eight.

You can today. She shook more sweets out of the jar, let them 
all pile onto the narrow decline of the roof. Everyone’s really 
nice today, Di remarked, but didn’t seem to take any further 
suspicion, and began to unwrap a piece of gemstone plastic.

Holly glanced back at the window. There was a chance her 
mother would forget to put Di to bed, and Max’s disappearance 
could distract what was left of her parents. She turned back to 
the little girl. Want to sleep out here tonight? I can bring 
blankets.

Nah. It’s cold.

Seconds and minutes, hours and centuries. Eventually Di went 
back inside, and Holly could hear yelling when the window 
opened, cut off like a broken record when she drew it back 
shut. She had trouble lying down against the shingles, thinking 
of her hair getting dirty—but who was going to care?— and the 
bugs crawling around, who would go with her in t-minus ten, in 
minutes and hours and centuries. Eventually she managed to 
turn her head to the stars.

Alone with an empty glass jar, candy packets sliding off the 
roof, and the end of the world.

She wanted to stay awake for it. She wanted to see the sun hit 
the earth, to think as much as she could before she couldn’t. 
She wanted to be there when all became none, when she 
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turned to ash and her house turned to ash and the candy jar 
and Max’s wine bottle and Di’s plastic toys all went away, when 
her friends on her phone and the neighbors down the street 
and what presidents lived and the doctors and priests, 
soldiers, warzones, oceans, housewives and killers and 
singers and actors and history, cars and towers and books and 
the grass on the ground, all melted and withered and became 
nothing. She wanted to feel herself disappear with the world.

Or maybe a buzz would come on her phone downstairs. A 
flash on the tv, on her parent’s devices, and they would 
summon her down to see the alert. FALSE ALARM - Our Bad, 
it would say, or something of the sort, and the world would be 
angry but the world would be alive. Holly would cry and shriek 
and whip her phone into the roadway, but it would all be okay, 
it would all be okay because the day wouldn’t be real.

Or Holly could blink, look down at her hands, find them fuzzy 
and mangled and then she would wake up from her nightmare 
and her perfect, unscattered mother and father would call her 
down for breakfast. In retrospect, the day would look silly, the 
way dreams always did.

Or maybe they would all get cinematic powers or transcend to 
a new realm. Maybe, maybe, maybe. Something was going to 
happen, whatever it was, in centuries or hours or minutes or 
seconds. Tragedies or victories, rapture or armageddon. But 

something else, something weary filled her up, and Holly fell 
asleep before the anything came.
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I Was Too Late
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

I Was Too Late

7 relapses. 12 years. 

Countless lies. Countless fights. Countless tears.  

                        ***

My history with my addiction is a strange story, partly since my 
addiction is quite uncanny. Let me just say that if you were to 
meet me, you would notice it right away looking at my face. 

Running down the center on both of my cheeks are smooth, 
crinkly, browning, once-red “circular” splotches, hotspots for 
pimples and tiny hairs. That is, when I haven’t relapsed. When 
I relapse, the skin hangs torn, blood bubbles in the scar and 
the scar stretches further and deeper into the skin. 

My skin is damaged, forever. I am left with two brown scars 
that look like aging spots, there to permanently chain me with 
my dark past. But the damage roots deeper than the surface of 
my skin. As many addictions, mine has uprooted my childhood 
and relationships and has left me with the constant physical 
reminder of my face. I was too late.    

***

The denial. 

It was the day of second grade group pictures and me and my 
best friends were waiting to get our picture taken. Since we 
were at the end of the line, my teacher allowed me to use the 
restroom. As I was washing my hands, I saw myself in the 
mirror and instantly, horror and shock shot through my body. I 
didn’t know it was this bad, I thought, stroking the red spot on 
my cheek. 

I think that was the first time in my life where I started to hate 
how I looked. In the empty bathroom, I started to cry. I rushed 
over to the stall and melted to the ground thinking about how I 
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made myself the hideous creature in the mirror. How I wished I 
could just stop scratching!

But, as everyone knows, it’s hard to quit an addiction, and to 
keep it that way, for many scientific reasons.

Especially when feelings take over, at least in my experience, 
since the only thing that could truly calm me down from my 
anger and sadness was my addiction.

And that’s what I did to ease the pain, minutes before my 
picture. I scratched and scratched away at my cheek, blood 
bubbling in the scar, dribbling down to my mouth, the iron taste 
stinging my mouth, crying because scratching it felt so good.

Minutes later, I was standing next to my friends in front of a 
camera, tears wiped away and the blood drained out, acting as 
if nothing had happened.

“Say cheese, girls!”

I titled my face so that the scar wouldn’t show in the photos. 

***

For years, I denied I had an addiction. I lived blind to the dots 
several inches below my eyes, for the reason of remaining 
blissful. I would reassure myself that it wasn’t a big deal, that I 
could hide my scars behind my hair so no one could see, so 
they too would be blind to my very visible problem.

I practiced that tactic for many years, everywhere (yes, even 
after sports practice when my hair was dripping with sweat). I 
hid my face through my hair and good angling for years, more 
than I would like to admit.

But there were days where I did not hide myself nor my issue. I 
put my hair in a beautiful ponytail that sat proud and tall on my 
head. People noticed and they stared more. At the scar, of 
course.

On one occasion of this happening, my friend’s mom asked 
the dreaded question: “What happened to your face?”. My 
eyes surged open, wide with shock and a bit of anger. But, 
composing myself, I lied of course. “Ah, I fell down the other 
day at soccer.”

They could tell I was embarrassed, that I was lying (as I was 
more concise than I usually would be if it were true). It’s easy 
to tell physically too, as the skin of the scar smoothed and 
crinkled in the ways most scars would. So, anyone could tell 
that it wasn’t a bruise or scratch. Whenever questions would 
arise (yes, this happened many more times), most times that 
would be it, they wouldn’t ask further. And the cycle of denial 
would start over again. I would deny and forget the issue and 
continue to indulge in scratching.

***
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Whenever the scratching would get really bad, my parents 
would ask why I scratch. I would tell the same thing: I’m 
stressed and this is my coping mechanism. It was true for a 
while, until it outgrew the position I deemed it. Until I

scratched because I loved the rough skin felt. Until I scratched 
without thinking, my fingers moving with their own minds. 

Each time I would tell that to my parents, to try to deceive them 
(they weren’t though, they were smarter) and myself, so I 
could remain in my happy place of denial. 

*** 

The tears. 

Christmas day of 2019, a day that will always be in my 
memories. 

Tension over my scar had been bubbling for weeks between 
me and my parents, beginning at the start of December. Just 
days before Christmas, a fight exploded. The result? We didn’t 
talk to each other for the next few days. Or really see each 
other, for that matter.

I was the reason for this. It kills me when I look back on it, how 
I had ruined my family’s favorite holiday. Sadly, and quite 
inevitably, I kept scratching my face to make myself feel better. 
When my parents saw me, they would shake their heads in 

disappointment at my reddening skin. I think that’s what broke 
my heart the most. And the cycle of hatred continued, at a 
brisker pace.

But on the day of Christmas, since both of my parents were 
not talking to me due to the messy fight, I woke up to 
darkness. Not literal darkness, as the sun was out when I 
woke up, but rather in the metaphorical sense. The house was 
not filled with light or laughter from gift giving or delicious 
smells of eggs and sausage for breakfast and coffee brewing 
for Mom and Dad. It was… hollow. Quiet. Lamentable. The 
gifts, still wrapped under the tree in neat Christmas themed 
wrapping paper, remained untouched for the rest of the day. 
Instead of a typical jovial Christmas, spending lots of time with 
my parents and playing games and eating with them and 
cherishing their presence, I was isolated. I was estranged from 
them on the day where isolation is unheard of (to many 
people). 

Tears spurted out of my eyes, thinking about being alone. It 
was a dark day.

I didn’t open my presents until a few days after. The gifts 
brought me no joy, as stuck up as that may sound, even 
though they would make me jump and down on a typical 
Christmas. Instead, I remember that tears rolled down my 
cheeks as I tried on my new clothes.
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My mother was not there. 

My father was not there. 

It was just me. I knew I put myself in that position, but still, I 
selfishly didn’t stop. Despite the hatred, the loneliness, the 
immense sadness I was feeling, I continued my horrid 
addiction, with tears shining in my eyes the whole time.

*** 

The relapses.

My mom took me to my doctor, who recommended a weird 
orange oil. I remember that oil so well, how it slipped through 
the crevices of my fingers, soaked and greased my palms… it 
never quite got to my face. Years before, my doctor (not 
knowing what this was), prescribed medical tape, Benadryll, 
some sort of zit cream, antibiotics, anything and everything. 
My house was filled with stubs of medical tape and remnants 
of creams in every nook and cranny.

Nothing helped. The doctors didn’t understand, and back then 
I didn’t really care to explain. I wasn’t seeking help.

I wasn’t even trying to quit because I was so hooked.

My mom took me to the doctor in the first place because I had 
a relapse, it was one of my later ones that stemmed simply 
from a pimple that was on my cheek (likely from my when I 

scratched earlier, as it created a hotspot). I couldn’t control 
myself. I was overwhelmed and in a desperate time… I 
needed it so badly. So I picked and picked, scratched as hard 
as I could, blood guzzling out. It was crazy, it felt good, and 
another cycle continued. That’s how all of my relapses started: 
ditching the fact that I was doing so well (and now who cares if 
my face is ruined, just as long as I’m happy), giving in when I 
am at my lowest and can’t fight the urges, and lastly, the 
promise. Year after year, whenever a relapse would occur, I 
would promise it would only be once. Just to make myself a bit 
better in that moment, that once it was done, it would be done 
for good. But, that’s just not who I am. 

***

I am two months “sober” now. I write this not only to warn you 
through my story, reader, and others, but as a piece of 
acceptance, a stage not for addiction but for grief. Grief 
because I am devastated of how my face will look forever, how 
my beauty and health will be risked all due to my mistakes as 
a child and teen. There’s no going back. My addiction has 
inflicted so much more pain and guilt than imaginable, not only 
on me but on others around me, more pain, more guilt, more 
loneliness than I could put into words. 

But, this has also helped me become someone I never thought 
I could be. Someone who can be determined to restrain 
herself, physically and mentally. Someone who can dig their 
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heels in the mud when times get tough. Someone who can 
stay positive.

Nonetheless, my addiction will always be a part of my life. 

Let it not be part of yours. Because even when the deed is 
done, addiction leaves an unerasable scar, just as it did for 
me. 

And just when you quit, the scar says it is too late.
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Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: An Exhibition of 
American Bigotry
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: An 
Exhibition of American Bigotry

It was a blustery November day that my quiet fifth grade 
classroom was interrupted by what seemed to me as a 
mysterious visitor. I do not remember his name or very much 
about him, but I do recall that he was from Alaska and working 
through the laborious task of Montessori School training. After 

a simple exchange of pleasantries, he promptly strolled across 
the sprawling, flower-plaided rug, sat in my favorite comfy 
chair, and fell asleep. He was an odd man, but a kind one. He 
introduced us to various musical compositions such as “Dirt 
Made my Lunch” and some alternate version of “Down by the 
Banks of the Hanky Panky.” At the end of his stay, he 
bestowed unto us a class gift, a quaint novel by the name of 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. From its late Nineteenth 
Century beginnings to its modern interpretation, Mark Twain’s 
novel Adventures of Huckleberry Finn has been a controversial 
topic throughout the literary community. Although the 
reasoning for its disputatious reception has varied, its morality 
and greatness have remained a somewhat constant 
discussion. I don’t remember much of the context from which 
he chose this novel, but I do remember that it happened to be 
very important to him. Upon our first reading came a sense of 
dread, an initial shock and confusion thrust upon us by Huck, 
the protagonist and his inarguably offensive diction. What 
appeared to be a lighthearted novel of friendship and 
adventure swiftly morphed into a torturous endeavor. In lieu of 
reading the “n” word, I remember our frequent pauses to feel 
the intense weight of that word on our psyche. Unlike its 
predecessor Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn is not a boy’s book, but a man’s. Readers 
encounter complex examinations of morality, offensive 
language, racist stereotypes, as well as the innate, deep-
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seeded racism of the South. In the past, we had read, studied, 
and discussed numerous books and papers on the topic of 
racial institutions, but these sources all came from authors that 
blatantly established themselves as non-racist. Twain’s novel 
makes an effort to emphasize racism and racist institutions but 
does not directly portray his intentions in doing so, which I felt 
was somewhat discrediting to his ethos. If the novel is so 
heavily rooted in bigotry and abhorrence, why read it? Why 
should one waste their time wading through a cesspool of past 
and present truths and horrors? How could this novel be 
considered great? Through my second reading, now at the age 
of 17, I feel that I can begin to answer these daunting 
questions. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is both a great and 
important piece of literature to read because of Twain’s use of 
irony and satire to criticize the racist stereotypes, communities, 
and institutions of the Reconstruction era and Antebellum 
South. 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is a critical examination of 
Southern society through the refutation of African American 
stereotypes. Jim is often at the forefront of any controversy on 
the topic of Twain’s stereotyping of African Americans. The 
critic Julius Lester even goes so far as to state that “Jim does 
not exist with an integrity of his own.” However, his purpose in 
the novel is not to challenge ideas and fight for his beliefs. 
Instead, Jim is made a model of virtue and compassion, in 
which other characters, such as Huck are frequently 

compared. The essayist Justin Kaplan defends this point by 
stating that Jim is portrayed as “ignorant, superstitious, 
passive, indiscriminately affectionate, and infantile,” but Jim is 
also “Huck’s adult guide and protector and lives on a higher 
ethical level than anybody else in the novel, including Huck.” 
Jim adheres to physical and spiritual stereotypes, but his 
sense of morality and humanity deviates as far away from a 
slave stereotype as one could attain. At the end of the novel 
during the “grand escape,” Tom is shot in the leg. Instead of 
abandoning the boy and escaping to freedom, Jim remains to 
extend his aid. This sacrifice inevitably leads him back into 
bondage. Unlike the totality of characters in this novel, Twain 
portrays Jim with a non-fluctuating sense of compassion and 
moral conscience. 

At the other end of the spectrum, Twain also portrays white 
stereotypes, which center around a flawed belief system. Aunt 
Sally Is one of the final Caucasian individuals encountered in 
the novel, but although she appears late, she acts as a general 
summation of all Southern whites. Upon his arrival, Huck 
(portraying Tom Sawyer) discusses the reason for his 
tardiness with Aunt Sally. He casually states that the ferry, 
“blew out a cylinder head” (Twain, 230), to which Aunt Sally 
replies, “Good gracious! anybody hurt” (Twain, 230). Huck, 
assuming what he believes to be the accurate portrayal of the 
Southern boy, promptly utters, “No’m. killed an “n” 
word” (Twain, 230). Aunt Sally swallows the bait, replying, 



161

“Well, it’s lucky; because sometimes people do get 
hurt” (Twain, 230). The key word in this case is “people.” This 
statement is blatantly dehumanizing. The most interesting 
aspect of this exchange is not particularly Aunt Sally’s 
response, but the fact that Huck expects this reception to his 
statement. She is expected to believe that African Americans 
are sub-human, showing that on the topic of race, Caucasian 
individuals encountered by Huck are generally synonymous in 
their beliefs. Although I am not using them in exactly the same 
way as the critic David Smith intended, I will borrow his words 
to say that Twain uses Huck’s “offhand remark to exploit Aunt 
Sally’s attitude.” Through this remark, Twain doesn’t just 
exploit Aunt Sally’s attitudes, but white attitudes in general. As 
Jim’s individualism belies the stereotype, the portrayals of Aunt 
Sally and majority of the white folks reinforce the white 
stereotype. In other words, African American stereotypes are 
ironic, while white stereotypes are used to further emphasize 
the flaws, toxicity, and ignorance of the people who live up to 
them. 

Twain represents Huck’s morality as a product of the 
surrounding communities. While Jim’s moral development 
remains constant, Huck’s moral development is like walking up 
a sand dune. Every two steps forward equal one step back. 
Honestly, can we blame him? Although some critics may say 
that Huck is Twain’s personal voice, I believe that he is simply 
a set of eyes that are used to witness the flaws of the Southern 

society. Although Huck occasionally recognizes these flaws, he 
is frequently confused by the absurdity of the situations that he 
is thrust into, prompting him to take or leave the ideals 
represented by the groups of people he encounters. These 
puzzling situations collectively create a huge mass known as 
Twain’s satirical chapters, which focus less on individuals, and 
more on entire communities. Among the first communities 
Huck visits are the Grangerfords. Not only are they welcoming 
to Huck, but they appear to be a model American family. The 
key word in this instance is “appear.” They have art, 
decorations, beds, a loving father, religion, they go to church, 
they are loyal to each other, but they have slaves. Each child is 
given a slave, including Huck. Huck is notorious for 
misinterpreting situations. Although the signs that this family is 
a wolf in sheep’s clothing are evident, he continues to praise 
them. His romanticism of the family further emphasizes slavery 
as a social norm in his eyes. They offer each other everything 
that Huck and his family could not. They are Huck’s superiors, 
and if they condone slavery, it must be morally sound. 

As the satirical chapters continue, the reader should discover 
that the most racist part of this novel is not the use of the “n” 
word 219 times, but the casual thoughts and statements of 
dehumanization of African Americans by white individuals. 
Returning to the end of the novel where Tom is shot, Jim, 
when prompted to run to freedom, states, “No sah-I doan 
budge a step out’n dis place, ‘dout a doctor; not ef it’s forty 



162

year” (Twain, 279). Although Huck does not respond to Jim, he 
tells the reader, “I knowed he was white inside” (Twain, 279). 
This thought bars deep-seeded racism, and whether the 
offense is intended or not, it manages to reveal that the novel 
is not a bildungsroman. Although Twain builds it up as so, the 
culmination of the satirical chapters indicate that Huck is still a 
product of his environment. He conforms to the same attitudes 
of Aunt Sally, as well as all white communities. Although some 
groups are “kinder” to slaves than others, they all share in their 
sub-humane beliefs about the African American community. He 
is so deeply racist that even though he sees Jim as an 
individual, he cannot separate him from the slave-stereotype. 
This event serves as a segue from viewing racism within 
communities to viewing it within institutions. If Huck gained his 
racist outlook from the surrounding communities, where did 
those communities gain their racist outlooks?

Twain organizes his satire like a chain of cause and effect. 
Why is Huck racist? Because of communities. Why are 
communities racist? Because of institutions. At the center of 
the whole novel is systemic racism. Twains strongest 
representation of this is through the feud between the 
Grangerfords and the Shepardsons. Besides their possession 
of slaves, the Grangerfords have partaken in an ongoing war 
with a family up the road, known as the Shepardsons. At the 
point of Huck’s arrival, it is simply a game. Grangerford men sit 
in church pews, listening to the preacher say,

“Love your brother,” while they hold rifles between their legs. 
As Huck and Buck stroll and hunt through the woods, Harney 
Shepardson trots through on his horse. While they hide in the 
bushes, a clueless Huck listens to the shot of Buck’s gun as it 
narrowly misses Harney’s head. Upon Huck’s questioning of 
this decision, Buck replies that Harney has never done 
anything to him, its, “only on account of the feud” (Twain, 127). 
Sheperdsons and Grangerfords fight each other in honor, 
depriving their relatives of their presence, inflicting beautiful 
pain, and serving themselves to each other on silver platters. 
These honorable men relish their own suicide. In fact, It’s a 
family tradition! One thing that is common in respect to 
tradition is that there is generally a purpose behind it. In this 
case, the tradition goes unexamined. Grangerfords are happy 
when they are killing Shepardsons. This is a parallel to the 
practice of systemic racism. The feud has its own version of a 
social construct. A Shepardson is identified by their stereotype. 
So are African Americans. When there is any deviation from 
the stereotype, it is either overlooked or stomped out. The 
relationship between the Grangerford girl and the Shepardson 
boy is a deviation from traditional Grangerford and 
Shepardson stereotypes. Earlier in the novel, Pap hears of a 
free black man in Ohio who is able to vote. This is a deviation 
from Southern tradition, signified by Pap’s response that it is “a 
crime against natural laws” (Smith). In Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn and throughout history, the racial epithet for 
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African Americans is and was not representative of an 
individual or group of individuals, but a stereotype. A 
Grangerford is a Grangerford because they kill Shepardsons. 
African Americans are the “n” word because they are “ignorant, 
superstitious, passive, indiscriminately affectionate, and 
infantile” (Smith). Neither Harney nor Miss Sophia can escape 
their stereotypes, and neither can African American individuals. 

Due to Mark Twain’s complex and ironic approach, it is easy to 
understand my initial position on the novel back in grade 
school. I managed to recognize everything but Twain’s true 
intentions. Upon encountering the confusing complexity of the 
novel, I believe that we did not finish it, thus explaining my 
initial fear and confusion. At the young age of 11, I did not have 
enough literary experience to dig deep into the novel and 
discuss it. I do believe that the presence of the “n” word in this 
novel is problematic in today’s world. During my first encounter 
with Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, this word choice was my 
greatest issue. Just knowing that it was there felt like a dagger 
in my heart. The critic David Bradley makes the argument that 
the "n" word can tear a school apart, not because "it is being 
read in a book, but because it is being shouted in the halls, 
acted out on its playground, reflected in its pedagogy and 
policy.” Bradley continues by stating that through a banning of 
the novel in school curriculums and libraries "there will be 
much better student-to-student, student-to-teacher, and 
teacher-to-teacher relationships.” Although I agree that the 

internalization of the word in children is a valid issue, 
screening the novel will not eradicate "the thoughts and deeds" 
(Bradley), that give the "n" word meaning. Toni Morrison states 
that the "n" word should be dealt with through "A serious of 
comprehensive discussions of the term by an intelligent 
teacher.” Today, I think that discussion is vital to the novel’s 
survival in schools. Teachers, and even students must be 
prepared to discuss the seriousness of the deep instances of 
racism portrayed within the encounters between the white 
characters. Students and teachers must be prepared to 
discuss the seriousness of the stereotypical and racist 
portrayal of African Americans in the novel. They must be 
prepared to discuss racism as a whole, and what fuels it. 
Without a serious understanding of these immoral aspects of 
American society highlighted in the novel, there can be no 
discussion of the satire and irony that undermine and oppose 
these things. That is the real atrocity when it comes to this 
book. Anyone who lacks understanding of these immoral truths 
will fail to appreciate the novel’s greatness and gain no 
potential value from it.  Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is both 
a great and important novel because of Twain’s use of irony 
and satire to criticize the racist stereotypes, communities, and 
institutions of the Reconstruction era and antebellum South, 
but it doesn’t just have to apply to those two periods in history. 
With the state of our country from 2016 to 2020, there is no 
way that a novel discussing racist institutions, communities, 
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and stereotypes is no longer relevant. Open discussion allows 
interpretation and personal analysis of the text, which in this 
case, can help shape a person’s perception of modern society, 
and what aspects still need to change. Without this 
understanding in grade school, I was left unsettled by the “gift” 
from my mysterious visitor, but now I can see the greatness of 
the gift of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.
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blue monday
Poetry
Grade: 10
Westlake High School
Instructor: Matt Krupa

blue monday

Blue likes saturdays. saturday nights, that is.
or, at least, it’s supposed to be saturday because
he only rode his bike on fridays and 
it’s been dark and light since then.

Blue liked seeing the boy fly through the empty 
streets, occasionally throwing his hands in the air

to fully embrace the feeling of being so alone
but the good type of alone 
the one where the hum of the deep morning
wraps you in a blanket 
protecting you from the sentiments of 
the unfamiliar, the knowingness of 
men who don’t know you.

Blue likes boxed wine
the kind that tastes like fruit snacks
and makes the hunger shrink in the 
pit of her stomach.

Blue likes the way the lamp posts
illuminate a cloud of snow as it falls to the 
ground, the yellow glow reflecting 
against every flake.

Blue likes the way the radiator warms up the 
window ledge where she sits, hands resting on 
the hot metal her right pointer finger rubbing 
the space in between the knuckles below her 
left index and middle.

Blue liked the way things were before,;
even though the memories melt away
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before they can ever be sorted out; the 
ghost of a girl lying under the poplar trees
drinking in the colors surrounding her as 
amber tears fall into her hair, lungs still 
full with real air, un-recycled through 
smoke and grime.

Blue likes listening in on other people’s 
conversations, groups of university kids who like
craft beer and local theater they like to talk of 
friends and family, words that feel heavy and 
make her feel like dissolving into the cracks of the 
pavement.

Blue likes the girl who gets off the bus on East 
79th, corners of her mouth upturned and hands 
full of styrofoam boxed leftovers while she 
doesn’t quite understand her shaky voice, she 
likes the company and the warmth from hot 
food and working lungs.

Blue doesn’t like mirrors.

Blue doesn’t like the way her face falls into 
itself. Blue doesn’t like taxi drivers. 

Blue doesn’t like morning birds or the smell of fire
or construction or wandering eyes.

Blue woke up in the morning to find that her 
breath
had left her in the night,
heart clutching onto 
beats like alley cat 
claws into screen doors

her face turned perfectly white
and her lips, a beautiful Blue.
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Love's Dogma
Poetry
Grade: 11
Padua Franciscan High School
Instructor: Rebecca Simna

Love's Dogma

Lounge Lizard

A crude door
With scratches etched into its aging oak body;
A glowing yellow neon sign
With the words "LIVE" written above the door;
Behind the ancient oak reveals a set of infinite steps
Leading to a musical paradise.

You walk in,
Almost floating and alone.
The cigarette smoke crowds the room
And dims the spread-out darkened glow
Of the lamps with a fire in bloom.
You sit.
The velvet chair with golden rivets
Molds to your back
As you relax
And take a break at this lux lounge.
You hear
A sweet melody
Speaking of waltzes with Debby,
Dreaming of the lost Prince's arrival,
And reminiscing about the wondrous earth.
The melody fills the room.
You are in a trance.
Ensnared by a sweet forgotten music-
A dying one-
That is like no other.
It is otherworldly
And transcendent.
You see.
You remove your eyes
From your zombie-like gaze and peer onstage.
Men--of all colors and size--with swift fingers 
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And withered Instruments;
Playing diligently
And never lamenting 
Of the little pay they get.
The band floats
Levitating towards the infinite steps;
Truly rising above all worldly art.
And YOU!
YOU!
The viewer, the point of view!
You float behind,
Ready to live inside their musical abstraction.

9:24 

Gravel streets stained crimson
As sanguine-tinted rain falls as blood from a wound.
A blue mist drowns the horizon
With the ever-living sun stuck inside.
A pink. A violet. A deep sunset orange.
A bouquet of color fills the air
With clouds
Painting the multicolor sky
With streaks and blotches of black.
A green. An earthy tone.
Scattered and defending 

The crimson byways unending.
An assortment of colors 
Brushed by a plethora of painters.
Beautiful chaos fills the air.

Fools on Parade

We all are jesters
Of the King’s court so grand.
Playing out the bipartisanship of the world
Between love and hate.
Brawling,
The two troupes
Throw themselves around the stage as 
The King desires.
Fools,
Wearing vibrant hats
And ridiculous wardrobes,
Playing out God’s eternal comedy;
While he munches on popcorn and 
Laughs at the fools and
Sits back in His lux violet-velvet throne with golden rivets and 
broad dark oak legs and
Watches people suffer and 
Watches people come together (for only a moment) and
Watches them fall apart again and
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Laughs in full fortissimo with His mouth full of popcorn 
remains.
Fools.

FaceTime 

A wave-like figure
Lying in the rose colored room.
The moon peering through the window
Accentuates her beauty in full bloom.
Her lips, wet and alive,
Are slightly parted;
Still airing words of love and peace
That all the world dare listen to her message 
As she slumbers so.
She continues these calls for love
Only to be held 
By her lover’s spirit sent from above
Answering her love’s lonesome call.
Gracefully asleep
With the moon on her cheeks
Entranced by its wondrous glow;
Falls into a coma-like, deep,
And passionate sleep,
Never to be sent into Inferno below.

Pain in Love

An infinite melancholy
Is cured by loved one’s tears
Flavored like the ocean’s salts
And rushing down
Like Horseshoe Falls.
All fear
Of death, life, or anything
Is removed.
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One March Night I Heard
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

One March Night I Heard

One March night I heard some strange voices in my driveway. 
It was a coyote talking to the winter aconite. Here is what I 
heard; I knew exactly how he felt.
 
Okay, fine; it was a dark November night. I could smell the 
food a ways off. And hear it—the sizzling I mean. I didn’t want 
to go take it, but I was so hungry. I just couldn’t stand it; I leapt 
over the four-foot wooden gate and grabbed it.

Steak, seared, now stolen.
The ridgeback came after me; I hightailed it outta there. 
Cleared the fence in one go, luckily. I was afraid I wouldn’t be 
able to.
 
No, I didn’t get a cat that night. I ate the steak right there on 
the other side of the fence.
 
Ugh; some backyards are so scary. When it’s just open, but 
has trees looming on the sides. They look like forests, hiding 
humans—and guns. It’s hard to remember it’s open over there, 
too.
 
How do I do it?! How do you?
You just do.
You sleep where you end up; in leaves, in bushes, wherever.
You run with frozen tendons, because if you don’t, you’re dead.
 
I mean yeah, my fur’s matted and scratchy, and I know I don’t 
smell great, or that my teeth are stained and my eyes strained, 
but just ’cause you’ve got naturally perfect yellow petals 
doesn’t mean you can tell me I look pretty dead already.
You have a spring sunrise to look forward to, and can close up 
tight till then, and sit there swaying. You don’t know how lucky 
you are—I have no respite.
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I mean sure, you’re not exactly in the lap of luxury, you’re 
hanging all day in the cold and gray, and the dirty snow, and 
the cars are always driving so close to you, but all you’ve gotta 
do is just sit there and dream from your fourinch tall position.
And you don’t have to hide. And you’re only here for what, a 
month? Two? I’m here the whole year, buddy.
 
You keep dreaming of your spring sunrises, buddy, and I’ll 
keep dreaming of running without my joints freezing. And of 
plentiful food.
 
It’s rare that I get anything near that November steak, you 
know. And I never saw the cat you seem to think I ate.
 
Alright, buddy, I’ll catch you later. It’s harder than it looks to find 
a good spot for the day with all this snow.
 
Yeah, yeah. We’re all lonely, bud.
I gotta go.
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What About María?
Short Story
Grade: 12
Cleveland Heights High School
Instructor: Katherine Strine

What About María?

The sunrise is silent that morning. The sun peeks hesitantly up 
from the horizon, bathing them all in light enough to illuminate 
the carnage in the water but not any warmth for comfort. The 
survivors curl on the deck like drowned cats; Luis tears around 
them, searching desperately, though it is hard to make out 
faces when they are swimming through his tears. When he 
was fourteen, he vowed that he would never cry again—he is 
the strong one, the protector, the older brother raising two little 

siblings by himself—but if any day ever warranted an 
exception, it is today.

Luis leaps over a baby screaming his lungs raw, darts around 
a staggering old man, and sweeps his gaze across the new 
expanse of deck. He sees no familiar faces, not a sign of the 
little boy he is looking for, and he wracks in a jagged breath, 
calms himself as much as he is able, and sets off further into 
the crowd. Husky words float in the foggy dawn sky in tattered 
scraps of different languages, and from the little that Luis 
knows from having lived in tenements in Spain and then 
France and then England, he can tell that a lot of it is the same 
word, over and over in so many different tongues, waarom and 
pourquoi and why and cén fáth and—

“¿—por qué?” María wanted to know, cocking her little head to 
the side and letting black curls cascade over her alabaster 
cheek.

“To see Mommy and Daddy,” Luis told her in Spanish; then, 
looking back and forth between María’s bright eyes and 
Fernando’s, “You remember them, don’t you?”

The twins glanced at each other, asking each other permission 
to answer, and then they both shrugged. It had been three 
years since their parents left for America, three years that they 
had been saving money to have their children join them, three 
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years that Luis had been raising his baby brother and sister 
alone on the streets of London, working eighteen hours a day 
so they didn’t have to. Now, finally, there was enough money, 
and they were going to cross the world and join their parents. 
Luis was indescribably grateful: he loved Fernando and María 
more than anything in the world—would, in fact, give his life if it 
meant his baby siblings would live—but protecting, clothing, 
and feeding two boisterous three-year-olds was a colossal task 
for any teenager. By the time he was seventeen and the twins 
were six, the letter from his parents with trans-Atlantic ship 
tickets was enough to make Luis collapse to his knees with 
relief.

“Are you excited?” Luis asked the twins. Fernando paused, 
tilting his chin, thinking deeply. María didn’t think; she never 
did. She just leapt to her feet, bouncing cheerfully around the 
room, clapping her little hands erratically and singing, “Mommy 
and Daddy, Mommy and—”

“—Daddy!” A little girl’s wail rises from the deck, floating into 
the air and dissipating into strains of anguish like the water 
from a whale’s spout dissipates into mist. “I want Daddy!”

Luis can’t help himself; he glances sideways. The shrieking girl 
writhing in her mother’s lap can’t be more than three. “Daddy 
isn’t here right now,” the mother tries to sooth tremulously.

Luis averts his eyes and hurries away. He cannot let himself 
be distracted. He has to find his brother.

He passes more and more bedraggled passengers—god, 
there must be hundreds. Over here are four—no, five siblings, 
none of them older than ten, sleeping restlessly under one 
threadbare blanket. Luis’s stomach twists. These children are 
freezing cold, and one blanket for all five of them is nowhere 
near enough; by all rights they should have—

“—my very own bed?” María’s eyes were shining so brightly 
that Luis swore they must be flecked with gold.

“Your very own bed,” Luis assured her. For years all three of 
them had crowded onto one fraying mattress, and now here on 
the ship each of them had their very own bunk bed. Luis 
laughed as María flung herself down spread-eagled on the 
mattress and buried her face in the sheets. 

Despite the thrill of beds and pillows and blankets, the siblings 
never spent much time in the cabin. It was stuffy and 
belowdecks and too small for a pair of boisterous six-year-
olds, and why would anyone spend time cooped up inside 
when there were wide decks and promenades open to the 
salty air? The twins scampered up and down the wooden 
decks, and Luis watched them with a laugh playing on his lips, 
and then he brought them over to a deck chair and they piled 
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on his lap and the three siblings cuddled on top of each other, 
just one of many families—

—huddling together on the deck of a ship, their hands shaking 
with trauma, nightmares replaying in their blank eyes. Some of 
them are looking over the rail of the ship, at the sickening 
debris now illuminated by the mockingly cheerful sun. The 
others sit blankly, staring at nothing, struck dumb with horror.

There seems to be not a single person talking now, and in their 
silence Luis can hear deafening echoes of the night before. 
The whole night has been a cycle of quiet and clamor: first the 
silence of uncertain nervousness, then the screaming sprint 
towards the boats, then the lip-locking horror of watching the 
water—and then the earsplitting splinter of the ship and the 
inhuman wails that followed. And now everybody is mute with 
distress. There has been much more loud than quiet in the last 
eight hours, but the quiet was so very soft, as soft as—

 —a child’s whisper, rousing him from his sleep. “It’s too quiet,” 
María murmured, a hand on his pantsleeve tugging him 
awake.

Luis rolled over to face her; María’s eyes were wide and 
searching beneath her furrowed brow. She was right: there 
was a hollow silence, something missing. It took him a few 
moments to realize what it was.

“The engines have stopped, that’s all,” he whispered. “Go back 
to sleep, muñequita.”

She stared at him for a long moment, and then she padded 
silently back to her own bed, where she lay down but didn’t 
sleep. Luis got to his feet. The engines had run nonstop for 
days, and their absence was unsettling.

A few other passengers were poking their heads into the 
corridor, whispering softly to preserve the sacred midnight 
silence. Luis let his eyes flit over them; then he ducked back 
inside, buried a kiss in Fernando’s hair, told María to wait in 
the cabin, and crept down the passageway, skin prickling. 
There was nothing to be nervous about, really—but something 
was churning in his gut, something dreadful and—

—bitter is hardening in Luis’s stomach; his chest feels encased 
by a layer of ice. He has combed through nearly all of the 
deck, looked at nearly every face, tried not to vomit at the 
harrowing fear in every set of eyes, and there is no trace of the 
little boy. What if he isn’t on the ship at all? What if—what if 
something happened, something bad, what if he’s gone?

Luis crumbles at that thought; he collapses to his knees and 
presses his forehead to the splintering wood of the deck. His 
tears splatter on the ground, adding to the salty water pooling 
under him, and Luis lets himself shake, because for all Luis 
knows Fernando might be gone forever, and the horror 
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prickling on his skin now has too-strong echoes of that of 
barely six hours ago, when he—

—pushed his way over to the rail, where there were just two 
boats left swinging off the ship’s edge. He shoved his way 
forward with some well-aimed kicks and some well-placed 
elbows, because he had promised he wouldn’t fail these kids 
and this was their very last chance. “I have kids!” he cried to 
the officer guarding the lifeboat and brandishing his pistol. “Sir, 
I have children! I’m seventeen and I’m all they have, please, 
sir, they’re just six—”

The officer glanced at the children writhing in his grasp, then at 
the half-filled lifeboat, then at the cluster of men surrounding 
them—and then he nodded. “Fine. All of you, on, but hurry,” he 
grunted.

Luis started, astonished by his luck, and then pushed himself 
up on the rail. He set María down on the deck with a 
murmured “Wait here” in her ear, and then he straddled his 
legs between the lifeboat and the deck and swung Fernando 
into the boat. Then Luis looked back over, ready to lift María 
into the boat—but the deck was empty of children. Luis froze; 
a collosal wave of frigid water slopped over his heart and 
began to freeze his chest solid in horror. And then the officer 
called, “Lower the boat!”

“No!” Luis shrieked, because María wasn’t on the lifeboat and 
he wouldn’t—shouldn’t—couldn’t leave his baby sister on a 
sinking ship. “No! Stop!”

But the boat jerked downward, and Luis thrashed in the grip of 
panic, and in sudden desperation he pushed himself to the 
edge and leapt back onto the doomed ship, leaving his little 
brother depending on the altruism of strangers, because he 
had to find his baby sister—and Luis plunged further into the 
crowd, his eyes flickering everywhere, because he would not 
leave this ship until his muñequita is safe in his arms.

“No!” Fernando screeched, instantly on his feet and trying to 
follow; fellow lifeboat passengers held him back. “No—no! 
Luis! No! Lu—”

“—is! Luis!”

Luis’s heart seizes in his chest, flooding his throat with 
desperate hope, because he knows that voice, and for a 
moment the ice encasing his heart seems on the verge of 
melting. Luis whirls, hardly daring to believe it, and there, 
sprinting towards him, jumping over half-dead bodies to get 
there, is Fernando.

Luis collapses on the deck; splinters lace into his knees and 
his head is drawn magnetically to his hands, and he buries his 
face in his palms and shakes and sobs. And then there are two 
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tiny arms wrapping around his shoulders, and Fernando is 
there, and Luis looks up and throws his arms around his baby 
brother, who is now—thank the lord! —safe in his arms.

“Fernando,” Luis chokes. “I thought—I—”

“I know,” gasps the child. He is just six years old, and yet Luis 
knows that Fernando does know the horror that roils inside of 
you when your family is missing. “I’m safe.”

“You’re safe,” Luis agrees breathlessly, too stunned and 
relieved to believe it, and he buries his face in Fernando’s little 
shoulder and hugs Fernando so tightly, vowing to never let go 
again him.

“Luis?” pipes up the little boy, and Luis grasps his shoulders 
and stares into his eyes: “Yes, what is it?”

Fernando is so selfless, so quietly brave, and so of course this 
is his first question. “Luis,” says Fernando, “what about 
María?”

And Luis cannot answer. There is cement trickling down his 
throat, hardening his vocal cords in place and clogging his 
windpipe. He cannot breathe, much less answer Fernando, 
and he can only stare and choke and let his eyes water, and 
he reaches up his hands to Fernando’s scalp to tangle his 
fingers in the little boy’s curly black—

—hair, it was hair in the water, it was hair that Luis’s trailing 
fingers were tangled in—it wasn’t mere seaweed but thick 
black human hair. Luis squealed, whimpered, and snatched 
back his hand from the hair’s leathery grasp. He held his palm 
close to his chest, gasping, trying not to be sick from the 
feeling of leathery corpse hair or the rocking of the wardrobe.

He fulfilled his promise: he did not leave the ship without 
María. He did not leave the ship at all, in fact; the ship left him, 
and he merely thrashed away from the whirlpool it created as it 
plunged to the sandy bottom of the ocean a mile below. Luis 
was one of the lucky few. He found a wardrobe—miraculously 
floating and, even more miraculously, missing a door and 
bobbing right side up—and he dragged himself into his little 
makeshift boat.

And then Luis cried. He cried, because he failed his parents 
and he failed his little ones. He let Fernando be swept away in 
the calloused arms of the lifeboat’s oars, and now the little boy 
was god knows where. Worse altogether, he had failed to find 
María. She was tiny—perhaps a kindhearted stranger had 
scooped her into a lifeboat. Perhaps she was alive and leaning 
over the edge to splash cheerfully in the water.

Or perhaps it was her hair that had ensnared Luis’s hand. 

Luis was suddenly overcome by sickening fascination, and he 
had to look, because if he didn’t look then he would be 
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wondering if it was his baby sister’s corpse in the water for the 
rest of his life. And so, with his stomach roiling from more than 
the rocking of his wardrobe-boat in the ocean, Luis peered 
over the edge of the wardrobe, twisted the little body so he 
could see its face, and screamed.

It was María, oh god, of course it was—in a sea of fifteen 
hundred corpses, of course it would be her little body that 
would bump into his wardrobe. Luis felt the scream ripping 
through his already-raw throat, heard it crack and splinter 
brokenly in the air, and he flung himself down and pounded his 
fists against the wardrobe— admittedly stupid, but he could not 
help himself. His little girl, his baby sister, was lying still in the 
water, her face bloodless and her cheeks glimmering with a 
coating of frost. And of all the injustices Luis has faced in the 
last five years—his father’s layoff, their parents’ move to 
America without him, his struggles to keep the little ones in 
school—this was the most unjust, the most bitter, the most 
utterly unfair and painful thing that could have possibly 
happened. María’s fragile little body was floating lifelessly in 
the water, and she was close enough that he could reach out 
and hug her, and he would if he could—he would reach out 
and squeeze her so tightly that the life flowed from him into her
—but Luis was seventeen and he had seen far too much to not 
know that María was, now and forever, incontrovertibly dead. 

María was dead, and it was his fault. If he’d just been a bit 
quicker getting to the top deck—if he’d just put María on the 
boat first instead of Fernando—if he’d decided to check the 
forward deck instead of the grand stairwell for her—then 
maybe she wouldn’t have died like this, frozen to ice after her 
brother and then the sinking ship abandoned her.

Luis screamed a bloodcurdling wail of grief, and he stared at 
the water, stared at the little girl’s face. Her eyes were the 
worst, her beautiful eyes as still and cold as the glassy ocean 
around her, those gorgeous black eyes—

—glowing with new understanding as Luis falters. Fernando 
looks up at Luis and bites his lip, because Luis’s nonanswer is 
answer enough. Luis cannot speak; the ice has crept up into 
his throat now, and his entire body is frozen solid. Instead he 
just he watches his brother, who is just six; and yet his face is 
alight with comprehension. He understands that his twin sister 
is dead, understands that she died slowly as hypothermia 
froze her from the outside in, understands that they will never 
be together again.

Luis doesn’t realize that he is crying until his tears splatter on 
the deck. Fernando gasps—he has never seen his brother cry 
before, Luis realizes with a start—and the little boy reaches up 
to wipe away the tears. “Don’t cry,” the child tells him. “María 
wouldn’t want you to be sad.”
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And Luis’s heart crumbles at that, because Fernando is right, 
of course, but also because Fernando has never comforted 
him before. It has always been Luis doing the comforting, Luis 
hugging the tears away, Luis kissing the scrapes and bruises, 
Luis tucking the twins into bed at night—and now Luis is so 
destroyed that he can’t comfort anyone anymore, and 
Fernando knows and Fernando is stepping forward and 
hugging Luis’s tears away.

“María wouldn’t want you to be sad,” Fernando repeats softly 
in Luis’s ear. “María would want you to be happy.”

Beneath them there is a hum; the ship’s engines splutter to 
life, and they begin to move away from the carnage and the 
horror and—god—from María, and the thought of leaving his 
sister behind again makes the hyperventilation return.

“I—but I should have done better for you, Fernando, I should 
have gotten you off that ship faster, I should have gotten on 
the boat with you, I—I should have saved M—your sister—”

“No,” Fernando whispers. “You tried your best, Luis. You’re 
enough for me.”

You’re enough for me—and Luis’s heart is swelling so much it 
clogs his throat and makes it difficult to breathe, and he seizes 
onto the child tighter.

Fernando seems to sense that these are comforting words, 
because from now on those are the words that he repeats 
when Luis wakes up screaming, when he is on his knees and 
struggling to breathe from the guilt, when a Spanish girl 
passes by on the street and the pain becomes overwhelming, 
and most of all when he feels the ice in his heart and cannot 
stop thinking about the ice in the ocean. You’re enough for me, 
the child will say, over and over again until a corner of Luis’s 
mind begins to believe it. Because having half of a set of twins 
will never feel right, but maybe, someday, it can feel like 
enough.

And so that is what Fernando whispers every time the 
nightmares come—you’re enough, you tried your best, you’re 
not a failure—until the panic begins to dissipate and the sun 
begins to rise and, slowly but surely, the ice begins to melt.
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Walls
Short Story
Grade: 12
Cleveland Heights High School
Instructor: Katherine Strine

Walls

In a dusty basement corner of the Golding-Stewart Center for 
Research on Language Development were fifty doors. The 
doors faced each other, twenty-five to a hallway side, and were 
held shut by an electronic locking system powered by the 
same circuits that ran the lights and air-conditioning on 
especially hot days. The air-conditioning was an unfortunate 
expense—cooling fifty rooms cost a pretty penny—but you 
couldn’t just have your specimens overheating to death, now 
could you?

At one end of the hallway—the end where the hallway simply 
stopped, became a wall—there was one more door, a very 
special one. This door opened into a dusty old room filled with 
file cabinets stuffed to overflowing with forms and research 
papers dating back to the very early days of the experiment. 
There was a copy of the original Application for Funding for 
Scientific Inquiry form, which detailed the purpose of the study 

(to examine the language acquisition process, if any, among 
children provided with age-appropriate books but never once 
exposed to spoken language) and how the experiment would 
be conducted (fifty children, isolated as newborns, raised with 
abundant food and water and basic affection through infancy, 
provided nonstop with books—but never, ever, not even once, 
spoken a word to).

The door to the room at the end of the hallway was mostly 
quiet now. The purpose of the experiment had almost entirely 
been served, and the lead scientists visited only once every 
three months these days. Their reports had become less and 
less detailed. “Expected progress,” they wrote. “Consistent 
with prior observations,” they wrote. “Age-appropriate linguistic 
skills with no verbal component,” they wrote, the same 
language they had used since five years ago when the 
children first demonstrated behavior that implied they were 
reading.

Now all the children were ten, reading age-appropriate books 
but not speaking, and there were no signs nor indications nor 
behaviors that could at a stretch be called hints of the 
children’s verbal development, and so now the doctors were 
beginning to debate what to do with the specimens. There 
were a few who said they should be kept, observed until their 
teen years to see if they could understand abstract texts like, 
say, a chemistry textbook—but most agreed that there was no 
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point, they had served their purpose, they should be 
euthanized. 

Records of these debates, too, were sealed in the file cabinet 
in the room at the end of the hall.

At the other end of the hall lived a little girl named Emily. She 
did not know she had been named Emily, for she had never 
been told. Instead she called herself Q, after her favorite letter, 
the one she found the most fun to trace with her finger on the 
pages of the Alphabet Book. Even after the Alphabet Book was 
taken away, she kept tracing Q wherever she found it in her 
new books. Q’s were rare, though, especially the big Q’s like 
her name and not just the little q’s. Q liked that, in a way, 
having a rare name. It made her feel that perhaps she was not 
the only rare thing in the world.

The problem with the letter Q, though, was that it always came 
with a partner, a tagalong sidekick in the letter U. And Q had 
no partner. She would stand at the mirror sometimes and braid 
her coarse black hair and wonder what it might be like to feel 
another person’s fingers massaging through her scalp, easing 
out the tangles. Sometimes she thought it might feel like an 
invasion of her personal space, but other times she wished for 
it with all her heart.

When she felt that way—when the longing overtook every cell 
in her body and she felt she would give her life just to meet 

another person, even just for five minutes—Q had to put the 
books away. There were always partners and friends and other 
people in the books, and she knew, from repeated experience, 
that she would only feel worse if she read them when she was 
already lonely, because despite all the partners and friends 
and people in the worlds of her books, there was never anyone 
for her.

And so instead, when the loneliness overtook her and made 
her body wrack with sobs, Q would seek out the door. The 
door never opened, at least not anymore; she had a few hazy 
memories of people passing through from when she was very, 
very little, but those could have been dreams. But Q knew from 
her books what doors were and how they worked, and she 
knew that sometimes people would enter through them and be 
greeted by other people.           

And so when Q felt she might die if she did not see another 
person, the door was where she would tuck her knees to her 
chest and bury her face between her legs and hold herself. 
Sometimes the loneliness abetted by itself, but more often she 
just fell asleep there, clutching herself by the door, and was 
awoken only the next morning when the lights automatically 
switched on.

Today was one such day. The last night had not been a bad 
night; she had been able to fall asleep in her bed, had lulled 
herself to sleep by revisiting passages from her new favorite 
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book. There had been a little girl in that book too, who nobody 
liked and had no real friends, and Q felt she had found a 
kindred spirit. And yet today, when she revisited the story, all of 
a sudden the girl started making friends. It felt as if the child 
was leaning out of the book to taunt her, and Q felt her lip 
wobble, and then all of a sudden she was shaking and crying 
and she could do nothing but curl into herself against the door.  

Bad days were more common now than they had been, and Q 
was beginning to think that perhaps she really should put more 
energy into finding a way to end the pain; but she didn’t know 
how. There was nothing sharp in the room, and she knew that 
the food that appeared inside her door every morning was 
meticulously inspected; she could starve herself, but that 
sounded horrid. Q was just wondering if there was any way to 
hang herself from the ceiling, when, with a flash so sudden it 
left an afterblaze of whiteness searing across her vision—the 
lights went out.

And then. Q’s ears, underused as they were, pricked. There 
had been a tiny click at the door.

At once she was uncurled; at once she was on her feet. The 
click had been from doorknob level, and Q knew it was 
audacious to hope, but she had read about locks in her books 
and it said they made a sound when they opened—and the 
lights had gone out too, and just maybe the same circuits that 

powered the light also controlled the electronic locks on the 
door—

Shaking so badly she could barely keep herself from falling, Q 
put a tiny hand against the door. And pushed.           

And silently, without any protest, as if it had just been waiting 
for such a moment, the door slid aside, retracted into the wall.

And Q, for the first time in ten years of life, cast a hesitant gaze 
through.

Outside was a hallway. The ceiling was lined by faint blue 
lights (backup generators, supplied Q’s brain, for she had read 
a book on electricity some time back; emergency systems). 
But most of all what made Q freeze, and then what made her 
drop to her knees choking on her own oxygen, was that all 
around her in every direction were doors.

Doors lined the hallway, as far as she could see in either 
direction, identical and closed and looking so lonely, and Q’s 
mind was reeling, because if she had been behind one of 
these doors, and if there were more of them, stretching up and 
down the corridor in front of her to infinity, then maybe, just 
maybe—could there be more children?

The prospect of other children electrified her, and suddenly Q’s 
legs could not move fast enough, and she was tripping and 
stumbling over her own feet to reach the door directly across 
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from her. And then she froze, the weight of the moment 
crashing over her, because this could mean everything, this 
could give her a reason not to die—but if she was wrong, if 
there was nobody—

But she could not stand here forever. She had to know.

And so Q, her blood pounding so loud in her ears that she 
could not hear the footsteps coming down the corridor behind 
her, reached up and knocked three times, firmly, against the 
door. And for a moment that stretched on eternally, there was 
nothing; and then, after she had nearly collapsed from how 
much she was hyperventilating, the door silently slid open.
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The Broken Heart Vaccine
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Mayfield High School
Instructor: Kari Beery

The Broken Heart Vaccine

the broken heart vaccine.

i watch the nurse saunter away gracefully 
each and every step she takes to move driven by 

the intent to heal.
she measures the medicine out carefully

slowly filling the syringe
drip… drip… 

drip...

to ensure a non-lethal dosage
of whatever cure the doctor prescribed her to provide me.

"don't worry, sweetheart, it's just a dead strand of a broken 
heart." 

"won't that just make me sick?"
"oh no, honey... it's just enough to give your body a fighting 

chance against this pandemic. 
this way, your heart becomes aware of how to recognize this 

disease 
and since it knows what to look out for, it can protect you."

my muscles tense,
 my heart beats loudly and erratically,

 my nauseated stomach sinks down to the ground beneath my 
feet,

once the coolness of the antiseptic wipe
cleanses the sickly skin
of the crook of my arm.

"what makes a broken heart, anyways?" 
"well, in this sample, 

the source of the ache was from
sexual trauma

a runaway daddy
physical abuse

an alcoholic mama
emotional manipulation

a toxic divorce
a drug addict brother

an estranged household

Silver Key

SARAH CARLILE
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& psychological torment." 
  

it's injected before i can blink.
just a little pinch,
and then the cure… 

that icy cold liquid,
drops… 
drops… 
drops...
right into my soul
and flows through all my veins.
  
"are there any side effects i need to worry about?" 

"well, there's always the potential risks.
you may be more susceptible to...

depression
anxiety

panic attacks
eating disorders

post-traumatic stress
insomnia

self-destructive behaviours
addictions

substance abuse
suicidal tendencies

& every other possible
mental illness

that is in existence." 
 

before too much blood can escape the wound,
the nurse quickly dabs the prick with gauze.

hands me a crummy, dollar store band-aid
to trap the ache that now resides within me

and hide the fading bruises left behind by the shot.
  
"that's quite a long list of concerns." 

"it’s a small price to pay 
for a lifetime of protection 

against the rest of the world who tries
to break your heart.

wouldn’t you agree?" 
 

the nurse quickly extends a hand of assistance to my shaking 
form

lifting me up and ushering me out
without scheduling any follow-up appointments.

as i exit the cold and dreary hospital
i pass by other patients’ rooms

and the sounds of heart monitors
beep… beep… 

beep...
all ranging in different variations of 

off-beat rhythms
seem to follow me as i go.

beeeeeeeep…
until the noises fall flat.

and the only sound i can hear
is the buzzing noise of relief, ringing in my ears… 

for other than a slightly heavier heart
i'm doing fine.

"is it even guaranteed to work?" 
"baby, nothing in this life is a guarantee.
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but at least this gives you some experience.
for no one can break your heart

if you’re the one to break it first." 

unfortunately, years later…  
i find myself in the same hospital room… only this time,
with greasy, tangled hair, falling limp in front of my face 
and empty, cold eyes, drooping with bluish-purple bags

physically, 50 pounds lighter; emotionally, 100 pounds heavier.
attached to a heart monitor

conveying my own, off-beat rhythm
feeling like i’m dying.

(and hoping that i do.)

“i don’t understand.
i thought my heart was guarded, now.
you told me it would protect me!
so why did this happen?
how did it still break?”

“well, darling, we’ve come to learn that
love knows no bounds,

and the attacks 
are unpredictable.

so sometimes… 
sometimes, no matter how strong 

a defense your heart prepares
that feeling disguises itself, as a part of yourself

and it will invade so discreetly that
you’ll never know it’s even there,

until suddenly, it’s gone… 
and consequently, 

so are you.”

i watch the nurse stumble away somberly 
each and every step she takes to move driven by 

grief.
she eyes the heart monitor wearily

glaring as the line spikes… and then falls.
beep… beep… 

beep...
cursing the lethal result

of whatever cure the doctor prescribed her to provide me
all those years ago

beeeeeeeep…
that wasn’t enough to save me.

“stop…
just call it.

time of death: 4:07 p.m 
on the fourteenth day of february

cause of death: cardiac failure
proceeding an attack from

a poor, broken heart.”
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A stitch away in the universe
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

A stitch away in the universe

I.
Once, in a dream, she had yellow daffodils
in her hair, explosions of violently vibrant
 
color in the midst of winter. Snowflakes swirled
around her bare feet, but she could see the
 
white light of stars smiling down at her, and cold

was just a distant memory of that Other world.
 
But that was just a dream, harder to catch
than a ripple of water in these two hands.
 
II.
My muse lives in that Other
world, Here –
a world without daffodils
but hard perfume
bottles, without snow
but dirty, sparkling slush packed
around the wet paws of a black dog
and a blacker rat standing
together on Main Street. There are no
dreams – because dreams are not conducive
to Reason – no charming stories Here, we only have
rough yarns and tepid tea,
the speech of politicians
who love their pedagogy
too much and their wives
too little. My muse comes from small rectangles
of light flooding the streets with shining blue.
Not rain droplets,
But chocolate
boxes and meringues gifted

Silver Key

JESS CHANG
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discount in March.
Oh, you poor ignoramus! To wax poetic on stars
and snow
and daffodils.
These things are all lost now, a world we can no longer 
imagine.
My muse wanders into the city, searching
for her own poetry, tipsy from too much
washed-out phosphorescence.

The Old Woman and Her Piano
Short Story
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

The Old Woman and Her Piano

1910 London was glorious in its resplendence. Buckingham 
Palace gleamed white and gold in the sunlight. Fountains in 
front of large manors bubbled and the luxurious boats on the 
Thames oversaw cheerful, cobbled streets. Many of these led 
to less pleasant places of the city. One of these became a 
twisting, dirty road covered with dust going into a closely 
cramped alley lined with tall, rickety old apartments that shut 
out the light. The sky was always a cold grey here.

At the end of this alley was a tall, thick brick wall with a door 
almost falling off its hinges on it. It was, in fact, the house of an 
old woman who had lived there for as long as anyone could 
remember. No one knew her name, but she was a common 
sight in that alley. For a living, she scavenged and scoured the 
streets for trash and collectibles. Stray coins, old glass, some 
broken jewelry, sometimes a lady's lost glove. All these found 
their way into her yellowed and stained apron. She sold them 
to a pawn dealer who lived in one of the apartments for 
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meager amounts of money. She often went hungry, and could 
be seen going door to door begging for food and alms. It was a 
pitiful sight. Her ancient body, hunched and doubled up, as if 
bearing the weight of her years, the thin arms, ribs seen 
through the bruises on her skin. Her face was thin and sallow, 
with limp and straggly grey hair hanging loosely around it. The 
eyes were a bit sunken in, hidden with a beaky nose and hawk 
like eyebrows. The right one was milky with cataracts. Both 
were dulled with age and clouded. 

Occasionally, some families, feeling sorry for her, would take 
her in for a meal before she retired to her hole at night. Indeed, 
a dingy little hole it was, no bigger than two carriages strung 
together. A tiny bed was along one wall, with only a thin quilt 
on it that frayed on both ends. At the end of the bed rested a 
small stove fed with grey coal. On top of it was a cracked and 
chipped bowl full of water. On the other wall stood an upright 
piano, keys yellowed and worn with age, the pedal cracked, 
part of the top broken in. The wood was dull and the ivory keys 
had become yellow with age. Still, it was her most prized 
possession.

Every night, the old woman would sit down at the piano and 
play. And what magic it was! She became decades younger, 
her eyes brightening and shining with the light of a million 
stars. But most of all, her hands changed. How they flew 
across the keys, becoming a blur of fingers like wings. Her wiry 

arms pushing the music forward, filling the room with bird-like 
trills. But whatever she played, the old woman always ended 
with a piece that was not of this world. It sang of sadness and 
joy, war and peace, fear and love. The lilting, melodic uplifts 
flowed out through the door into London, lighting up the 
streetlights and lamps. It vibrated in your heart and head. It 
made you want to cry and called forth all the hidden, beautiful, 
awful things. And with each tear, the music rushed ever 
forward, growing louder and louder, in strains of unbroken 
euphoria, until you felt your heart bursting, and still it 
continued, climbing higher and higher in a raw, throbbing 
triumph of glory.

Then, quite suddenly, the music would end, breaking off before 
the last, final, terrible chord. All would be quite and the light 
seen through the cracks in the door would vanish. So it went 
for many years, night after night, the music streaming like a 
golden river through the streets, playing until the children that 
had romped around in the streets then had had their own 
children.

One winter, the cold was particularly bitter. Blue frost covered 
every surface and mist from frozen breaths filled the air. 
People chattered under thick blankets in their homes. The 
bitter cold went on for days and days. The old woman's frail 
bones shook, and she began to cough. Still, she played on, 
more beautifully than ever. The warm light of the stove peeked 
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through the door like rays of sunshine. As the winter 
progressed, it grew ever colder and dark. There was no longer 
fuel for the fire. However, she would not chop up her beloved 
piano for firewood. She continued playing into the night, but 
the songs became quieter and quieter as she weakened. It 
slowly faded until it became a whisper you could barely hear. 
Then, one day, the music stopped. She was found dead in her 
bed, a smile on her face, and a sheet of music and pencil 
nearby. Her body was carried out into the cemetery, the home 
vacated, the piano and paper destroyed for kindling. The alley 
remained silent after that.

Until, years later, a little girl exploring the street on a grey 
morning wandered into the room. It was dark, dusty, and 
covered with grey ash. A small, black ivory key glinted dully in 
the light, all that remained of the old woman's piano. She 
thought she heard a quiet strain of beautiful music, the clouds 
parted for the briefest second and the sun shone through, 
warming her face with its brilliance. Then, it was quiet once 
more.

What’s in a Name?
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

What’s in a Name?

For the first year of my life, I was nameless. My parents would 
introduce me as simply “the baby” to their family friends, 
cooing strangers at the mall, and my visiting grandma, who 
said it didn’t matter what I was named as long as I had ten 
fingers, ten toes, and double eyelids. Before I was born, my 
parents had painstakingly spent months poring over popular 
baby names, finally settling on Jason if I was a boy, Leah if I 
was a girl. It turns out I was neither. My mom took one look at 
my wrinkled face, turned to my dad, and said “we are not 
naming her Leah.” The name didn’t fit me, like a right hand 
glove jammed onto the left hand.

For the next eleven months, I would be addressed as “baby,” 
“aegi” (Korean for baby), or “you.” This would prove a hard 
habit to kick; even today, my family frequently calls me “aegi” 
before realizing I do, in fact, have a real name. Finally, after 
months of anonymity, my mother had a sudden inspiration 
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while watching an episode of her favorite American show: 
Murder, She Wrote, starring Angela Lansbury as the amateur 
detective Jessica Fletcher. The Ohio Department of Health 
was called, paperwork was filed, the birth certificate was 
changed, and I was suddenly Jessica Ha Chang.

***

The Great Gatsby is one of the most enduring books of 
American literature. It is “the Great American novel,” a 
hallmark of assigned readings in high schools across the US. 
Even if you haven’t read it, you’ve heard of it. But what if The 
Great Gatsby was actually called The Great Gatz? One of the 
great surprises of The Great Gatsby is that the titular 
character, Jay Gatsby, a fantastically rich millionaire, is not, in 
fact, Jay Gatsby. He is legally James Gatz, the son of poor 
farmers from North Dakota. James Gatz was a clam digger 
and a salmon fisher on the shores of Lake Superior. James 
Gatz despised his two weeks as a student janitor at St. Olaf’s 
in Minnesota. James Gatz was no one special. He lived “in a 
constant, turbulent riot” (105), tortured by dreams of the 
fanciful and the fantastic. He was plagued by the knowledge 
that his life as James Gatz, poor farmer, would always stand in 
the way of these dreams. And so, the only solution was that 
James Gatz had to die.

***

The double “s” in the middle of my name has always bothered 
me. They lie there, snake-like, taunting me, their curves 
standing in contrast with the sharp lines of the names of the 
women I admired. My name has always seemed too fragile 
and superficial, too feminine to fit me. “Hillary” is imposing, 
“Regina” is powerful, but “Jessica” is just weak. I cringe when I 
see my name written on official papers and birthday cards.

But it is more than just the curvature of the letters in my name. 
It is the language they are written in. I am American, but I am 
from the shores of Korea. My first tongue was Korean, the food 
I eat is Korean, the han and jeong* that I feel are Korean. But 
my first name is white, and my last name is Americanized-
Chinese, given to me by a parent who rejected his homeland 
and changed his family name from “Zhang” to “Chang,” 
because it was easier to pronounce in English. I am ethnically 
half-Chinese, but I am from the shores of Korea. Korea is part 
of my skin, my identity. But my name betrays me. I know that 
when people hear my first name, they see a long line of 
whitewashed Asian-Americans unmoored from their heritage. I 
know that when they hear my last name, they see a Han 
Chinese girl. This is not me.

It is difficult when family tell me I’m not really one of them. It is 
difficult when some of my peers call me a “race traitor” for 
choosing the culture I was raised in. It is difficult when 
complete strangers on a Seoul subway try to guess which 
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country I’m from because they don’t think I understand what 
they’re saying. But sometimes what’s most difficult to hear are 
the words that serve as a daily reminder I am never seen for 
who I am. I want to tell the subway riders and everyone else 
that I am from the shores of Korea, and that I am proud. But 
how can I, when I am still uncomfortable with my own name?

***

According to a study cited in the Atlantic in January 3rd, 2019, 
changing a foreign name to a common American one leads to 
a 14% increase in income. Having “ethnic” names 
disadvantages job applicants and workers by alerting 
employers to their “differences” and provoking potential racial 
bias. Taking a common American name signals a willingness 
to assimilate. It says “I’m just like you. I’m not that different.” 
First and second generation immigrants hide behind their new 
names, hoping that if the exterior is white enough, no one will 
notice what’s beneath the surface. For decades, newly arrived 
immigrants have embraced their new home by taking more 
“American” names. In fact, by 1930, a full third of immigrants 
were using a common American name instead of their given 
first name. When you step onto U.S. soil, you leave your home 
behind. All of it.

***

If James Gatz did not belong in the affluent neighborhood of 
West Egg, Long Island, then Jay Gatsby did. Gatz changed his 
name at age seventeen to impress Dan Cody, a wealthy 
copper businessman, a moment that would launch “the 
beginning of his career” (104). “He’d  had the name ready for a 
long time” (105), and when he finally made the switch, it was 
complete and irreversible. Gatsby renounced his parents, who 
he had never really accepted as his, denied his past as a poor 
Midwesterner, and invented a new persona for himself based 
on his “Platonic conception” of himself, following the Platonic 
doctrine that ideal archetypes are the only reality. After 
changing his name, Gatsby was faithful to his ideal of himself 
to the end. He was everything James Gatz could never have 
been – an Eastern man from Oxford, a collector of rubies living 
in European capitals, a millionaire who threw impossibly lavish 
parties. Unlike James Gatz, a name that felt clunky and 
common in your mouth, he was the elegant, mysterious Jay 
Gatsby. The reinvention began with the name. The Great 
Gatsby is as much about the idea of Gatsby, the name 
everyone in Long Island knew, as it is about the man behind 
the mask.

***

Last year, I got a second name. It is not written on my birth 
certificate or anywhere else. My legal name is still Jessica Ha 
Chang – there is too much I have done under that name in the 
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last fifteen years to leave it behind. My other name, Jaehyung, 
is one used just within my family and the Korean-American 
community. Jaehyung is a traditionally male name, meaning 
“virtuous talent,” but it fits – like a glove. It feels confident and 
capable. The first time someone called me Jaehyung at a 
Korean-American gathering, it felt like I belonged.

While we were driving home, I asked my mom, who suggested 
the name, why she hadn’t given me a Korean name when I 
was born. She told me that the name “Jessica” protected me 
from discrimination in the US. If people heard my first name 
and thought of a white girl, I would not be suffer any penalties 
for being Asian. For the same reason, my mom went by Angie 
Ha, a racially ambiguous name, in the US, not her given name, 
Ha Eun-Jeong. That is why I know five Koreans named Daniel, 
four named Sophia, and three named Hannah. With these 
names, we lose a little bit of our connection to our family’s 
history, but we also blend in. I realized that our names were 
shields, hiding and protecting us from the world.

***

By the end of the book, the idea of Jay Gatsby is firmly 
imprinted in our minds and in the mind of the narrator Nick 
Carraway, who refers to him as Gatsby throughout the entire 
novel, despite knowing his legal name. This illusion is only 
shattered with the arrival of his father, Henry Gatz, at his 
funeral. Henry’s jarring referrals to his son as “Jimmy” and 

“Oggsford University” remind us for the first time that Gatsby 
was a real person. Henry shares with Nick a book that Jimmy 
used to own, which includes resolutions to “bath every other 
day” and “read one improving book or magazine per 
week” (135). These resolutions are almost laughably normal. 
We would expect to see these goals in the journal of any 
ordinary man, but certainly not in the notebook of a man as 
untouchable as Jay Gatsby.

Finally, we see the real James Gatz, hidden behind the idea of 
Jay Gatsby. It is revealed that he was not an honest, self-made 
man, but rather made his money through illegal businesses. 
He was a man with human flaws. He was poor, and he was 
from the Midwest. He had childish desires and fears, too, just 
like everyone else. And yet while he was alive, no one saw 
past the illusion. They saw the chrome-covered car, the 
massive house, the sophisticated young man with the 
sophisticated name, and nothing more. No one showed up to 
James Gatz’s funeral because no one knew the real James 
Gatz.

***

In another study cited in the Atlantic article, researchers 
simulated the trolley problem for research subjects. In the 
classic trolley problem, subjects must choose between 
allowing a trolley to kill five people or pulling a lever to divert 
the trolley onto another track, killing just one person. This 
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study had a twist – the individual was given a name and race: 
either a white Mark, an Asian Mark, or an Asian named Xian. 
At the conclusion of the study, 68% of the subjects pulled the 
lever on white Mark and 70% pulled it on Asian Mark. But 
when the individual on the separate track was an Asian named 
Xian, subjects pulled the lever 78% of the time. Your name has 
an actual bearing on how much your life is worth. An 
assimilated foreigner is worth a little less than a white 
American, and a foreigner with a different name is worth 
almost 15% less. Names allow you to identify with a group, but 
woe befall you if you choose the wrong group. An immigrant 
who rebrands herself as an American is granted a fresh start, 
but an immigrant who refuses to let go of her name will forever 
wear a brand that marks her as different from everyone else.

***

Ultimately, the American dream is supposed to be about 
reinvention and the promise of being able to become whoever 
you want. Gatz didn’t just change his name to Gatsby. He 
changed himself and his entire life trajectory. But the truth is 
that for many, the American dream is limited to the option of 
reinventing yourself as someone you don’t necessarily identify 
as. Even Gatsby was living as someone he really wasn’t. His 
life was a complete facade, and it is that disparity between 
who a person really is and who they try to become by 
changing their name and identity that represents the failure 

and disillusionment of the American dream. Our names are 
masks we wear to label ourselves as we want to be seen. 
They tell others where we are from, who we want to be, and 
what we value. Changing our name can be liberating, a true 
reinvention of ourselves. Or it can trap us further into a fake 
version of our lives that hides who we really are from everyone 
else.

*Han and jeong are concepts of emotion unique to Korean 
culture



194

길거리 토스트
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

길거리 토스트

Fried egg. Cabbage. Ham. Ketchup. A slice of cheese. Sugar. 
Mayonnaise. All sandwiched between two perfectly grilled, 
golden slices of bread. An eclectic mix of ingredients that 
combine to make one glorious concoction that melts in your 
mouth like buttery goodness. When first presented with 길거리 

토스트, or Korean street toast, I’ll admit, I took a hard pass. 

Ketchup with egg? Cheese with sugar? No thanks. It all just 
seemed like a ready-made recipe for an early death by heart 
attack. But as soon as I took that first bite, I suddenly 
understood why this life-shortening sandwich was beloved by 
millions of people all over the world.

Korean cuisine is famous for a lot of foods: 김밥, 잡채, 비빔밥, 김
치 (1), and more. But this – this is the heart of modern Korea. 

Street toast sold on every street corner for two dollars or less, 
wrapped in white wax paper and shiny silver foil. An 
unquestionably Korean sandwich that consists of entirely of 

Western components, it perfectly captures the duality of Korea 
in the 21st century. Street toast is eaten in the subways of 압구
정 (2), surrounded by colorful ads for plastic surgery on one 

side and maps of palaces from the 조선 (3) period on the other. 

It is eaten in the massive shopping centers in 강남 (4) whose 

flashing lights illuminate the buskers in the street who dance to 
K-pop while wearing American brands like Nike and Adidas. It 
is eaten with traditional roasted duck and with Sprite bottled in 
bright pink cans. It manages to cross the divide between East 
and West effortlessly while retaining elements of both. In a 
land where I don’t completely fit in, the sandwich is the only 
thing that is truly like me; not wholly one or the other, but a 
strange amalgamation of the two.

Armed with my street toast, the city of Seoul no longer feels 
like a frightening jungle. I realize that, like me, like the toast, 
the city is trying to find where it fits in. Seoul walks the fine line 
between two worlds – old and new, Korean and Western. And 
that makes me, somehow, a bit less lonely. As I explore Seoul, 
toast always in hand, I come to see new sides of the city that 
surprise me. Street toast is late night walks on the 한강 (5): feet 

in cold water, shimmering lights passing by, faint music in the 
humid air, happiness in my mouth. It is wandering the alleys 
alone in the early morning, bare feet walking past stone-walled 
houses that have stood there for centuries, right next to newly 
erected Seven-Elevens. It is evenings spent sitting on the 
crowded subway, watching towering skyscrapers and cobbled 



195

stone walls flash by in the blink of an eye, as the sun slowly 
sinks on the other side of the deep blue mountains.

At home, we make our own versions of street toast. My mom 
uses whole wheat toast, extra sugar, and no ham in her 
sandwiches. I remember sitting on the kitchen island, short 
legs swinging high above the floor and watching her assemble 
a sandwich: first the fried bread, then the egg and cabbage, 
then the cheese, the ketchup, and a liberal helping of sugar. 
Now that I’m old enough to make my own, I find myself 
inheriting some of her tastes: whole wheat bread, no ham 
(although I cut out the sugar). Whenever I feel nostalgic, I 
make mounds of street toast – enough for five or six people. I 
can hear the sizzling of the frying pan, feel its blistering heat 
on my face, smell the acidic tang of the ketchup. For a second, 
it almost feels like I’m back in 여의도 (6), sitting on the front 

step of my grandmother’s apartment. I am watching the 아줌마 

(7) prep the grill, butter bubbling on its black surface, and I can 
practically feel my arteries clogging up. But what the heck. You 
only live once (8). I reach out and receive the toast with two 
hands, bow, and say 감사합니다. Thank you.

1 Kimbap, japchae, bibimbap, kimchi
2 Apgujeong (a section of Seoul)
3 Joseon (historical era)
4 Gangnam (famous commercial district in Seoul)
5 Han River

6 Yeouido (a section of Seoul)
7 Ahjumma (“aunt,” a term used to address older women in 
Korea)
8 #YOLO is a popular trend in Korea even today
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Silent Minority No More
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Silent Minority No More

We still have decades to live, but we have inherited your 
baggage for the rest of our lives. With the first steps my 
parents took on American soil, I became another owner of your 
ugliness and hatred. America, you hide behind words like 
"equality" and "opportunity," but these words only mean 
something if you already have them. We all see your real face. 
Make no mistake, America, I love you like a daughter loves a 
parent because I was an orphan drifting before finding harbor 
with you. But I have always been acutely aware that you do 
not love me, and you hate who I love, and you hate my black 
brothers and sisters. We, your children - birthed and adopted - 
do not know how to forgive you.

I am tired of living in a vicious world where the color of our skin 
divides us into groups: wanted, tolerated, and persecuted. I am 
tired of the senseless, inhuman violence you commit against 

your other children. I am tired of being a citizen of a country 
where a black person is killed by police violence every single 
day of the year. I am tired of being invisible and silent in this 
country, and tired of not being able to do more to help those 
whose skin is not invisible but a flashing light that invites 
danger and death. I am more than tired. I am sick, disgusted, 
grieving, and angry. You do not want my anger, because it is 
the wrong color. And you do not want the anger of those 
whose righteous fury and fear goes fathoms deeper than I can 
imagine, but you cannot just take what is palatable for you. 
This medicine is bitter. Drink it, and fix this sickness.

"Give me your huddled masses." Well, here we are: huddled, 
masked masses crowding in the streets, and you meet us with 
gas and weapons and rocks. America, take a look in the mirror. 
You are diseased. You are a hypocrite. You protect murderers. 
This is the legacy that you leave us. This should never have 
been our weight to carry, but we will carry it. All of us will. We 
will carry it not for the day, the week, or even the year. We 
carry it with us until we die, together. It does not end with an 
Instagram post, a difficult conversation, or a protest. If we get it 
right, future generations will inherit a lighter burden. That is the 
best we can hope for.
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I speak to the Asian community directly: being Asian in the US 
is an isolating experience. We've struggled to find our place in 
this country's racial narrative. There is a historical disconnect 
and division between Asian Americans and the black 
community and other communities of color. But we have a 
duty to support and defend black lives. If anything, the 
decades of erasure, hate, and violence that we have endured 
should be a reason to stop the fatal oppression of black people 
in America, not one to drive a wedge between us. Martin 
Luther King said that "a time comes when silence is betrayal." 
That time is now. Being silent is a betrayal, because we owe 
this to the black protesters who refused to be silent during the 
Civil Rights Movement, which led to the 1965 Voting Rights Act 
ending language discrimination, the Immigration and 
Nationality Act ending quotas on Asian immigration, and the 
end of bans on interracial marriages. Silence is leaving one 
group of people to be crushed by the weight of shouldering this 
burden alone. We must do better. Injustice grows in the 
absence of opposition. Raise your voice and show America 
that the silent minority is silent no more.
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Blackout
Short Story
Grade: 10
Laurel School
Instructor: Patricia Harpring

Blackout

“Isabel, Mr. Bennett’s ready to see you now.” The secretary 
emerged from around the corner. She watched with a poorly 
disguised smile, her taunting eyes magnified by her 
prescription glasses. 

Isabel stood hastily and shuffled past the woman, who moved 
aside half a second later than she should have. The girl kept 
her head down and focused on the tiles flashing beneath her 

feet. One, two, three, grey. One, two, three, white. One, two, 
three, grey. One, two, white. Oh, no. The door to her left stood 
ajar. She turned to face the room and peered inside cautiously. 

“Come in, Ms. Ramirez.”

She stepped inside. Mr. Bennett, although on the other side of 
the office, loomed over her. With one hand, he held a slightly 
crumpled paper, and with the other, he gestured towards a 
chair. He crossed the room and shut the door with a resolute 
thud as she sat. After what felt like hours, he took a seat 
across from her. The chair screeched miserably under his 
weight. 

“Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?”

Isn’t that your job? The voice in her head spat, and she 
gripped her armrests, taken aback by her own audacity. Isabel 
shook her head, then cleared her throat and answered, “I’m 
not sure.” Lies. She knew exactly why she was here. What she 
didn’t understand was why it was such a big deal. Mr. 
Bennett’s eyebrows, or the space where they would be if he 
had any, shot up in surprise. He smoothed the paper out on 
the desk between them and leaned forward. It was hard to 
ignore the headline in size twenty Times New Roman, 
especially since Isabel had written it herself. Athletes smoking 
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only the tip of the iceberg: Addressing Jefferson High’s drug 
use. 

“Do you remember writing this?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me why you thought this was a good idea.”

Isabel swallowed. Any student at Jefferson could name which 
of their classmates were drug users and what they were on. 
Wasn’t it obvious, especially to the principal?

“Well,” she began, making herself look up at him, “I heard 
about how the coaches discovered four football players 
using...marijuana in the locker rooms. They were kicked off the 
team, but I noticed there were a lot of other students on stuff 
as well. I’ve heard about it a lot, too, and I thought this was a 
pretty big problem, and I wanted to write about it for the March 
issue.” 

She saw Mr. Bennett tense and inhale deeply. It was silent for 
a long moment. A clock ticked from the corner. The sound of a 
girl shrieking followed by several voices howling with laughter 
came from somewhere outside.  Finally, he planted his palms 
on the table and spoke.

“Ms. Ramirez, you are an outstanding student. Your grades are 
looking great, and I saw on the website that you placed third at 

the robotics competition last weekend.” When it was clear he 
was awaiting a response, Isabel muttered a thank you.

“With that being said, it is a shame that I have to call you in 
today and that you have decided to say such things about our 
school. Any issues have either been resolved or are being 
handled right now. If a teacher sees a student using drugs, he 
or she will see me immediately. We do not, as you say,” he 
lifted the paper and dragged his finger along the surface, “‘fail 
to understand the severity of the issue and acknowledge it.’ 
The administration is doing everything it can, and your 
classmates are beginning to understand the dangers of using.”

Isabel fought the urge to scoff. Before the board of education 
members came in to inspect the classes, Mr. Bennett gave a 
long speech about how, instead of being suspended for a 
week, students would be suspended for two if the visitors saw 
them smoking. 

In her classes, the teachers chewed out the female students 
for using too much perfume when the saccharine odor from the 
vapes floated from the back. Students popped pills left and 
right, slipping Addie onto their tongues and slapping away 
outstretched hands as if it were the most casual thing in the 
world. Just two weeks ago, Isabel walked into the second floor 
bathroom to find a group of girls taking turns smoking out the 
window. One would lean over the ledge, barely clinging to the 
frame, until her friends grew impatient and grabbed at her 
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fingers. A few of them glanced at Isabel as they bickered but 
mostly ignored her as she found a stall. There was no fear of 
being caught. After all, what was the worst that could happen? 
Whatever remained of your stash confiscated, a few days at 
home, and then business as usual? 

“If I may ask, how exactly are you dealing with this?” It was a 
risky question, and she knew that, but she needed to know.

“Well, we’re suspending anyone caught using drugs and 
alerting their parents.”

“Is that it?”

“We believe we are doing everything in our power right now, 
and it is not your place to criticize us,” he shot back before 
pausing and clearing his throat.  

“But I wrote about what you’re doing right now. I thought it 
would be better if the readers could decide if that was sufficient 
or not…sir.”

Mr. Bennett slid a hand over the paper, balled it up, and 
dropped it in the waste bin beside him in one swift motion. 
“You’re a smart girl, Ms. Ramirez. You know if it gets out that a 
few outliers are making bad decisions, it will be blown out of 
proportion. The public might even think we have a problem, 
and is that what we want?” 

He stared expectantly at Isabel, forcing her to keep her eye 
contact and respond. She noticed he was scowling, and she 
wanted to do so herself. She wanted to reply that yes, it would 
be best if people found out the school was putting on a 
charade, so maybe they could finally do something besides 
just handing out little blue disciplinary slips. But she didn’t.

“No, sir.”

Mr. Bennett clasped his hands together, finally satisfied. She 
watched as he took a painfully long time to rearrange the 
picture frames on his desk. 

“Good. Now, I know the deadline for this month’s issue isn’t 
until the 20th. As you know, our varsity football team made it to 
the state finals. Their game is this Friday, and since you’re the 
main writer for the ‘student activities’ section, why don’t you 
write about that instead?”

“But Mr. Bennett, I thought the game was called off? 
Because…” She trailed off, expecting an awkward silence, but 
it was cut short.

“Regarding four of the members, we chose to take a gentler 
approach. They’ve made it this far in the season and have 
amazing potential. They and the coaches have already 
expressed remorse, and the entire city is looking forward to 
this game. It’s the first time we’ve gotten to the championship 
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game since I went here, you know?” He chuckled, his eyes 
glazed from whatever youthful memories now washed over 
him. “Anyways, we felt it would be best if they continued 
playing.”

Isabel dug her nails into her chair, scraping away at the plastic. 
She wanted to open her mouth and scream, but she knew it 
wouldn’t do any good. 

“Do you have any questions?”

She shook her head.

“Good. The theme is blackout. I expect you’ll enjoy the game.”
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It’s Really Not Easy Being an Advocate
Humor
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Lee Fallon

It’s Really Not Easy Being an Advocate

Brrrrrr.

A soft vibration on the nightstand made me open my eyes. 
Flipping over, I peered into the cracked phone (which I had just 
bought a week ago, but I guess I’m clumsy) and instinctively 
opened up twitter.

I tapped my broken fingernails on the screen, liking any post 
that washed across my screen.

After about a minute, I checked my own posts, and chewed my 
fingernails in anticipation as the page loaded.

Ugh. Only three likes on my global warming awareness post. 
How could they do this? I literally went out of my way to the 
poor district of LA to take pictures of littering.

I ripped another nail from my finger with my teeth, but this time 
there was a sting of pain. I looked down at the bloody mess 
that was now dripping down onto my covers like water from a 
broken faucet.

That sting was a wakeup call. Today I would become Twitter 
famous.

I jumped out of bed into the bathroom and stared at myself in 
the mirror. I only saw a thin-lipped, perpetual frown and dark 
slits of eyes. I had to lose some weight too; my chin had folds 
that looked snakes winding around my head.

After cleaning off my bloody finger, I picked up a can of blue 
hair dye and applied it liberally to my hair. Now I was ready for 
the day.
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As I left my apartment, I made sure to crank the thermostat up 
to a toasty 75 degrees, even though I wouldn’t be home all 
day. I wanted a warm room to enter when I got back.

Once I got downstairs, I immediately hailed a cab, but I wasn’t 
quick enough.

“Hey,” some guy said. “Want to take a bike? It’ll be way 
cheaper than your taxi fare, and I saw on your Twitter-”

I crawled into the cab and slammed the door in his face.

“Take me to the *Hipster* Coffee Shop,” I said with a smug 
smile. “It’s one of the most expensive and exotic coffee shops 
in the area.”

“Sure thing,” he said, as I pulled out my phone and began to 
check Twitter again, fervently chewing my nails.

* * *

“THIS ISN’T CREAMY ENOUGH,” I yelled at the incompetent 
barista, whose dead stare reflected his soulless actions.

I slammed the coffee down on the counter, and the liquid 
poured like black oil all over the table.

“I’ll make it again, ma’am” he responded.

I pointed a shaking finger at him. “DON’T ASSUME MY 
GENDER!”

Quickly looking around, I looked to see if anyone had seen my 
triumphant act of political correctness.

Nada. Everyone was on their phones, too afraid to live in the 
moment. What fools.

I stared down at my hands, now full of broken nails shaped like 
scraggly cliffs. There had to be something else I could do…

“Hey!” I heard from the doorway.

Swiveling around, I saw my friend Alice, waddling through the 
doorway like some penguin that had a kid with a beached 
whale.

“How are you doing?” I shouted back.

“Not great. My doctor-”

“Just so you know,” I shouted loud enough so everyone in the 
shop could hear, “I totally accept you for who you are despite 
your weight and I believe that everyone is healthy at any size!”

Alexa beamed at me, but no one else seemed to notice yet 
again. “Let’s sit down. I have to tell you about what happened 
yesterday.”
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“Drink for Nicckckccy?” the bartender mustered out, his stare 
still dead ahead into nothingness.

I turned around and grabbed the drink, shooting the barista a 
dark look.

“Damn it,” I said to Alison, “they spelled my name wrong again. 
It has five c’s, not four.”

“Yesterday,” Addison wheezed, with spittle flying out of her 
mouth like a broken spray bottle, “my doctor wheeze said if I 
don’t wheeze lose weight wheeze I’m going to wheeze die.”

After flicking some of that disgusting, foamy spit from my new 
blouse, I shouted back at her, “seriously? That is so fatphobic. 
I would just sue him for malpractice and destroy his life.”

Once again, no one in the shop seemed to notice my valiant 
support of my friend Anna.

“Yea, wheeze, I dropped him and wheeze I’m in the process 
of-”

But I was barely listening. There seemed to be some sort of 
protest outside…

Perfect! All I needed to do was take some selfies here to post 
to my Twitter.

"Got to go,” I muttered to Allie, and rushed outside with my 
coffee.

"Hey,” I said to the nearest protestor gesturing to some placard 
he was holding, “where can I buy one of those signs?”

“Over there,” he pointed.

“Great!” I said as I rushed over to the stand, grabbing a sign.

"Hey, you have to pay-”

But I was already off. Ditching my empty coffee cup in the 
street, I used both hands to rip off the plastic packaging, which 
I also ditched into the street, and I held the sign high above my 
head.

Pulling out my phone, I snapped a few pictures of the parade 
around me, and then a few selfies. It was a real struggle 
making sure the sign didn’t cast a shadow on my face!

After shooing some disgusting homeless person off a bench, 
who did try to snatch a few cents off me, I sat down and began 
to tweet. But I almost couldn’t; the natural lightning in LA was 
just gorgeous today, and I just couldn’t stop staring at my 
beautiful face and my nice blue hair.

Sav the planet! Climate chang is a real threat, especially to all 
the homeles people who want to live outside! 
#savethehomeless #globalwarming #stopnucleus. Also, I just 
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got my gender assumed by some bigoted barista at the 
*Hipster* Coffee Shp today! #feminism #genderequality 
#menarepigs

My bleeding finger stung with each tap, but I was well 
accustomed to the fact that raising awareness required 
immense sacrifice.

And…sent. Now if this doesn’t do it, nothing will. Almost 
instantly, I began to feverishly bite my fingers like a rabid 
squirrel on an acorn. When I bit off too much nail, I started 
chewing on the skin, and soon enough a rusty metal taste filled 
my mouth.

One like.

Two likes.

Come on! I’ve got over 50 followers and only two likes in five 
minutes?

I pulled my bloody fingers, which now not only had broken 
nails but missing chunks of flesh, back down to the phone 
screen and began typing.

If you dont lik, you are literlly a sexis bigot! #feminsm 
#menarpigs

Another five minutes passed. Only three likes and a load of 
comments, which contained horrible language like, “this is not 
what feminism is,” or “you are overexaggerating.”

But then my ringtone snapped me out of my trance.

“Hello,” I said.

“Hi,” a voice said from the other side. “I’m calling from the LA 
Community Hospital. Is this a pause Nicccky?”

“Yep,” I responded. “That’s me!”

“Your friend Mary just had a heart attack.”

“Who the hell is Mary?”

A rustle of paper.

“She said she saw you this morning at the *Hipster* Coffee 
Shop? And you guys have been friends for over three years?”

Oops. I thought her name was Alexandria.

“So what do you want me to do about it?” I responded. “I’m not 
a doctor.”

“She wants you to come see her while she’s dying. We have 
no way of operating on her and we estimate that she will die in 
about half an hour.”
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“Wellllllllllll,” I responded. “I’m sort of busyyyyyyyyyy-”

Wait. This would be the opportunity for the perfect Twitter 
selfie.

“I’ll be there right away!” I said and hung up.

After a short taxi ride, I ran into the hospital, right up the front 
desk.

“Hi,” I said. “I’m Nicckckccy and-”

“Excuse me,” the receptionist interrupted. “I’m speaking with 
someone right now.”

I turned to look at a couple with red eyes and streaks of tears 
running down their face glaring at me.

“Ugh,” I said to them. “What are you looking at? Get a hold of 
yourself.”

“ANYWAYS,” I turned back to the receptionist. “My friend 
Melissa is DYING right now. Can I please go see her in her 
room?”

The receptionist recoiled. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry! I didn’t 
realize.”

She clacked her fingernails on the keyboard as I chewed mine. 
I pulled my fingers out of my mouth for a quick glance, and I 

only saw an exposed angry redness that used to be veiled by 
a thin sheet of skin.

“We don’t have a Melissa in the ICU, but we do have a Mary in 
room 212.”

Without another word, I rushed from the desk, maybe slightly 
bumping into the stupid couple still standing at the counter.

* * *

“I’m so glad to see you,” I said to Mya, who was asleep on a 
hospital bed wired up to a dozen beeping machines. She hung 
over the much too narrow bed just like the sheets did, and her 
pale face glistened like a moist blobfish.

Turning my back to her, I snapped a photo, or at least tried to. 
My bloody stump of a finger smashed uselessly about a dozen 
times onto my phone screen before it worked. The lighting in 
the room wasn’t ideal, as part of my face was in shadow, but it 
was good enough. My blue hair was still displayed prominently.

My fiend McKenzie jst ded a sad, ad dath! She was lied to ech 
day by #fatshaing dctors, who dot knw anthig! I ws the only 
becon of ligt in hr entir lif, and I am 100% sur that it was th 
depresd sel-estem tht kild her. #fataceptace #heathyatanysiz
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My bright red stubs pranced around the screen like a light 
show, each tap barely registering on the keyboard. After I was 
finished, I collapsed onto a chair in the hospital room.

Whew! What a stressful day. I’m going to call in sick and just 
take the rest of the day off. It’s really not easy being an 
advocate of women’s rights, climate change, and fat 
acceptance!

“Nic-” I heard from the bed.

“Not now, uhhh” Shoot. I couldn’t remember her name.

I cleared my throat. “I gotta go home and rest. You wouldn’t 
even understand how tired I am right now. See you later!”

I skipped from the room, and this time I didn’t even check my 
Twitter to see how many likes I got. I knew this tweet would be 
the one. Yet I continued to gnaw at my fingers until I scraped 
bone. I just couldn’t seem to get rid of that habit.
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Anjali
Poetry
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Anjali

My name
Has never been too
Kind 
To others.
They always add a 
Disclaimer.
“I’m sorry if 
I say this wrong.”

I’m sorry too.
Start.
Stop.
Try again.
Stop.
One more time.
Stop.
I step in as a 
Courtesy.
The first time,
I laid it out
Like a red carpet.
With a grand flourish,
I declare it loud and clear.
They choke on it.
Like an unexpected chili,
It’s too
Spicy.
It’s water going down
The wrong tube.
I try again,
This time slower.
Elongated.
Syllable by syllable.
“Un–”
“Juh–”

Silver Key

ANJALI 
DHANEKULA



209

“Lee–”
They trample and trip.
It comes out in
Wary sounds,
A question mark.
No longer 
Beautiful,
Just broken.
The first time
It was a 
Declaration:
Pride.
Now it’s… 
“Hello.”
“I’m Mr.Smith.”
“I’m your teacher.”
“I’ll be taking roll now.”
“Ella”
“Joseph”
“Kyle”
Then,
The anticipated
Pause.
He’s mulling over
How best to approach
It.

“An—”
That’s me!
I interrupt.
That’s me.
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Hard pills to swallow
Poetry
Grade: 11
Cleveland School of the Arts
Instructor: Elizabeth Telich

Hard pills to swallow

I remember,
my mother’s long arm wrapped around my shoulders
as I waited for the doctor to prescribe something for my flu,
Silent rides home so as not to disturb my raging headache,
Various versions of “good jobs” bouncing off the kitchen walls
as I downed a whole capful of grape flavored Motrin,
Dibs on the couch seat next to “mommy” so I can lay my 
pounding head on her soft lap,

And the smell of my favorite soup breaking through the barrier 
clogging my nose.

Now,
I can no longer smell that soup boiling.
No regards to my headache as my mother blasts her favorite 
playlist on the aux.
Pillow after pillow failing to replace the softness of my mother’s 
lap.
Vapo rub slathered across my throat like abuse hands,
I get choked up thinkin back to the days when my mother used 
to love me.
Now I lay in my bed, alone,
surrounded by used tissues, deflated pillows, empty water 
bottles,

and some hard pills to swallow.
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Last Breath
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Last Breath

Three years ago her chest 
            rose
      and
fell
gentle like ocean waves
sweeping a day’s worth of sandcastles away with them
            in
      and

out
a breath
so quiet
a pencil to color frosty window glass
 
Two years ago her chest
            rose with a heave
      and
fell with a cough
violent like crashing ocean waves
            in
      and
out
a breath
growing louder
a siren to warn for what’s ahead
 
One year ago her chest
            rose
      and
fell
shallow and unsteady
shaking like the palms before a storm
            in
      and
out
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a breath
tired
flying away with the debris on the beach
 
Today her chest
            rises
      and
falls
tucked away
under paper thin blankets
            in
      and
out
a breath
swallowed by a new sea of white
yet
paced by the rhythm of beeps—
someone will be in soon.
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Michael Feinstein on the Future of the Great 
American Songbook
Journalism
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Michael Feinstein on the Future of the 
Great American Songbook

“One of the reasons I do what I do is to educate people…when 
I do shows, I talk about the songwriters and tell humorous 
anecdotes that people can relate to their own lives to make 
these writers living, breathing entities who lived just as we did, 
and had a creative genius that allowed them to do something 

lasting,” says Michael Feinstein, five-time Grammy-nominated 
recording artist, performer, pianist, archivist, and Ambassador 
of The Great American Songbook, on how he incorporates 
music education into his concerts. We spoke about this over 
the phone just days after his “Standard Time with Michael 
Feinstein” concert at Carnegie Hall, one of the over 150 shows 
he performs each year (Masterworks Broadway). A few months 
prior, I was one of forty high school students chosen from a 
nationwide search to attend Songbook Academy, where I 
received coaching from Feinstein and other celebrity mentors. 
As the other students and I lined up to take our group picture 
with him, Feinstein graced the stage of The Palladium at the 
Center for the Performing Arts in a tuxedo jacket and jeans 
and began to play the piano while he waited. We sat 
mesmerized, watching him manipulate the keys with a grace 
and expertise that spoke to his years of experience and 
immeasurable talent. Despite being a world-renowned 
interpreter of the Great American Songbook, Feinstein was 
generous enough to work with each of us individually, 
complimenting us on our performances and giving us 
invaluable feedback. During masterclasses, the words of 
encouragement he gave us inspired us endlessly, fostering the 
next generation of Songbook performers and enthusiasts. 

The Great American Songbook is not an actual book or 
compilation of songs; it is the genre of music which consists of 
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the popular music, jazz standards, and tunes in Broadway 
theater, musical theater, and Hollywood musical film that were 
created from the 1920s through the 1960s (The Great 
American Songbook Foundation). When I asked Feinstein 
what attracted him to this type of music in particular, he 
revealed that his parents would sing the songs to him when he 
was just five or six years old. Later, when he discovered 
Gershwin’s symphonic works, Rhapsody in Blue and An 
American in Paris in particular, was “the first time that [he] was 
able to put a name, the name of a songwriter to the songs, and 
then [he] understood the songs were created by people. You 
know, they didn’t just come out of thin air but they were written 
by songwriters who fashioned the words and the music.” He 
described hearing Rhapsody in Blue as emotionally 
“galvanizing,” and “something that expressed in music what 
[he] was feeling inside.” One of Feinstein’s dear friends Liza 
Minelli had a very similar experience with the Songbook; in 
fact, their mutual love of the Great American Songbook is the 
reason they connected so well when they first met and 
ultimately became close friends. Feinstein shared that Liza 
“had a little portable phonograph to play records, and she 
listened to Ella Fitzgerald singing the Gershwin Songbook, the 
Cole Porter songbook, the Rodgers and Hart Songbook” which 
gave her stability during a tumultuous childhood. As Feinstein 
points out, one of the remarkable things about the Songbook 
is, “regardless of your background, or wherever you come 

from, the songs create a bond between people who appreciate 
them.” 

However, these incredibly important works, both to the 
individuals who appreciate them and to American popular 
culture, are in danger of being forgotten. The audience for the 
Songbook music has all but disappeared. Even as early as 
1999, experts were concerned, not about a lack of aspiring 
jazz musicians and entertainers (because there were plenty), 
but rather a dwindling in “the number of music venues” where 
jazz could be heard, ultimately due to a “lack of 
audience” (Jenkins). It seems that this trend has continued––
as forty young singers, including myself, spent the week 
learning about the Songbook and perfecting our vocal 
technique and interpretation of this music, the only young 
people I saw in the audience at the final performance were my 
two younger siblings. According to a study by the Jazz Arts 
Group of Columbus, which collected data from ticket sales of 
jazz music events presented by large venues and festivals 
nationwide, “only 17% [of ticket buyers] were under age 
45” (Jarenwattananon). Jazz now resides alongside classical 
music as one of the least popular genres of music (Atmeh). It 
is logical to conclude that the even more niche subset of jazz, 
the Great American Songbook, is consumed even less. This 
could be due to a large-scale shift in taste of music among 
consumers. Feinstein describes the music of the Songbook as 
needing “a special kind of ear to listen to the lyrics, to the 
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words” and today’s popular music as being “in some ways, the 
opposite of that.” “It's about sounds and effects and rhythms 
and things that are more predominant than just the words,” he 
explains. 

This raises the question of how to keep the Great American 
Songbook relevant. Should we modernize the songs to try and 
appeal to a younger audience? Feinstein argues that, while it 
is important to have new interpretations of the Songbook, it is 
equally important to honor the story that the lyricist intended to 
be told. “Fundamentally, one of the things that keeps the songs 
alive are the different fresh interpretations,” assures Feinstein, 
“but for me, I focus on lyrics. And I think the important thing is 
telling the story that comes from the lyric. A lot of times there 
are artists who do vocal interpretations that are very 
impressive technically, yet if they're not connected to the 
emotion and intent of the words, for me, it's meaningless.” In 
order to truly preserve the Songbook, an artist’s interpretation 
must be rooted in communicating the lyric as it was meant to 
be communicated. 

Recently, the Songbook has experienced somewhat of a 
resurgence in the form of samples, especially in hip hop. 
Kanye West and Jay Z have sampled Nina Simone, in 
particular, very frequently. Nina’s crooning voice on “Do What 
You Gotta Do,” written by Jimmy Webb in 1967, is the hook on 
West’s extremely popular and controversial hit “Famous” from 

his album The Life of Pablo, released in 2016. On Jay Z and 
Kanye West’s collaborative studio album Watch the Throne, 
Nina’s rendition of “Feeling Good,” written by Leslie Bricusse 
and Anthony Newley in 1964 for the musical The Roar of the 
Greasepaint––The Smell of the Crowd, is the primary motif 
and basis of the track “New Day.” Most recently, Jay Z worked 
the piano part and sections of the melody of “Four Women,” 
written and performed by Nina Simone, into “The Story of O.J.” 
off of his album 4:44, released in 2017. These songs did 
extremely well commercially––“Famous” is 2x platinum-
certified by the Recording Industry Association of America and 
“The Story of O.J.” is certified gold (Recording Industry 
Association of America). Watch the Throne is not only certified 
platinum but debuted at number one on the U.S. Billboard 200 
chart (Billboard). Each was also met with a commendatory 
critical reception: Watch the Throne was Grammy-nominated 
for Best Rap Album and “The Story of O.J.” was nominated for 
Best Rap Song, Best Music Video, and the coveted title of 
Record of the Year (Recording Academy). It is likely that fans 
rapped along to these songs and sung lyrics and melodies 
written by Songbook composers without even realizing it. The 
commercial success and critical recognition of Jay Z and 
Kanye West’s reworkings of Simone’s work attests to the 
excellent songwriting of the Songbook music and suggests 
that these jazz standards have the potential to be not only 
relevant again, but popular if presented the right way. 
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These are not the only instances of prominent artists sampling 
Nina Simone––Lil Wayne, Bruno Mars, John Legend, 
Common, and countless others have repurposed her 
renditions of jazz standards. A known civil rights activist, 
Simone frequently performed and composed music that 
reflected and protested against the issues of racial injustice 
during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s. In her 
performance of “Strange Fruit,” a standard written by Abel 
Meeropol in 1939, Simone sings about the lynchings of black 
people in America. “It tears at the guts of what white people 
have done to my people in this country,” Simone said of the 
song (Bonnell). From protest songs like “Mississippi Goddam” 
and “Backlash Blues” to empowering anthems “To Be Young, 
Gifted, and Black” and “Four Women,” Simone contributed 
many powerful pieces to the Songbook repertoire. These 
songs and others like them are often the most frequently 
sampled out of the Great American Songbook genre, revealing 
another reason why the Songbook is so enduring: the lyrics 
continue to be relevant. This music, written decades, and in 
some cases, nearly a century ago, can still help us deal with 
our current social issues. In this sense, preserving the 
Songbook is not about protecting songs whose golden age has 
passed, but recognizing the impact these songs had and the 
value they continue to have today.  

While the success of reworkings of Songbook standards 
should be celebrated, it should be noted that these modern 

renditions may not truly promote the Great American 
Songbook. Although it is possible that listeners may be more 
familiar with Nina Simone if they make the connection that 
hers is the voice in the background of their favorite Jay-Z song, 
they likely still don’t know the writers behind these songs or the 
important role these songs had in history. Part of the reason 
for this disparity is the general lack of recognition for 
songwriters in the current music industry. “I think these days, 
people don’t credit or pay attention to the creators of work. 
Generally, that’s a problem because of copyright and 
everything being free on the internet. People don’t have a 
sense that a lot of things were created by individuals,” 
Feinstein explains. While Feinstein recalls how he and Liza 
Minelli “knew the writers” of the songs they loved, music fans 
today are usually only aware of the artist of the song who is 
listed on their streaming service, which often doesn’t provide 
the full picture of the effort that went into creating the song. 
This major shift in how music listeners acknowledge 
songwriters has significant implications for the future of the 
Songbook due to the nature of the genre. Songs of the Great 
American Songbook may not have electronic production or 
perfect quality recordings, but they have moving lyrics and 
memorable melodies crafted by legendary lyricists and 
composers, which is what ultimately makes the songs so 
timeless. Feinstein believes that “finding ways to teach people 
about the humanity of these writers and finding something 
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that’s common to their lives in relation to ours” is the path 
forward to raising awareness about music creators and their 
role in the music we stream online––an essential step in 
raising awareness about the Songbook.

When I asked Feinstein about what he hopes his legacy to be, 
he declared his life’s purpose to be helping people heal 
through music––whether that be as he and Liza did, looking for 
something that could express what they were feeling inside, or 
even as a method to treat brain injury, helping elderly people 
with Alzheimer’s disease and dementia regain their memory 
through song. In regards to his work as a conservationist of the 
Songbook, Feinstein reflected on The Great American 
Songbook Foundation, of which he is the founder, and 
Songbook Academy. “To me working with young people in the 
Songbook Academy, it's like planting seeds. And I believe that 
every person who gains an appreciation passes it on,” says 
Feinstein. As I hear the final, dramatic notes of Frank Sinatra’s 
“My Way” coming from the speaker in my little sister’s 
bedroom, I think Feinstein just might be right. Though the 
Songbook “is not mainstream, [the songs] will always live 
because they will always fill an emotional need among 
people.”
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Aunt Toni and Whitney Houston: an Exploration of 
Guilt and Grief
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Aunt Toni and Whitney Houston: an 
Exploration of Guilt and Grief

Aunt Toni.

She lifted her head slightly to squint at the sun. It had risen just 
high enough to spill its rays into her coffee cup: the one with 

the yellow handle, she realized. She smiled slightly. Yellow. 
What a color.

If you had been sitting there with her, you would have thought 
that she seemed tired, and very quiet. But I would have known. 
Toni was never really tired, at least not in the way that you and 
I are. And she was never really quiet, because on the inside 
she was a riot of joy, and praise, and color. Every single part of 
her shouted its own gospel solo straight to the heavens. That 
morning, almost without thinking, she poured her joy into the 
small screen she was holding. “I am not fuzzy,” she texted. 
“Ella can come stay with Aunt Toni anytime.”

Aunt Toni was not my aunt, technically. Actually, that text was 
the first time that she had ever referred to herself as my Aunt. 
But the moment that she sent it, it didn’t matter anymore. “Of 
course,” I thought. “Aunt Toni feels right.”

Her death didn’t feel real until two months later, when I wiped 
fog off of the car window to get a clearer view of her casket. A 
small white box, and all I could think was “Aunt Toni”.

By the time Toni died, I’d spent the whole summer examining 
my relationship with death. It had started near the beginning of 
the summer: five minutes before an economics class, my 
stepdad stepped in to say that two girls from my school had 
died.

Silver Key
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Whatever happened next seemed to rush past the base of my 
ears, fast and cold. I reached up to touch my earlobe and 
suddenly I could see my skeleton: every white bone 
highlighted under translucent flesh. A coldness seemed to 
radiate from the center of my chest and chill every bone in my 
body. My manubrium bone, my zygomatic bone, my teeth. I 
stuck my tongue to the roof of my mouth, pushing. I wished my 
tongue could break through the top of my mouth and lick all of 
the coldness off of my brain.

“Two girls” felt so distant. I thought back to the colors of 
Legacy Day: the blue, red, green, and purple shirts. For a 
second, my brain froze and I couldn’t remember what it was all 
about. When my thoughts jolted back into movement, I heard 
myself say “sisterhood” and I felt myself crying.

But later that day, I decided not to go to the remembrance 
ceremony. I knew that if I went, I would feel like an intruder. I 
was just some random senior. I didn’t know them. Who was I 
to be feeling so much grief?

Halfway through that summer, I met my dad for pizza. We sat 
outside, six feet apart, on an empty restaurant patio. The day 
felt too cloudy, and somehow the distance between my dad 
and I slowly expanded.

Then, breaking me out of my thoughts, my dad mentioned that 
one of his colleagues had just committed suicide. One of the 
new ones: young, with a wife and kids.

I always thought that my dad wasn’t fazed by death. As a 
doctor, he sees it every day. But even now, I am haunted by 
the memory of the look on my dad’s face when he said he was 
the one to find his colleague.

“I’ll remember the way he looked for the rest of my life,” he 
said. I looked at his eyes and only saw tunnels: places where 
he had dug into himself. I knew it was true.

When I got home, I ran up to my bathroom and gripped the 
edge of the counter, my hot palms burning on the cool 
porcelain. I couldn’t tell whether I needed to throw up or curl up 
into a tight ball on the bathroom floor. Unable to decide, I stood 
there breathing. Oh my god, I thought. Why did I feel this way? 
I didn’t even know the man’s name.

After a moment, I got into the shower and turned on Whitney 
Houston. I thought her music would cheer me up, and 
surprisingly, it did. By the time I had listened to three songs, I 
felt less terrible and my thoughts had drifted to school work. I 
felt stress return to the pocket of my chest where grief had 
taken over. It felt much better.
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So I was confused when halfway through the pre-chorus of 
Saving All My Loving For You, I suddenly started sobbing. Dry 
sobs: they pushed out from somewhere within me that I must 
have lost a long time ago. I crouched down onto the shower 
floor and let the falling water take the place of my tears. I didn’t 
understand why I was crying. I felt numb to the grief. Was it my 
stress? Was it the school work, the college work, the busy 
work? Was it everything crashing down at once?

It was only when I was turning off the water that I realized.

What gave me the right to be so miserable? I’m still alive. Do I 
need to remind myself that Aunt Toni, Frankie and Grace, and 
my Dad’s colleague are not?

My therapist once told me that I overshare as a way of 
undersharing. In other words, she explained, I hide away the 
deepest parts of myself by pretending to be an open book. It’s 
true: I will talk to almost anyone for hours about religion, spill 
all of my family secrets, and analyze my own past if it means 
that I don’t have to talk about what’s really bothering me. I'll let 
anyone peek into the tangle of my brain, as long as they don’t 
turn on the lights.

But that Sunday morning, after my stepdad and I watched my 
mom pull out of the driveway to go to work, I wasn't hiding 
anything.

“Sometimes, I feel very alone with my grief.”

My stepdad paused for a second, and then without too much 
thought, said “Maybe you should talk to someone about that.”

I froze. He didn’t intend it to be mean, but my god, what did he 
think I was trying to do?

To be honest, I felt guilty writing the introduction to this essay. 
All of it is true: she loved yellow. She was a riot of joy and 
praise and color. She did call herself Aunt Toni. But halfway 
through writing it, I thought of Emily and Alana. I saw their 
faces on the day of the funeral, heard their small and strained 
voices through the phone when they called to tell us that their 
mother had died. How could this be my grief to hold? How 
could I even know what it’s like to grieve when I can still hear 
my mother singing in the kitchen below me?

Out at dinner again with my dad, I mention that I have been 
having a rough time. I don’t expect him to respond, so when he 
does I forget to hide my thoughts.

“Whitney Houston has become my go-to for shower crying.”

“Which song?”

“I’m never really listening.”

“Why the tears?”
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I sigh, and forget I’m speaking out loud. “I feel sad, and then I 
feel really guilty that I’m so sad when so many people have 
died this summer. But I can’t stop being sad, which just makes 
me angry with myself.”

He looks at me, and I realize that it’s dark outside. I wish I 
could sweep that darkness inside of this too-bright restaurant 
and let my words wither in it. I remember that people don’t like 
it when you’re too self-aware.

But he looks at me still, and doesn’t turn away. Somewhere, 
deep inside, I feel a little less cold.

American Freedom: A Privilege or a Curse?
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

American Freedom: A Privilege or a 
Curse?

Like most children in America, I grew up singing the national 
anthem and reading the pledge of allegiance. I remember 
reading books like “America: A Patriotic Primer” and “A is for 
America” in preschool. As I got older, I learned more about 
American history than I learned about the rest of the world 
combined. My family members would tell me “America’s 
freedom makes us the best country in the world”. After being 
inundated by so much patriotism, I believed deeply in the value 
of America’s liberties. After all, my grandparents had fought 
hard to immigrate here, choosing freedom for the future of our 
family.

In retrospect, the extreme patriotism of my childhood makes 
sense. I was born about a year after 9/11, and patriotic 
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sentiments ran high. While I had long since unpacked the 
amero-centric view that “America is the best country in the 
world,” this COVID-19 pandemic has made me reevaluate the 
ways that I view freedom in our country.

My grandparents immigrated from Thailand, where there have 
only been 60 deaths from the Coronavirus. When we call my 
grandparents, they describe how their homeland avoided the 
total devastation that we have experienced in America. 
Everyone entering Thailand must quarantine in a government 
building. Once they’re in the country, the government keeps 
tight surveillance over everyone. Neighbors watch each other 
and are ready to call the police if anyone violates COVID 
guidelines.

I was extremely skeptical of this strategy. The citizens of 
Thailand might have been safe, but they were paying the price 
of freedom. Since I had been taught that freedom was the 
most important thing, this deal seemed impossible to accept. 
But as the death toll in America steadily increased, I started to 
reconsider. Did I want to be free, or did I want to be alive?

This question made me feel deeply unpatriotic. On one hand, I 
was reminded of forefathers, many of whom sacrificed their 
lives for our freedoms. But on the other, I believed that if we 
could just sacrifice a little bit of privacy and liberty, millions of 
lives could be saved.

I’ve been thinking about the relationship between freedom and 
safety since the start of the pandemic, and I’m still not entirely 
sure that I’ve reached a conclusion. It took a lot of work for me 
to get around the mental roadblock of my patriotism. However, 
I do think I have reached one important resolution: like most 
things, the issue of freedom is rife with complexities. It’s not 
about “freedom” vs “dictatorship”. As Americans, we are 
already living without many freedoms. For example, any action 
that physically harms another person is outlawed. That lack of 
freedom is not only regarded as completely normal, but it is 
also extremely beneficial. However, when we think about 
requiring people to wear masks, or allowing further 
surveillance of civilians by the government, the lines become 
much more contested. Ultimately, the future of freedom in this 
country is going to depend on the values of our nation, and 
what freedoms we are willing to sacrifice.
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Why I Can’t Talk to My Dad About The Great 
Gatsby and Other Secrets
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Why I Can’t Talk to My Dad About The 
Great Gatsby and Other Secrets

In 1989, my father graduated from high school. Having lived in 
Missouri for his entire life, my dad didn’t know much else; there 
was only the rows upon rows of single-story houses, crowded 
together like my grandfather’s unstraightened teeth, and the 
wide-open highway beyond the edge of his neighborhood. My 
father was like many young kids in small towns – a little bit 
reckless and itching to get out into the world. But he was also 
charming, responsible, and intelligent. He got good grades, 
played tennis well, and learned to play the organ. In his senior 
year of high school, not knowing what to do, my dad decided 
to apply to medical school. No one was surprised when the 
acceptance letter came from an accelerated medical program 
in Kansas City, the only program to which my father had 

applied. To celebrate his new future, my dad did donuts in the 
church parking lot.

***

“This stays between you and me, okay?” My dad sighed as he 
pulled to a stop at the intersection by my mom’s house.

“Seriously. This is something that stays in this car. It’s our safe 
space, remember?” He said this very seriously, but his voice 
lifted a little bit as he said “safe space”, as if he had to remind 
me that he didn’t really “believe” in safe spaces; they’re for 
oversensitive kids who cling to political correctness like the 
“snowflakes” they are.

But I could tell from my Dad’s voice that he desperately 
wanted this safe space to exist – this moment in the car where 
he could finally say what was on his mind without judgement or 
consequence. I just nodded.

“I’ve just been thinking lately. This stays absolutely between 
you and me, but I’ve been thinking. About life. And-“ He 
paused, letting the words form a bit more on his tongue before 
he let them out.

“Don’t get me wrong – I really love Carla, I do. But sometimes, 
I just don’t think I could be married to her for the rest of my life. 
I just don’t know if I could be married to anyone for the rest of 
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my life. I guess maybe some people are made to be better off 
alone.”

I wish I could say I was shocked. I wasn’t. But I stayed silent 
as if I was, because what was I going to say? What do you say 
when your dad admits that someday he wants a second 
divorce?  What do you say when that’s secretly what you want 
too?

***

Gatsby reached for the American Dream. He bought a 
sweeping mansion and brightly colored cars, and he held glitzy 
parties. He dreamed of marrying a wife that came from the 
modern aristocracy and the sophistication of old money. 
Gatsby reached – everything that he did in his life was for the 
purpose of reaching. In the end, Gatsby never grasped the 
American Dream: never touched the elusive dream of rising 
from nothing to everything. Instead he found the end of his life 
– and the end of his lifelong fantasy. 

The real tragedy of the Great Gatsby is that Gatsby based his 
whole life around finding something that he could never have 
achieved. No matter how hard he tried to unlock the door to 
the American Dream, he could have never got in. He was 
missing the key.

***

In 1989, my dad drove an hour to his dorm at UMKC. He 
adjusted his thick glasses and a smoothed back his sweep of 
brown hair, ready to meet the one hundred classmates with 
whom he would spend the next six years.

A couple of classes into the school year my dad met a lanky 
Asian girl, who sat with her legs crossed but had an interesting 
spark in her eye. When they graduated from UMKC in 1995, 
her name was the only one that my dad mentioned in his 
yearbook quote: “Also, thanks to my best friends, especially 
you, Marisa.”

They got married sometime in the next couple years – I’m not 
sure that anyone has ever told me the specific date. I do know 
that it happened in a rather serious looking church in 
Independence Missouri, just down the street from Harry 
Truman’s house. The wedding dress is still in my 
grandmother’s closet. Pictures, if they exist, are nowhere to be 
found.

My father woke up one day at age twenty-nine having 
achieved the American Dream. He was a doctor – he had 
passed the boards exam. He had a wife. He had a kid, too, 
and a house in the suburbs of Saint Louis. Not knowing what 
else to do, he fixated on figuring out what was next.

***
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At the start of seventh grade, I decided it was time for me to 
start writing about my parent’s divorce. My first work was a 
vignette called “Streetlights”, in which I wrote about the 
experience of watching my father drive away from my house 
when I was five. I don’t know if the memory is real – I actually 
remember very little from before the divorce, and I think most 
of the memories from during it are blocked out. But the image 
of my father’s headlights getting smaller as they leave the 
driveway and mix with the streetlights beyond still haunts me. 
Sometimes, when I wake up in the middle of the night, the 
flash of headlights at my bedroom window makes me think for 
a split second that my father is leaving me again.

I didn’t really start thinking about my dad’s perspective on my 
“Streetlights” memory until this year, when I read The Great 
Gatsby. When reading chapter seven, I found a mirror into my 
Dad’s experience in the moment when Tom Buchannan was 
driving to New York with Nick and Jordan after realizing that 
Daisy loved Gatsby.  It’s wasn’t that my dad’s experience 
mirrored Tom Buchannan’s, exactly, but it was the feeling of 
the sadness that comes with losing control that struck me. 
Even now, I can see my dad driving away, clutching the 
steering wheel, his life was “slipping precipitately from his 
control”(125).

***

When I was little, I used to wake up in my dad’s beige 
apartments on the weekends, where the smell of breakfast 
was already circulating. We would eat pancakes at the long 
wooden table, and then afterwards I would play games on the 
computer in the living room until I had to go home.

It was a peaceful time – some of the best time I have ever 
spent with my father. I still remember how one weekend, as I 
sat at the counter in the kitchen, my dad flipped a pancake so 
high that it got stuck on the ceiling. Laughing uncontrollably, he 
handed me a plate, and I held it under the pancake until it 
plopped down, slightly burnt and covered in dust.

My dad was always soft, and silly, and fun. We would dance 
and watch movies and sing in the car, and I always felt at 
home, even though we had lived in that apartment for only a 
year. Looking back, I realize that this is the only time in my life 
where I remember my dad as carefree.

***

Nothing works out for anyone in The Great Gatsby. Daisy 
stays in her unhappy marriage, having to make peace daily 
with Tom’s infidelity. Tom is deeply rattled by his temporary 
loss of control of his relationships and continues to be 
unsatisfied with his life. Myrtle dies, thinking her lover and 
ticket to the American dream killed her, and her husband kills 
Gatsby and himself because of an insanity borne from the 
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knowledge of her infidelity and the sight of her dead body laid 
out on the table in his garage. Gatsby dies too, never reaching 
the American Dream that he structured his entire existence 
around achieving. And Nick ends the book alone again, tainted 
by his experiences and forevermore wary of the “short-winded 
elations of men”(2).

For the fact that nobody has a happy ending in the Great 
Gatsby, some call it a tragedy. While I don’t know if I fully 
agree with this assessment, there are certainly tragic elements 
in the book. Mixed in with the “slice of life” moments, and the 
flirtatious moments, and the funny moments, we see some 
profoundly and desperately sad moments. No one in the book 
goes where they think they are going or gets what they think 
they should get, and it tears them apart.

In many ways, my dad’s life story has incorporated tragedy in 
a very similar way to The Great Gatsby. He has had happy 
moments, and funny moments, and even hopeful moments. 
But peppered throughout his life are moments of deep 
sadness and intense disappointment: one marriage lost and 
another one flailing, a career path that has turned out 
unsatisfying, a life that feels thrown away and unfulfilled.

***

It’s 3:40 and I’m in the car with Dad, itching to tell him about 
my day. So I tell him about my math test, and physics class, 

and lunch. I don’t mention English class because we 
discussed The Great Gatsby – the amazing, terrible, tragic 
Great Gatsby. I don’t think I could talk about The Great Gatsby 
without blurting out that it reminds me of him. The 
carelessness, the tragedy, the heartache, and the loss.

I worry about my dad’s fate often, even though I know it’s not 
my place. We never talk about his life, or what he wants from 
it, but I am perceptive and I worry anyway. I can’t say that I 
know that love exists (and google has very few good answers), 
but I do know that other marriages have something that I’ve 
never seen his marriages have. Will he die without ever really 
knowing what that is? Will he die without ever finding a career 
that he loves? I worry that like Gatsby, my father will never be 
able to find these pieces to assemble a happy life, because he 
simply doesn’t have the key. And worst of all, I worry because I 
will never be able to give him that key. For me, that’s the real 
tragedy. 



227

Songs of Innocence and Experience--Holiday 
Edition
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Songs of Innocence and Experience--
Holiday Edition

Holiday Innocence
Mom sets the rolls on the dinner table, initiating a secret game 

of who can sneak the most.
I usually win.

Little hands peek out from under the mahogany buffet for the 
third time, met by a playful scold.

I snatch the baked bliss and scurry away to play with my 
cousins.

I’m wearing frilly socks and that one dress that everyone has 
and everyone hates.

I don’t really care; the compliments make up for the discomfort.

The Air is filled with a swirl of smells: Nonna’s perfume, sugar 
cookies, and the type of food that only comes around once the 

trees have lost their leaves.

There is laughing, smiling, and genuine joy all around me.
Everyone is happy, and I want it to last forever.

Looking up at life really is so wonderful.

Holiday Experience
Mom sets the rolls on the dinner table, but I know better than 

to grab one before the meal has begun.
The game is different now. 

Internally betting on which remark I would be met with.

5 bucks for a “you’re really gonna eat that?”

Silver Key
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10 if they go as far as to comment on my body.
Unintentionally deciding how much I would consume that night.

I’m wearing whatever attracts the least attention, positive or 
negative.

The Air smells bittersweet: the food is nearly the same--but 
there’s no sugar cookies.

We all put on our best smiles, trying to ignore the empty chairs 
and unspoken grudges.

No one tells you that age gives you the ability to sense the 
tension in the air.

Nevertheless, we’re a family.

Looking life in the eyes isn’t all it’s made out to be.
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Blueprint
Poetry
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett

Blueprint

We had two different blueprints
You were more focused on the end-goal
I was more focused on the details
But maybe our design could be beautiful
 
You didn’t want to trust the process
I trusted in the process too much
But maybe our design could be beautiful

 
As time and discussion went on
It seemed impossible for a complete model
We had two different blueprints
 
The ideas we created were unrivaled from any other
Working together just made everything harder
But maybe our design could be beautiful
 
You created a never-ending highway
While I created an intricate bridge
We had two different blueprints

Our chance of creating a finished project was small
We had two different blueprints
But maybe our design could be beautiful
And that was all that matters

Silver Key
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Green Leaves
Poetry
Grade: 12
Trinity High School
Instructor: Gina Ramirez

Green Leaves

Brief summary:

Deon Gene is moving away soon with his adoptive mother, 
Callie. He finds out the place they are moving to, and visits it 
with his friend, Amerie. Deegee reveals his family history and 
that he sometimes has dreams of a person he was related to, 
but he can’t remember her name. When they reach the place, 
Deegee meets his family member, Auntie Alivia, and learns the 

truth about his family and his adoptive mother. Callie is actually 
his Aunt, through marriage, and she adopted him after his 
parents and the rest of his relatives, besides his Aunt and his 
cousin Midori, died in the fire. After he learns about his past, 
he gets a call from the hospital and finds out that Callie was in 
a car crash. They all go to the hospital, and Deegee gets lost, 
finding himself in the morgue, which contrasts his story of life 
and survival. He finds his mom’s room, and realizes he doesn’t 
want her to die even though she lied to him about his history. 
He falls asleep and has a dream where he finally remembers 
his cousin’s full name. He later wakes up in the middle of the 
night to see that his mom is looking better and that he has 
hope she’ll make it out. He walks to the ground floor where he 
discovers his cousin, Midori, the girl in his dreams. Deegee, 
Callie, Amerie, and Midori represent the four seasons, and 
parts of their names symbolize it.

Excerpt:

Deon Gene shuts his eyes, lets the bright incandescence wipe 
away his worries. As it warms his chest, it whispers, Come 
follow me, time to have fun, out under the sun, let’s laugh the 
day away. He opens his eyes. Surprise and joy splash across 
his chest, bubbling over in his bright smile. “Amerie.”

“Hey, mister early bird.” Amerie Rose Kiesa stands at the end 
of the walkway, her hand on her hip, cornrows grazing the 
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shoulders of her yellow crew neck, and light sparkling in her 
hazel eyes. Grinning, she asks, “Going on a run without me?” 
She raises one sharp eyebrow and pointedly glances at his 
running shoes. 

Momentarily overwhelmed by the euphoria fizzing in his blood, 
he takes a second to respond in a normal tone, “Never. In fact, 
I was just going to text you.” He smirks playfully and saunters 
towards her, heart pounding. “How did you know I was even up 
yet?” He halts a few feet from her but senses the need to 
come closer, like her essence is calling to his, floating upon the 
wind. 

Amerie shrugs nonchalantly, “Telekinesis. What other 
possibilities could there be?” She tilts her head, a mischievous 
grin stretching her full lips.

“Are you sure it wasn’t my mom stomping out of the building 
that signaled I might need a run?” He inquires. She looks down 
and twists the front of her shirt between her fingers, as she 
replies, “Maybe, maybe not…...” Her voice changes to a lighter 
inflection, and he knows she’s seconds from cracking up.

He stays silent, waiting for her to look up. When their gazes 
meet, the green spots in her eyes glimmer and they burst out 
laughing, spinning amid copious amusement.

Once they recover, Amerie starts again, still a little breathless, 
“She’s just so loud! I was sleeping, but then I heard the door to 
her car slam close, and boom I was up. I looked out just in 
time to see her car speed outta here like she was on fire!” 

They laugh again, his soft tenor twining together with her bright 
alto. But then Amerie’s expression turns serious. “Do you 
wanna talk about what happened with her?” 

He senses his expression fall. Shaking his head, he glares at 
the cracked concrete beneath him, as if studying the tiny holes 
and dots peppering its surface, though his attention is wholly 
centered on the small scrap of paper weighing heavily in his 
pocket. He slips his hand in and crumples up the note, wishing 
it’d disintegrate if he squeezed it hard enough. 

A hand gently grips his elbow, and he lets Amerie pull his arm 
away so she can see what he has. He lets his shoulders 
loosen, as she slowly pries open his fingers, one by one. The 
crinkled yellow paper softly rises, unfurling like a fragile 
blossom after leaving the crushing confines of his hand. 

Once she plucks the note from his palm, his arm drops down, 
a dead, lifeless weight. His skin tingles where the pads of her 
fingers lightly touched it as if they transferred electrical sparks 
over his nerves. He watches while she opens the paper and 
scrutinizes it, letting her comprehend what the information 
means. What he’s too scared to say himself. Gradually, 
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recognition dawns upon her features, and the paper begins to 
tremble, though she continues to stare at the words. Instead of 
waiting for her to break the trance, Deon takes the awful note 
and tucks it away again. Without it to focus on, her concerned 
gaze trains on him, the worry and hurt in her face cutting 
straight through him. His chest tight, he steps closer and wraps 
his arms around her small frame. The familiar scent of coconut 
and honeysuckle fills his nose and soothes his breathing, 
though the image of Amerie nearly crying causes him to hug 
her tighter. She hugs him back, but draws away quickly, wiping 
under her eyes. She clears her throat and avoids his gaze as 
she asks with a shaky voice, “How long have you known?”

“I just found out about the location today, but moving out…? 
About a week,” he replies quietly. He curves in his shoulders 
with guilt, as Amerie sucks in a quick breath. 

  “Why- why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you tell Jamie? Or 
Kyle? Or-or any of us?” Instead of shouting like he thought she 
would like he’s used to with his mom, his teachers, even his 
cross country coach, she whispers.

Somehow, the tiny presence of her hushed words slashes all 
the deeper.

For a second he can’t speak, too overwhelmed by his 
emotions. He murmurs around the lump in his throat, past his 
drowning sense of shame, “Because I knew I had to tell you 

first, and I....,” he swallows, “I couldn’t bear to imagine leaving 
you. I’m sorry”

She looks up, eyebrows pinched together and tears shining in 
her gaze. “Ok,” she nods her head. “Ok, Deegee, that’s...,” she 
wipes her eyes once more, lets out a whoosh of air, “that’s 
ok... I’d probably do the same thing.” Abruptly, she jabs him in 
the chest with a purple painted nail, “But next time, boy, you 
better tell me anything that happens like this. “ She squints at 
him, her expression mock-serious, “Capeesh?”    

“Capeesh.” He clears his throat, and guilt draining away as 
relief floods in. Unable to express his gratitude fully, he simply 
says, “Thanks, Amerie.”

She smiles, though the remnants of silver tears linger in her 
eyes. “Always, Deegee.” Sighing, her small grin dissipates as 
she comments dismally, “The 23rd, huh? That’s so close. Do 
your teachers even know you may not be coming back next 
year?”

“I don’t know.” He scoffs. “I’m moving, and I don’t know 
anything.” He scrubs his face in frustration, and suddenly, 
despite his adamant refusal before, he can’t suppress the 
need to vent any longer. Thoughts swirl in like wisps of smoke 
and travel out in his next words, ones he’s held in for so long, 
too long. In the bright sunlight, with a person of equal vibrance, 
he can finally bear to let them out.
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“How could she do this? How could she leave me in the dark, 
organize this whole trip without me? Am I not important? Am I 
not 17 and about to be a senior? It’s been me and her since I 
was 5, but it feels like it’s just her now. Like I don’t exist! It’s 
never been this bad before, either, it’s never been where she 
completely cuts me out, acts like I don’t need to know 
anything. Why-” Finding little relief with no answers to his 
questions, he starts to pace, kicking stray branches and stones 
out of his way. But the movements only ratchet up the intensity 
of his anger, so he abruptly halts. Standing still, however, fails 
to aid his dangerously loose grip on common sense, (a loss 
that could result in him hurling a rock through an apartment 
window), so he spins out, latching onto green- green grass, 
buds, leaves, shimmering emerald specks. His vision tunnels, 
until it’s full of verdant dots. Then, Deegee distantly realizes 
that his gaze is fixed intently on Amerie’s hazel eyes.

Suddenly, she tackles him with a hug, squeezing him so tight, 
he can’t focus on anything else. A second later he grips her 
back, his breath calming, heart rate decreasing. Anger 
simmers out of his blood, and his interior strife settles, leaving 
behind the depressing reality of his departure, but also the 
knowledge that someone understands his position and 
validates his frustration. 

“Thank you, for that. Thank you,” he whispers. He finds the 
words are insufficient at conveying the truth of his gratitude for 

her friendship. He literally doesn’t know what he would do 
without her. Without any of his friends. “I have to tell them,” he 
blurts.  “All of them.” He senses Amerie nod against his chest, 
knowing who he’s talking about.

She moves away again, but remains close this time, “But they 
can wait. I think we need to do something else first.” She 
gestures to his pocket with her chin. “I think we need to 
investigate this place.” Her eyes meet his, “And get you 
answers, Deon. It’s the least you deserve.”

“How? My ma has the car, and I don’t think we can take a bus 
there.” Then he remembers, “Crap! School- what about 
school?” He checks his phone, sliding it halfway out to peek at 
the screen. He smacks his forehead, “School starts in 10 min!”

“Deegee.” 

He looks at her, surprised she isn’t as frazzled as him. 

“Are you seriously worried about missing school during the last 
week of your junior year?”

“You’re not?! What about precalc- I’m already behind on 
studying, what if she goes over the final today, and I miss it?”

To his increasing chagrin, she laughs. Actually laughs at 
precalculus, the prerequisite to the arithmetic insanity of 
calculus. “Amerie, we need to go-”
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“You’re right! We need to go.” She points to the parking lot 
behind her, “In my aunt’s car to that Goldmen’s place. You can 
miss one class of precalc, ok? Just ask Ms. B for the work 
tomorrow, and tell her you had a family emergency, it will be 
fine!”

He opens his mouth to object again, but she scampers around 
him to the apartment door. “Wait here, I’ll get my aunt’s keys, 
and then we can get our road trip on!”

Before Deon can even consider the idea of running off to 
school and ditching his insane friend, she appears right next to 
him, huffing a breath, jingling a key and fob, and scaring the 
death out of him. “OhmygoshAmeriewhatthef-“ She ignores his 
exclamation and starts dragging him to the blue Subaru, still 
too out of breath to speak. Once they reach it, she shoves the 
keys at him, leaves him at the driver’s door, and darts over to 
the passenger side where she slides into the seat. He follows 
suit, turning the car on and reversing back to exit the lot. It’s 
only then he realizes.

“We don’t have directions.” 

Amerie waves her phone in the air, revealing a map and 
instructions listed on the screen. “I got it covered. What kinda 
navigator do you think I am?” She winks and taps her temple 
twice. Peering at her phone again, she proclaims, “Google 

says to drive straight for 100 meters, then turn right.” She 
gives him a crooked grin.

Shaking his head, he tries not to laugh as he puts the blinker 
on, turning right out of the driveway. Despite his worries about 
missing school, he can’t help but feel excited about spending 
the day wandering around with Amerie.

***

They’ve been on the road for over an hour. Amerie has been 
attempting to coax an actual station from the radio, but the 
rural fields and wild woods surrounding the highway correlate 
to the intermittent yodeling and folk music she’s tuned in to. 
They tried calling the number on the note, but received a 
generic voice mail and hung up before recording a message. 
Deon debated texting Ma about his current location as well, 
though couldn’t muster enough courage to do so. He figured, if 
all went well, she wouldn’t notice his absence, as she wasn’t 
going to be home all day. and Jamie, Amerie’s 16-year-old 
cousin and another good friend of his, had covered for them by 
calling the school posing as Amerie’s uncle, excusing their 
absence. Deon is about to ask her how long they have to go 
when she shuts off the radio static and faces him. 

“Deegee, if you don’t mind me asking, when you said before 
that it’s been you and your mom  since you were five, is that 
when she adopted you?” 
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His hands tighten on the wheel, but he loosens them after a 
second; he hasn’t ever told her about his adoption. Hasn’t told 
anyone really. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s when I met her. Though, I 
don’t have many memories of living without her. Apparently, I 
was in a fire when I was little, and it messed up my head. 
When I try to remember who my parents or family were, I just 
get blank fog.” He furrows his brows, frustrated but he 
continues after a breath, “I do have dreams sometimes, a lot of 
the time actually. I think they could be from my past family. 
There’s this girl who has my eyes, and then sometimes I see 
bright orange light, which I think is the fire.” “Wow.” 

He sneaks a peek at Amerie to see her eyes are wide in 
surprise. “That’s pretty crazy, Deegee.” Her voice is soft.  They 
stay in silence until he blurts, “But my head is fine now, you 
know, an honors student and all.” He nervously glances at her, 
hoping that she doesn’t think of him differently now.

Instead of reassuring him, she asks another question, “What 
did you mean, it hasn’t been this bad before? Have there been 
a lot of times where she just up and moved?” He tries to gauge 
her expression, but she’s staring out the windshield and won’t 
meet his gaze.

“Um, yeah, we’ve kinda been moving around all my life. 
Garder is the first place we’ve stayed longer than 3 years. I 
don’t know why, but I think it’s from money, you know, a single 
mother and all.” He bites his lip to stop rambling. They sit 

quietly once more, Amerie still and pondering, Deon anxious 
and fidgety.  The road passes, empty save for a few other cars, 
and green signs hang high above, marking where they are. 
Cedar Point, Exit in 1 mile, Sandusky, Lakeside, 2 miles. 
Marble’s Head, Goldmen’s Isle, Exit only.

“Oh, Crap!” Deon rips the wheel to the right, jumping over two 
lanes and rocketing across the white dividing lines onto the 
exit ramp. Amerie grips the door and the dashboard as he 
slows the car, heart pounding. They crawl down the road, 
stopping at the small intersection.

He falls back, letting out a breath.

Amerie puffs out, “I’m s-so sorry, good god.” She rubs her 
forehead, peering at her phone. “I was not paying attention at 
all.” She peers at her phone, “But, um, we just have to go 
straight and then we’ll reach the island.” When Deon doesn’t 
move, she looks at him, worry in her eyes. “Are you okay?” 
“Yeah, you?” His voice shakes a little. 

“Yeah. That was just some stellar driving.” She smiles

“Are we okay?”

Her smile widens and concern lifts. “Yeah, of course, we are. 
We always are.” With that, Deon grins back, and they start 
down the road again. 
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Eventually, the two-way path opens to a bright causeway, 
shimmering greenish-brown water lapping at the sheer sides. 
He thinks dully that the bridge must be treacherous in winter, 
with only the guard rail to keep you from careening over to the 
waves below. He lets the thought pass, as they crest the slight 
incline, and behold their destination: Goldmen’s Isle. 

The island is covered in murky forest, only one or two houses 
peeking out of the dense foliage. The road is swallowed by 
shadows under the thick canopy, and Deon's chest tightens 
with foreboding from the dark presence of the island when 
compared to the light-filled atmosphere around the causeway.  
He wonders how Ma even found this obscure place or why she 
picked to move to it. 

The Subaru rumbles off the causeway onto a dirt road, passing 
the first line of trees. Though the outside appears dark and 
creepy, once they enter the isle, dappled sunlight speckles 
over the car and filters through the windows. It glows upon 
Deegee’s chest and shines vibrantly on Amerie’s marigold 
crew neck. He rolls down his window, lets the springtime 
breeze swirl in, and fill him with wonder. It murmurs, Come find 
me, meet me in the woods, let’s go explore. For some reason, 
it feels... almost familiar.

The sensation fades though, when Amerie says, “This is it, 501 
Piedron Call, Goldmen’s Isle, OH.” 

He pulls off to the right of the road, a few yards from a low 
fence. Beyond the reddish planks of wood, he notices the faint 
silhouette of a sloped roof among the sheltering trees. Next to 
the fence, to his surprise, is another car, this one a deep 
bluish-green Toyota. 

“Uh, Deegee, I think I need to tell you something.”

Deon opens the car door and steps out before answering. 
“What?”

Amerie gets out as well, her eyes pinned to the car in front of 
them.  “Um, the reason I was asking all those questions 
before? Well, it’s because-” 

Then the gate to the fence opens, creaking on old hinges.

“-I think I met someone related to you...”

Deegee whips his head to where she stands on the other side 
of the Subaru.

“...and I think that’s her,” Amerie points towards the gate, not 
even glancing at him. 

He spins back, but the movement appears to happen in slow 
motion, as his eyes finally land on the person in front of him.

Recognition crashes down on him, and he loses all sense of 
self, focusing entirely on the tall woman wearing a pants suit 
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with black pixie-cut hair, wide blue eyes, and pale freckled 
skin. She carries a gray binder and briefcase. A name rises 
through the fog in his head but remains blurry until the woman 
meets his gaze.

“Auntie Alivia.”

“Deon Gene?” They blurt out at the same time. 

The woman covers her mouth, but happiness and surprise 
shine in her crinkled nose and big eyes.

They slowly move towards each other, as if pulled by a 
magnetic force or something stronger, something grander. She 
drops the binder and bag, their thumps on the gravel sounding 
muffled compared to his pounding heart. She stops about four 
feet away, but Deon has never felt this close, this similar, to 
another person before.
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tahrir square
Poetry
Grade: 12
Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

tahrir square

we sit, huddled on the couch like a pack of animals gathering 
for warmth
eyes widened almost comically in horror as we observe the 
scene on the television ahead of us
“what is a coup?”
i question, softly
prouncing the p

“a thing”
my aunt, often a woman of many words
she seemed to have exhausted them

blazing flags, fists in the air
square thronged with people chorusing
allahu akbar!
they wailed, imploring god to extricate them from this 
nightmare

"Lift your head up high, you're Egyptian"
oh, how we used to sing this beautiful song!
"Everyone who loves Egypt, come and rebuild Egypt."
oh, what a sweet noise!

heads down, hands up
what a beautiful song
destruction, death
what a sweet noise

“inshallah they will be spared, yarab yarab inshallah they get 
home safely”
“ameen yarab.”

Silver Key

NADIA IBRAHIM
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there is a fine line between the want and the need 
to escape
Poetry
Grade: 12
Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

there is a fine line between the want 
and the need to escape

to the little girl who yearns to fly with the fairies,
to ramble with the rich and flaunt with the famous
who gazes up at you with bright eyes not yet robbed of their 
innocence

but someday, the fire will burn out
the little girl who is not so little anymore still craves to become 
one with the fairies
still aspires to stand with the rich and the famous
in her eyes, there is not hope but desperation. 

prequel
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 12
Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

prequel

new years

“Five… Four... Three… Two… One! Happy 2020!” 

The room erupted in cheers. The girl felt strange; for such an 
important event, the start of a new decade, why did she feel 
nothing? She stood, shouldering family members and friends 
out of the way so that she could go outside and stand in the 
ice-cold.

She needed to feel something. 

The last four months were spent building up to this moment, 
wondering how life would change once the decade was over. 
She imagined a chance to start over, become the person she 
always wanted to be. There was no excitement. 

Crunch. 
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“That was uneventful,” she joked half-heartedly, turning to face 
her cousin, who snuck up behind her.

He shook his head, “How did you even hear me?”

“You aren’t exactly the stealthiest.”

He nodded, saying nothing more but stepping up so that he 
could occupy the space beside her. He was much taller, 
towering over her petite figure. He pulled out his phone, 
prompting a knowing scoff from the girl.  

“Can’t even manage a simple conversation with me, huh?”

Once again, she was met with silence. This time though, he 
removed the case from his phone, pulling out a sleek grey chip 
she’d never seen before. He opened his wrist slot, inserting 
the chip into the segment designated for software repairs. 
Almost instantly, his pinched features relaxed, and he let out a 
relieved sigh. 

“What are you doing?” the girl hissed, keeping her voice down 
as more guests were beginning to emerge from the party.

“Finding my peace,” he slurred, a drunken smile spreading 
across his face. 

She shook her head in disgust, “Do you know how dangerous 
that is?”

He simply shrugged, “Sometimes to find a little happiness 
outside yourself, you gotta take risks.”

With that, he deserted her in the cold, attempting to make 
sense of his words. 

She couldn’t.

“Outside yourself? What does that even mean?” She shouted 
after him angrily, throwing her hands up. 

mid-january 

“You’re missing four assignments.”

The girl simply glanced down at her hands, looking anywhere 
but her teacher’s eyes. He sighed, handing her a stack of 
papers containing not only the missing work she hadn’t 
completed but options to complete for extra credit.  If she 
turned them in, she could get her grades back up to where 
they were before. 

“Thanks,” she mumbled, stumbling as quickly as she could out 
of his office.

Once she turned the corner, she tossed the homework into the 
nearest recycling bin. 

february 
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“I don’t think my software repairs are working,” the girl said to 
her mom one day. “Not that you would care.”

It felt important for her to add that last bit, considering they 
were in the middle of a fight, and she would not lose. 

“That’s not how it works,” her mother countered, tone clipped.

She clearly didn’t want to have this conversation. The girl 
wouldn’t let up this time, though. It felt different. 

“I think I need more repairs. I can’t even focus anymore!”

“Maybe you’re just lazy. You can’t count on your software to do 
it all for you.”

She was lazy. Maybe her mom had a point. 

She didn’t mention it again. 

mid-february 

The girl’s hands trembled as she opened her wrist 
compartment, sliding out the software repair chip. It was 
beaten up after four years of on and off use. She observed it 
carefully, noticing every scratch, every red number in the serial 
code lining the dull-edged triangle base. 

She tossed it out her bedroom window and into the snow 
below. Turning back to her desk, she gingerly picked up the 

envelope that sat unopened for the last week. It was from her 
cousin. 

“You’re fine,” she assured herself quietly, electing to ignore the 
quiver in her voice as she tore open the letter. 

In it was a single grey chip: no serial code, no scratches, 
absolutely nothing. Underneath it was a blue slip of paper. 

ONLY USE IT FOR A COUPLE MINUTES AT A TIME, it read. 

She closed her eyes, taking two full deep breaths before 
slipping the chip into her wrist compartment. 

The relief was instantaneous. 

She felt… happy. For the first time since December, she felt so 
happy she couldn’t help but let out a bout of giddy laughter. 
She giggled alone in her room, smiling at the ceiling, at her 
desk, at anything there. All she could think about was 
happiness. 

She didn’t take the chip out until she went to bed 3 hours later. 

march 

“I’m so tired of this,” a girl in her Biology class sighed.

No, it wasn’t biology. It was physics, probably. The girl hadn’t 
taken bio in nearly three years. 
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“Me too,” she mumbled, thumb sliding over the raw skin above 
her wrist compartment.

She’d developed a nervous habit that consisted of rubbing 
over the skin until it turned a nasty shade of bright red. Making 
sure no one was looking, she quickly slipped the chip her 
cousin had given her from her back pocket into her hand. In 
one swift motion, she had her wrist compartment open and the 
chip in the corresponding slot. 

She wanted nothing more than to relive the pleasure she got 
the first time inserting it, but the temporary relief would have to 
do for the time being. 

Maybe if I put it in the empty slot next to the life chip, she 
thought to herself.

That slot had always been empty, and she had never 
questioned it until that day. It was on her mind for the rest of 
the class.

Her classmate had seen the entire thing. She was in math 
class. 

march 29, 2020

“You have to leave your room! This is getting ridiculous! We 
are your family!”

The girl disregarded her mother, keeping her eyes on her 
phone. It was on, but she couldn’t comprehend what she saw 
on the screen. Ever since she put the chip into the unknown 
slot, she hadn’t been able to focus on anything else, her entire 
life now dedicated to a piece of metal. 

“I hate you.”

Letting out a sound of indignation, her mother ripped the 
phone from her hands. The girl tried to focus on the face in 
front of her. There were eyes, filled with hurt, but a mouth in a 
straight line. She resisted the urge to kick it away. Why was it 
all up in her space? 

“Give me my phone!” she screamed but made no move to get 
up from her position.

Her mother shook her head in disappointment, leaving the 
bedroom. Everyone was always disappointed in her. She 
rubbed at the patch of skin above her wrist compartment, 
which was scabbed over and began to bleed once more as 
time passed. 

Her head felt empty. She felt like her life wasn’t a reality. 
Nothing was real anymore. 

How could something that made her so happy make her so 
sad?
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cold flashes
Short Story
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Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

cold flashes

The wind was relentless up here, each gust like a thousand 
tiny knives embedding themselves into the raw and abused 
skin on my face. In my back pocket, my phone buzzed, but not 
even the siren call of social interaction could bring me back to 
reality. I was in a world of my own.

There was no understanding of the full capacity of what I was 
about to do. My mind was somewhere else, replaying not 
memories of what had led me here but rather those that were 
not powerful enough to prevent this. I thought of my mother, 
struggling to recall her face despite having seen it nearly every 
day of my entire life. I wondered what she was doing at that 
moment. Had she noticed I was gone yet? Was the buzz from 
my phone angry texts of where I’d snuck off? Was she scared 
for me? Or was she completely oblivious to my absence, 
focused on my sisters and their constant chatter that was 
enough to break even the strongest of wills? I love her. I love 

her so much that the thought of losing her was enough to bring 
me to tears no matter my current mood or location. I didn’t love 
her enough, though. 

The world was bustling below me. Despite the late hour, cars 
crowded the streets, honking their horns incessantly as they 
reduced traffic rules to mere suggestions. The city was alive, 
but I just felt numb. It felt like a scene in a movie, looking down 
at the commotion. Everything was so much smaller, unrealistic. 
This was nothing like I had imagined it to be. I expected police 
cars, helicopters; people gathered below wondering, Oh my 
Goodness, is she going to do it? I thought my friends and 
family would be behind me, too afraid to get any closer, 
begging for me to stay with them, telling me that I had so much 
more to offer in this world.

I had no one but myself and my thoughts, alone on this 
rooftop, wondering if I was genuinely ready to go or if I just 
wanted to play out a sick fantasy I had created in my head 
where I would go, remembered as the hero of everyone’s 
movie. Dead girls don’t get compliments, just condolences, but 
I wasn’t ready to accept that yet. The reality was that I was not 
ready. I didn’t want to go, but I wanted to live a life that was not 
mine. I could no longer live as myself and be happy. I believed 
that as much as people try to run away from their past, they 
will always have their memories; they will always be the 
person they were. They can change the way they look, run 
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away to the furthest corner of the globe, and they will still be 
the same person they tried to leave behind. 

If I was still me, I was better off rotting in hell where God 
destined me to be. I wasn’t prepared to go, but I was even less 
prepared to continue this life as me. My phone buzzed again, 
this time for longer, meaning it was a phone call. The wind was 
stronger now, nearly pushing me over. 

It’s not my fault if I’m just sightseeing and the wind happens to 
push me over, right?

No. God would know it was me. He always knew. 

God. I wondered what He was thinking right now, watching me, 
listening to my thoughts. I hoped he wasn’t disappointed; no, 
let him be disappointed. I would have done it by now if it wasn’t 
a sin. On this ledge, I decided hell would be better than the life 
I was living. 

The invisible clock was ticking in my head as I neared closer 
and closer to the edge. The wind was now whistling so loud 
that the once overpowering tumult of the city spread out below 
me was nothing but a distant memory; the noise quite literally 
lost in the wind. When my life ended, the lives of those people 
down there would continue. I would be nothing but a small 
disturbance in their daily lives. I was just another sitting duck in 

the middle of a busy road. Once moved out of the way, they’d 
forget of me. 

The tips of my shoes were suspended in the air. One powerful 
gust, and I’d be tumbling down right into the late-night traffic. It 
was a comforting thought that should the wind push me over, 
no one but God would know I’d intended for that to happen. It 
would be a freak accident rather than an act of cowardice. It 
was better to be remembered as a victim of nature rather than 
just selfish. 

The invisible clock in my head began to slow as Time came to 
a halt around me. There was an interminable ringing in my 
ears, drowning out the howling wind and traffic completely. I 
was so close to achieving what I had wanted for so long, finally 
being free from this awful prison. I was drunk on the prospect 
of escaping, unable to formulate coherent thoughts in my 
muddled brain. 

Freedom, Freedom, Freedom, Freedom.

It was becoming a mantra that I muttered quietly over and 
over, progressively getting louder.

Soon I will be free.
Soon I will be Free.
Soon I will be Free.
Soon I will be Free!
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Soon I will be Free!
Soon I will be FREE
Soon I will be FREE
Soon I will be FREE!
SOON I WILL BE FREE!
SOON I WILL BE FREE!
SOON!
SOON!
SOON!
SOON--

***

“Where have you been?” My mother demanded the second I 
opened the door.

The heat brought feeling back to my numb fingers.

“Out,” I answered with a shrug, dropping my coat onto a chair.

hurricane acadamia
Poetry
Grade: 12
Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

hurricane acadamia

there is a storm brewing,
of howling winds and violent waves
collapsed trees plague the streets lined with wrecked homes
a hurricane, category 5

the people are not prepared,
they cannot see the darkening clouds
deaf to the warning sirens blaring around them
it is more than a tropical depression
a hurricane, category 5

there is a storm brewing, 
of not howling winds and violent waves,
but a brain
no collapsed trees nor wrecked homes,
but exhaustion, disconnect, no motivation
a hurricane, category 5
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the people are not prepared,
they cannot see the loss of energy, dropping grades
deaf to the cries for help clear as day but clouded by the storm
it is more than a depression
hurricane academia.
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Nevertheless, She Persisted
Short Story
Grade: 12
St Joseph Academy
Instructor: Jon Pelegano

Nevertheless, She Persisted

The orange sun was just rising over the English countryside 
when Edith Wright’s light steps brushed through the melting 
drops of dew hanging from each tall blade of grass. Her breath 
was coming short and hushed with every stride towards the 
field at the edge of the Wright land plot. In the hour of dawn, 
with soft, even ground and patches of wildflowers spread 
throughout, it was the perfect place to sit and admire the sun 
peeking between the trees.

Or to train.

It was only when Edith actually arrived at her treasured field 
did she take the sword pressed against her side with both 
hands. Her gray eyes were entranced by the dazzle of the 
emerald in its hilt and the blade’s reflection of the world around 
her.

She did not know when her need to train, to fight flourished 
inside her. All she understood was that it was there, and it 
would never abandon her. The sword in Edith’s hand was her 
weapon of choice, complete with its razor edge and twisted 
haft that told the glorious legends of long-dead heroes that 
now lived on in her blade and her hands.

A serene, fleeting smile danced across Edith’s face before she 
steeled her heart and inhaled, spooling in air from the open 
world. Her body shook against the white tunic and leather 
pants that

adorned her lithe body. She held the breath for a moment or 
two, relishing the quiet that came with it. Releasing it, she 
stared straight ahead, into the line of trees, and began.

Like every morning, her blade sliced through the air, practically 
parting the wind itself with every motion. In a tango unlike any 
other, she waved it about, each sway of her arm calculated. 
Edith hacked away at trees and bushes, in her mind’s eye 
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seeing a brutish beast of the wild hurtling toward her, or blood 
splattering across her enemy’s face. Her muscles rippled 
beneath the pure cloth of her top, and sweat stained her face. 
Each droplet chilled with the cool breath of early day, keeping 
her alive in her own imagination.

There were days, though, that Edith wondered if it was her 
imagination she was only meant to stay alive and to fight these 
glorious battles in. It was a reality she rarely wanted to face, 
but Edith knew that if her father ever caught wind of why 
exactly she escaped the house each morning at dawn, she 
would be sentenced to a lifetime of needlework and 
homemaking.

Edith shook her head, aligning herself with her blade. She 
moved with it once more, arcing and swinging and whirling and 
hacking, She went through each of her daily exercises, which 
usually included thrashing against some fallen tree trunk and 
pretending she was engaged in some high-stakes duel.

The world spun on a different axis, with the sword and her, its 
wielder, as the core. The ring of trees around her blurred 
together with each pivot and duck, so much so that she 
couldn’t even take note of her surroundings. So much so that 
Edith was too lost to the violent performance of her reveries 
that she didn’t see the figure blocking her path. No, she only 
felt when her blade met with another’s.

The screech of metal rang through the towering trees. The 
grating noise shook the peaceful field around her, with birds 
left and right flocking from their nests.

Edith blinked. Once. Twice. Three times.

The air around Edith was all of a sudden… still. She heard 
only her terrified thoughts as they pounded into her skull. Her 
worries had been realized, as it seemed a sword wasn’t the 
only thing she was to be met with. Eyes bore into her own--
ones that once sent soldiers fleeing on distant battlefields and 
horses bucking their own masters.

The eyes of her father.

Everything seemed to accelerate, and she barely registered 
his sword arcing up before it sliced toward her. A quick flick of 
her wrist was what saved Edith from a possible killing blow, if 
that had been Father’s intention. In every passing second, she 
realized where the true steel in this field lay--and it was not 
with her.

He began to push back on her, each step he took punctuated 
by the accusatory words he spoke, “Reckless girl! Stupid child! 
How dare you go behind my back!”

“No! I--I didn’t--” The words flowed from her mouth like a 
sputtering faucet. Her father advanced on her still, surely ready 
to prove just how naive she was to believe she could ever be 
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anything more than a housewife. Only the shadow of the 
warrior he truly was cast over him, the skill she saw now a 
mere echo of his military prowess. The sight of it shook her 
bones, leaving her as wobbly as a newborn fawn.

“You--will--yield!” He swung at her, their swords clashing 
against each other just like their wielders’ wills always had. 
With gritting teeth and a furious roar that came from deep 
within her,

Edith pressed back with the same force he tried to overpower 
her with. The gleam of their blades was blinding as they 
pressed together, each waiting for surrender. A pressure was 
building that crawled through her. She felt the seconds tick by 
at a dragging pace, each one accompanied by a slight shift of 
the weapon in her hands. Ever so slowly, Edith watched in 
frustration as the tip of her sword inched closer and closer to 
the ground.

Her very blood throbbed. She wondered if her father could feel 
it reverberating in the metal between them. Was some old and 
forgotten piece of the general he had once been laughing at 
her effort? Did he sneer at the fact that she believed she could 
be something more than what had always been meant for her? 
Or was he too consumed by his wicked rage? If she looked 
close enough, Edith could almost see the raw focus limning his 
features.

The image jarred her, and her gaze danced between it and the 
warring swords between them. Cold realization flooded 
through her. She was no match for him, and no amount of tree-
sparring could change that. One moment of pause had her 
wrist twisting, and she dropped the sword. She toppled to the 
ground next to its precious hilt, fingers sinking into the soft dirt. 
Her breath came in heaves, escaping her in an almost violent 
fashion. Pressed into the tickling grass, she gazed up at the 
looming being that was Otto Wright.

“Get up,” he growled. “Show me, daughter, exactly how much 
you have learned going against my wishes.” The muscles in 
his jaw tensed and flickered underneath his scar-flecked skin.

How was she to explain the unending urge that she endured? 
Edith went to speak, a plea painted across her sharp features, 
but he cut her off with a bark, “No! You want to be some kind of 
warrior? A soldier? We don’t fight with our words--if anything, 
that is a woman’s job. We act.”

He didn’t even wait for her defense, turning his back on her 
and walking away with clipped steps. Edith was left in the 
ringing of his words to stare at his retreating figure, each of his 
heavy footfalls distancing Edith from her father and the respect 
she wanted to earn.

It was at that moment that Edith absolutely hated her father. 
She loathed his assumption that a warrior had to be a man. 
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She resented his doubt in her. She fumed over the way he 
reduced a woman to just her words, to just the things anyone 
bothered to listen to. It grated against the truth that rang within 
her.

Women were worth so much more than futile speeches.

Men were not to be diminished to their actions.

True power lay in majesty over both the words we want the 
world to hear and the actions we take to make them louder.

Only seconds ago, she had accepted her defeat, resigning 
herself to sitting pitifully in the mud, yet… She knew that what 
she did next would define her. She could either relinquish the 
drive in her and the freedom that came with it, or she could 
stand up and fight.

There was no point in asking, as she already knew the answer. 
It was in the beat of her heart, the itch of her skin, the fire in 
her eyes--every fiber of her soul was screaming at her to 
persist. She had to, or else she was condemned to a living like 
her mother’s, her cousin’s, or that of any woman in this God-
forsaken country. She was not made for the role of dutiful wife, 
spending

her time with a needle in her hand instead of the cold of a 
blade. That life belonged to another girl--someone who could 

appreciate the fine nuances of it, someone who could learn to 
love the injustices that came with it.

Edith had been raised on the offhanded comments that had 
fallen from her brothers’ harmless grins, her mother’s 
simpering pout, and her father’s stern lips. They told her to 
settle into the role she would be forced into. But it was time 
she no longer ignored them. Her resistance was another piece 
of her that still needed to fall into place, right next to that 
instinct that had told her to pick up that rusting sword all those 
years ago.

With a grunt of effort, she peeled herself from the soaked 
grass and placed her feet under her shoulders, steady and 
sure. Edith leaned down to wrap her grimy fingers around the 
hilt of her beloved sword and gripped it tightly, claiming it once 
and for all. Just like the sun rising in the pink sky, she drew 
herself up and lifted her blade.

It was time for a new battle. She set her jaw, turning the wind 
that had first controlled her limbs into the inferno she required. 
The fire had always been there, but now it was Edith’s time to 
let in burn. Features schooled into an unnerving smirk, she 
called to Otto Wright, “I believe you’ve forgotten something 
father: one should never underestimate a Wright.”

And then she charged. 
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The Nation's Arteries: The Interstate Highway 
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The Nation's Arteries: The Interstate 
Highway System

The 1950s and early 1960s marked a period of large growth in 
the United States, whether it was in terms of the economy, size 
of the middle class, or infrastructure projects. In fact, the large 
boom in the middle class population, as a result of World War 
II and its affiliated industrial growth, as well as the GI Bill, 

meant that many Americans, both men and women, were able 
to afford more luxurious goods than they could before. The 
growth of suburban America, as well as an increasing 
consumer culture, all marked a new era in the lives of 
everyday Americans. However, all of these changes could not 
have taken place without the development of the most 
ambitious infrastructure project in United States history: The 
Interstate Highway System. Despite the post-war boom and 
greatly increasing car ownership, the American road 
infrastructure was still in a poor condition. Not only did the poor 
road conditions mean that in some parts of the country, driving 
was unsafe, it also meant numerous hours of productivity lost 
per person per week to traveling to and from work. Thus, the 
Federal Aid Highway Act of 1956 was passed, and the 
resulting Interstate Highway System was built to fix these 
safety, efficiency, and congestion issues that had plagued the 
nation’s poorly maintained roads.

The push to improve America’s roadways started long before 
the construction of the highways ever started. In fact, the first 
major legislation came with the Federal Aid Road Act of 1916, 
which was signed into law by Woodrow Wilson. This legislation 
provided for federal and state partnership in the creation of 
long-distance roadways, with a focus on connecting rural 
America to the cities.[1] However, this initial push for improved 
roadways did not see much progress, not only because of 
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limited funding of only $5 million, but more importantly, the 
American entry in World War I took needed manpower, 
materials, and logistical resources away from the creation of 
public roads.[2] However, with the American entrance into the 
World War, it was clear to many in the Army and the 
government that the railways simply could not handle the 
volume of material and men that Army required to mobilize 
efficiently. Thus, the 1919 Transcontinental Motor Convoy, led 
by then-Lieutenant Colonel Dwight D. Eisenhower, traveled 
from Washington D.C. to San Francisco in order to test road 
mobility of the Army during wartime.[3] In his memorandum to 
the Chief of the Motor Transport Corps, Eisenhower reported 
that beyond Illinois, there were no paved roads until they 
reached California. This resulted in appalling road conditions 
that were “almost impassable to heavy vehicles” and was 
“succession of dust, ruts, pits, and holes.”[4] Eisenhower 
concluded that not only would roads need to be improved in 
the central part of the country before truck convoys would 
become effective, there was much popular sentiment among 
the people for improving the roads as well.[5]

By 1920, it was clear that the Federal Aid Road Act of 1916 
was not able to very effectively promote the construction of 
highways. Thus, the Federal Aid Highway Act of 1921 was 
passed, providing funding for roads in the nation’s new 
national parks, but more importantly, seeing the production of 
the Pershing Map.[6] This topographical map was drawn up as 

a result of convoy tests, including that of Eisenhower, providing 
a blueprint for the most important routes for the Army in case 
of war, with many of the roads being built as part of the 
Interstate Highway System.[7] The 1920s proved to be a time 
of great growth for America’s motorways, with over 10,000 
miles of roads being built in 1922 alone. While these roads 
were mainly built of sand-clay, graded dirt, or gravel, not 
concrete, they were still better than the previous mud and 
holes.[8] Despite the advent of the Great Depression, 
construction of improved motorways did not stop due to 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Works Progress 
Administration, or WPA. Throughout the economic troubles, 
the construction of roads provided much needed jobs and pay 
to many that were left unemployed. Yet, despite all these 
roadworks, the country’s roads were still mainly made of dirt 
and mud and safety and congestion problems persisted.[9]

The end of World War II saw drastic increases in car 
production and ownership among Americans. In fact, car 
production grew from around 70,000 in 1945 to over 3.9 million 
in 1948.[10] This rise in cars on the roads meant that the roads 
built since the 1920s could not handle the increased volume of 
cars on the road. In order to alleviate this issue, local 
authorities tried expanding roads as well as creating new 
expressways, leading to more suburban growth and further 
congestion of motorways. Clearly, existing solutions would not 
work to solve the ever-growing congestion and safety issues. 
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The inspiration for solution to these problems was found in an 
unlikely source: Nazi Germany. The German autobahn system, 
built during the 1930s in anticipation of mass automobile 
ownership, left a major impression on Eisenhower and other 
generals after the war. These roads did not connect the cities; 
instead, they ran through the rural parts of Germany, with 
smaller motorways connecting the cities to the autobahn.[11] 
Moreover, they were well built, with the vast majority paved 
with concrete, meaning that the roads were highly durable, 
unlike those in America.[12] The result was that, during the last 
months of the war, the autobahns proved instrumental in not 
only allowing steady allied advance to the heart of Germany, 
but more importantly, allowed easy access for supply lines.[13] 
However, an autobahn-like system would not work in the 
United States, as two officials from the U.S. Public Roads 
Administration, Thomas H. Macdonald and Herbert Fairbank 
noted, because the nation already had the volumes of cars 
present in cities. Thus, there would have to be a compromise; 
a system of superhighways that not only connected the cities, 
but also one that ran through the heartland of the country and 
linked it all together.

By 1954, Eisenhower was set on creating a system of 
superhighways in the United States. To this end, he created 
his Grand Plan, which called for intercity and farm-to-market 
road access, relief of congestion, and safe transcontinental 
travel. However, this Grand Plan was merely a rough proposal, 

and the Clay Committee Report was commissioned to provide 
details on the purpose of the highways as well as the splitting 
of costs.[14] In his special message to Congress, intended as 
a foreword to the report, Eisenhower outlined the four reasons 
why the highways needed to be built: safety, cost-savings, 
congestion, and defense.[15] At the time, nearly 36,000 people 
were killed on the roads every year, costing the country over 
$4 billion a year but also many thousands of lives.[16] 
However, the highways could dramatically improve the 
accident rate, decreasing from around 350 accidents per 
million miles to 179 accidents per million miles.[17] 
Furthermore, the money that could be saved from better road 
conditions and decreased travel time would result in billions of 
dollars saved.[18] In addition to civilian benefits, Eisenhower 
envisioned the use of the highways in case of a nuclear war 
with the Soviet Union, providing arteries for quick evacuation 
and military mobilization.[19] Therefore, despite a high upfront 
cost, the improved highways would bring multiple safety and 
efficiency benefits to the nation. These massive enhancements 
to the quality of life of ordinary citizens across the country, cost 
savings, and most importantly, life savings, were simply too 
large to ignore. Most of the money would be raised from 
bonds, some of the money would come from a “pay-as-you-go” 
plan.[20] However, Eisenhower’s Grand Plan was cast aside 
for a bill championed by Senator Albert Gore of Tennessee. 
His bill would eventually go on to become the Federal Aid 
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Highway Act of 1956, and with changes to funding, such as the 
creation of the Highway Trust Fund, consolidation of the 
creation of the highways into a single federal project, and 
wage-fixing to minimize the cost of the project, the bill was 
overwhelmingly passed by both chambers of Congress and 
signed into law by now-President Eisenhower in June of 1956, 
paving the way for a new, comfortable, quick, and safe method 
of transcontinental transport. [21]

The Federal Aid Highway Act of 1956 and the Interstate 
Highway System were the result of a decades-long effort to 
improve the safety and efficiency of the nation’s motorways. 
For over a century, the country had been afflicted with poor 
road infrastructure, limiting the effectiveness of cars as a mode 
of transportation. However, with the construction of the 
Interstate Highway System, driving became the most popular 
mode of transport in the nation because it was not only safer, 
but also more efficient. The nation had never been more 
connected before than by the strips of concrete that stretched 
across the country. All the way through the 1990s, the 
Interstate Highways were still being built, connecting nearly 
every part of the country and providing easy and safe transport 
throughout the country. However, even the original creators of 
the act did not envision the lasting impact the highways would 
have on American society.
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Journey
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Journey

i don’t need you to tell me
i spend too much time on YouTube
when i’ve lost you too.
 
i don’t need you to tell me
i’m alone
i escape loneliness and enter into a
professional dancer’s

            college student’s
            violinist’s
            traveler’s
life; is not a four-letter bubble.
 
i don’t need you to tell me
when i raise my head above the screen
the window shows
            the five houses
            the dog without a leash
            the grass drowning in the sheet of snow
simply lost.
nowhere to go.
 
life is an eight-letter bubble;
eight for “everyone”
 
i don’t need you to tell me
the search bar is for discovery
where i type “youtube.com” to find my people.
 
i don’t need you to tell me
get more experiences
when i click through the moving pixels
and a glimpse of the bubble named “everyone” shows
            dance choreography
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            political debates
            weekly vlogs
            explanations about lattice energy
            conversations around discrimination
            travels to Iceland
            AJR’s concert in North Carolina
            stories of North Korean defectors
under the domain of “youtube.com”
 
i don’t need you to tell me
close the laptop
i venture farther down instead
 
i want to tell you
scrolling through the comments is refreshing
when the static black shapes give edges to the bubble
            indents are triggered from replies
            more interactions
            more perspectives
            more arguments
i want to tell you
conformers find conformers, dissenters find dissenters
 
i need to tell you
i find my people this way.



257

The Untold Story of Marc Vaynbeerg
Personal Essay/Memoir
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Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng

The Untold Story of Marc Vaynbeerg

Prologue, February 1942, Georgia (Soviet Union)

“They're here, Marc,” whispered Marc’s wife in a worried tone. 
The Germans were in their town, 15 miles north of the capital. 
They were going through every house and leaving with an 
extra person.

“They will want to see our papers if they find us,” Marc said. 
He and his wife hid anxiously in their attic, while the German 
soldiers trashed their home. The racket from downstairs was 
so loud Marc could barely hear himself think what the 
Germans would do to them if they were captured. Marc did not 
let out a peep. He heard some rapid German dialogue, and the 
hatch leading to the attic creaked open. They were discovered.

“Show papers, prove you are no Jew,” said the German soldier 
in terrible, broken Russian. Marc and his wife were stunned 
and stood there for a couple seconds. “Papers! We no have all 
day!” bellowed the soldier. Marc thrust his papers into the 
soldier's arms.

“Take it,” he said. “We are not Jewish, you see?''

Then, they seized him and his wife. “You will be relocated to a 
‘residence’ in Poland,” said the soldier to them. “Take them, 
Sergeant. “Maybe if you were not hiding, we may have let you 
go.” Marc was overcome with shock. He knew they would soon 
be closed off from normal life as they know it for many years to 
come. Maybe even forever.

16 Months Later

Marc Vaynbeerg woke up suddenly. He was nervous, yet 
excited. It was 2 A.M. in July, 1943. Southern Poland was a 
cool 63 degrees outside the Nazi labor camp where he was 
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imprisoned in. He immediately snuck outside toward the exit 
point. Sergei, his friend, waved to him, indicating that the coast 
was clear to run to the bush. He approached stealthily, and 
easily arrived at the bush.

“See that spot, Marc? That is the only strip of land the 
watchtowers don’t look at. They miss that spot every time. We 
just need to go over the hill to the east.. When Boris and Igor 
show up and the watchtowers look away, we will jump over the 
fence and leave this place,” whispered Sargei Tarasovich, one 
of the four man exit party.

Their objective was to locate a recruitment station, Soviet or 
any local militia or Partisan group, and enlist to fight. They 
were escaping at great peril. If captured, they risked even 
more hard labor, limited food rations, and were selected as 
part of the “weak” to be murdered like dogs. The mental stress 
of what happened to his wife and child still haunted him. They 
would certainly be executed if the Germans found them. 
Despite all these risks, the four men wanted to join an army 
and fight them. He wanted to fight for his country, and defend 
his country from the evils of the Nazi regime.

Within a few minutes time, Boris Semyonovich and Igor 
Maximovich appeared from their barracks and hid near the 
same bush as Marc and Sergei. They waited as time ticked by 
second by second. The time seemed like forever to Marc. They 
would run for their lives in five… four… three…

“Go now! RUN,” Sargei whispered hoarsely. They jumped over 
the fence, and they ran for their lives, quietly but quickly 
sprinting into the natural cover of the trees roughly 60 yards 
away. Marc and Igor arrived first, but Boris and Sargei followed 
closely behind.

“We need to keep going, if they don’t see us by roll call, those 
pigs will send a search party. We need to walk at least 10 
miles before dawn,” said Marc, drawing nods of approval. “We 
have no time to rest, we have to go. We sleep during the day, 
or whenever we think we are out of the Nazi reach.”

By the morning, they could only hope that they were out of 
what they expected was Germany's reach. They hid in bushes 
and slept. They covered themselves with branches as they 
slept, doing their best to keep themselves warm with their thin, 
worn down camp clothes. Their shortage of food certainly did 
not help their morale either. They slowly became more 
desperate as the days went on. No Nazis showed up during 
the day. At night, they traveled again, venturing longer and 
further this time. Marc thought about the rest of his family and 
what happened to them now that he left the camp. Was his 
wife even alive? Are they acting as if nothing happened and 
going about with their lives? He could not know, and that 
stopped him from sleeping sometimes.

After several days of traveling, they did not find a recruitment 
station. Their physical and mental state was deteriorating. 
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They had pretty much lost faith in themselves. They feared 
that the Partisan militias were eliminated by the Germans 
during their time at the camp. Morale was running low among 
the four men. They did not have much food or money, and 
walking was getting monotonous without finding a recruitment 
station. They have made a commitment to spend their wartime 
fighting for their country. Instead of going home and waiting for 
the war to be over, they go out and fight themselves.

Without warning, Marc tackled Boris, the man nearest to him, 
and put a hand over his mouth. Muffled sounds came from 
Boris, while Marc whispered in his ear, “Be quiet, soldiers are 
near. We’re going to wind up in the gas chambers if you don’t 
shut up!”

Boris instantly stopped talking. Igor and Sargei were already 
on the ground. Nobody dared to move a muscle. Nobody 
dared to breathe. They moved only after allowing for a few 
minutes to elapse after the soldiers left. Then they kept moving 
through the silent night. They roamed on until they eventually 
found what they were looking for, a recruitment station for a 
local Partisan militia group

They entered the building where a secretary inside greeted 
them. When they left the office, their training was scheduled to 
start training the next morning. They were able to obtain 
enough money for a meal. So they went out for dinner and a 
beer to celebrate. They were now near the border of the 

Ukraine in the Soviet Union. After their celebration, they 
returned the next morning to be trained.

The training process took about two months. Before they knew 
it, they received their first assignment. It was now July. Their 
assignment was to head about 15 miles north and blow up a 
bridge leading to a German base to cut off their supply lines. 
This job seemed pretty easy for the four men, who had very 
high confidence after they received the assignment. They 
received their AK-47 rifles and bombs soon after they received 
their orders. The men marveled at the guns when they 
received them. Marc was amazed, his goal was now realized. 
He would now fight the Germans with the Soviet Union. He 
was already in this. He could not get out. He hated to leave his 
family, but he felt as if he was doing this service for the world. 
He would relocate his family after the war. That is, if they 
would still be alive.

“You will be driven near the bridge, and from there walk the 
remaining mile,'' the Sergeant ordered sullenly. Marc just 
wanted to blow up the bridge, to see the fireworks show as he 
ran away. He understood he would die if he was caught. It was 
worth the risk to him. He did not care if some injury would 
affect him 30 years down the road, someone had to do this. 
Someone had to help take down the Nazis. What a beautiful 
sight that would be, seeing what belonged to the one who 
tormented you and many others for years, to watch it burst into 
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flames, and to taste his sweet revenge, with much more to 
come.

Before he knew it, the morning of the operation arrived. Marc 
was excited as ever; he had no idea of the possibilities of what 
could go wrong. In the jeep ride to the destination, he was 
more scared as the time of the operation approached. His 
teeth were jittering, the look on his face showed his fear. 
Nobody was safe from the nerves of war. They were dropped 
near a patch of trees. Toward the end of the mile, they crawled 
toward the German base.

“This is our chance, guys. We have all been waiting for this 
moment in our lives. Let's not put it to waste.Remember this 
day, everyone, as the beginning of our journey fighting the pigs 
who call themselves Nazis,” said Sargei, giving the nervous 
men as much of a pep talk as they would receive.

Igor almost vomited all over himself. He was that nervous. 
They split into two groups. Marc and Igor to the right, and 
Sergei and Boris to the left. German trucks were moving in, 
carrying whatever a military base would need. German troops 
also stood guard at the entrance of the bridge, which 
complicated things. It was hard to slip by them, but they 
managed. Sergei and Boris finished up quickly, and soon Igor 
finished. Marc lagged behind. Igor received a message from 
Sergei and Boris by walkie talkie, saying that they did not have 
all day. Marc finished placing his bombs, but some German 

soldiers were heading in Marc’s direction while he finished up. 
They were talking about how they saw someone run to the 
east behind some bushes. Marc sent an urgent message to 
the others that a couple soldiers saw them leave and were 
heading inside to report them. They replied: “Start the timer.”

Marc set off the bomb with five minutes to spare and to leave 
the bridge. He started moving sideways at a slow speed, trying 
not to alert the myriad of Germans. Marc was almost out when 
he received messages from his comrades saying there was a 
minute left. He stood close to the edge when everything 
suddenly shook. Everything came crashing down. The bridge 
split in half. Everyones ears were ringing from the sound.

Boris, Igor, and Sergei left the scene immediately, regretting to 
leave their friend behind. German soldiers were running all 
about. They were directing the trucks away and in all 
directions, much yelling, panic, and scrambling among them. 
The bridge was about to crumble. Then it blew. Marc did not 
make it out, but the operation was successful.

Epilogue, January, 1946

When the war ended, Marc’s wife and two-year-old child were 
liberated from the camp. They were making their way toward 
Igor’s apartment in Moscow. Boris and Sergei survived the 
war, Igor did too, but he had to have his lower leg amputated. 
Sergei and Boris were in Berlin the day Germany surrendered. 



261

Marc’s wife knew that Marc was killed in the war, and she was 
going to know how he was killed. She entered Igor’s apartment

“Hello Mrs. Vaynbeerg, good to see you,” said Igor. He 
crouched over. “And hello, Vladimier, my name is Igor,” he said 
to the child and shook his hand. They sat down.

Little Vladimier was mostly fiddling with a small rock he picked 
up from the street, so he did not listen to much of the 
conversation. The three men informed her of the basic outline 
of the story, how they escaped the camp, and that they found a 
station and signed up, and that Marc did not survive their first 
operation. They did not reveal too many details. She left 
shaken, and the child, Vladimier, had no idea what was 
happening.

“Where is Papa, where is Papa?” Vladimier nagged, obviously 
confused, not understanding the emotion on his mother’s face.

“Papa is sleeping. We do not know when he will wake up, 
hopefully soon,” she replied. She did not want to alarm the little 
child. “Come, let’s go see the sunset.”

Vladimier happily went with his mother to watch the sunset. 
Marc’s wife mourned the death of her husband, while thinking 
about Vladimier’s future and her own. Will she be able to get a 
job? How will Vladimier go to school or have a stable life with 
the world in this state of recovery?

This story ends here, but time wrote the rest of the story, 
turning the little, innocent Vladimier, who played with rocks on 
the cobbled streets, oblivious to the horrors of World War II 
during the first years of his life, into my grandfather.
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A Transgression
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

A Transgression

My favorite part about you is
your shoulder blades
and the way they come together
to meet at the hollow
where your spine
juts out in
beautiful ridges when
you bend over

and the way that great expanse
of skin looks right there
between your neck
and the place where the green bodice
of your costume cuts across
and looking at you makes my
eyes tear up because
damn are you beautiful.
 
My eyes undress you
as I search for clues as to how
the curve of your waist
meets your hips,
how your legs would
look long and naked
as you stand in front of me
in a bare room and
even if I was blind I could
trace the lines of your body
but god I can see
I can see those shoulder blades
 
there you are on the stage of my mind
leaning in close to whisper
“I just want to kiss you”
right before our lips forget

Silver Key

NOLA KILLPACK
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that they weren’t always one
that once these two girls
did not stand here and once
their hands were not butterflies
there were not always four monarchs
here
everything is melting
and you are solid and
fleeting all at once and
I realize I’ve fallen in love with you
all over again
and as I watch your eyes land
like two butterflies on things that are not me
my cheeks are dry
but you know my soul
is pulsing,
ripping a bit each time you take
a breath.

Yesterday It Rained
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Yesterday It Rained

Yesterday it rained and never ceased, but oh!
the infant leaves of maple trees gleamed
when viewed through raindrops sliding down the seam
of a glass window and I’d like to say I love the rain, follow
sodden clouds to dance in puddles and let my features blow 
away with whipping winds but this storm is not a muted dream,
whispers in the air bite and how would I decide between
coats when raindrops hit bare skin as cold as melted snow?
 
But know I can suffocate under brick and tile,
I am growing smaller. How can I breathe
air that has not been sweetened by wind and cherry 
blossoms?
On cracking sidewalks, empty roads, I can be free awhile,
shivering under a trembling sky, sun sheathed,
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but free in the solitude of a world now gruesome. The Rented Room
Flash Fiction
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

The Rented Room

It is well past dawn, but someone has closed the curtains and 
the morning light has only just become strong enough to sneak 
between the gap where the heavy, cloth hangings meet. There 
is no one in the room, though, to witness this battle between 
sun and window pane and heavy cotton. There is no one to 
congratulate the champion when the room begins to slowly fill 
with yellow light.

There is a door opposite the window and that is what, if there 
was still a person in the room, would be witnessed first. It is 
ajar, slightly, and whoever left must have been in a hurry or 
perhaps they simply did not care enough about the objects it 
guarded to turn the lock and shut their possessions safely in 
the room. Perhaps the objects were not the leaver’s to begin 
with for it is a truth that objects lose their value when they are 
the fruits of someone else’s toil.
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A small hallway can be glimpsed through the crack, lit by oil 
lamps, for there is no window along the wood paneled stretch 
to light it without human aid. There may be other doors there 
and other rooms slowly being filled to the brim with the quiet 
radiance of the infant sun, but they hold other stories and I am 
trying to tell this one.

The light has spread now, down, and we can see a floor which 
was once of waxy, polished wood, but now is made rather 
vulgar with its mountains of broken pottery and shards of glass 
and rivers and seas and deltas of cheap sherry, the kind one 
might keep to offer to the unexpected guest. And there is blood 
on that shard and blood there, in that corner, an ocean of it.

The sun has grown stronger and now look across to see a 
dresser with its drawers pulled out haphazardly and 
nightgowns and corsets and petticoats cascading to the floor 
like a foaming waterfall. There are lovely dresses too, with lace 
and embroidery and pleats. Perhaps, there in that space might 
once have sat some plainer ones of brown cotton or itchy gray 
wool, but they are gone now and no hat sits upon the dresser 
and no shoes stand beside the door.

There is a bed too, next to the window. It’s sheets are white, 
covered with a blanket of pink and they are both tousled, 
twisted around each other in a way that can only happen when 
the inhabitant is amidst a nightmare, either living or awake. 
There is a gold cufflink at the foot of the bed and at the head 

there is an imprint of a carpet bag, hurriedly filled with itchy 
grey wool.

Now the light has grown sharper and if a person were to pull 
back the curtains hanging across the window they might see 
that it sits ajar. They might see that it’s lock would not turn, that 
it had been forced open with a knife and an unsteady hand.

And then the visitor might think about the one place they 
haven’t looked, the one place where the sun has not yet 
penetrated. But I know people, and I think whoever stands in 
this room will decide to leave before crouching down to look 
under the bed and lay eyes on the horror that resides there, 
still forever, in a black bowler hat and a waistcoat soaked with 
blood.
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Ada
Novel Writing
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Ada

Brief summary:

On a grand estate in 1930s England, Margaret Radcliffe meets 
Ada Brown, a strange girl perpetually surrounded by moths. 
Chronically lonely, Margaret soon falls in love with Ada, 
becoming painfully jealous when she finds an old painting of 
Ada with a beautiful girl. Ada unexplainably takes Margaret into 
her memory and shows her the moment in which Ada painted 
herself with her best friend and great love, Clara. From her 
father, Margaret soon learns of a legend surrounding a girl who 
supposedly died on the estate in the 1860s, made even more 
intriguing when she discovers her great-grandmother’s name 
was Clara. When Margaret confronts Ada about this, Ada 
admits she is a ghost and convinces her that, because she 
alone can see her, Margaret will soon die as well. However, 
when Ada accidentally pulls Margaret into her memory of the 

night she died, Margaret witnesses an argument in which 
Clara reveals that she sees her relationship with Ada as fun 
between friends rendered meaningless by her impending 
marriage. Ada, distraught, jumps into the ravine and dies on 
the sharp rocks below. Margaret realizes that Ada wants her 
only as a shadowy substitute for Clara and a semblance of 
company in a torturous eternity. Ten years later Margaret 
meets Ada once again and, still in love, convinces Ada to let 
her absorb her memories and heartbreak. Finally, free and 
untethered from her past, Ada’s ghost dissolves into a cluster 
of moths and disappears over the horizon.

Excerpt:

I met my first love, Ada Brown, dead exactly seventy years, for 
the first time just after twilight on June 15th, 1933. It was the 
summer just after I graduated secondary school and I was 
stuck in that unnavigable limbo between childhood and 
adulthood. I had ignored my mother’s overzealous suggestions 
of college and townhouses in London and traveling abroad, all 
of which involved other people, a species which, after a few 
unfortunate experiences of the kind which can only be found at 
the most expensive British boarding schools, I had long since 
given up trying to tolerate. I was still shaken by my recent 
discovery that I seemed to be the only unmarried girl in 
England who saw a life locked in a drawing-room looking over 
dinner menus and writing dull letters to even duller friends as 
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anything less than the highest form of spiritual enlightenment. I 
had decided that much to the chagrin of my mother, continuing 
to fraternize with those types of girls might give certain people 
the wrong idea and might lead to certain unwelcome 
propositions. Instead, I gave into my most shocking desire and 
planned on a summer of solitary aimlessness, of scribbling 
disjointed bits of poetry under the old oak trees on my father’s 
Surrey estate and obstinately refusing every social obligation 
my mother slyly tried to trick me into attending.

I had returned to the estate that afternoon, laden down with 
trunks and the endless nagging of my mother who was 
irrationally angry that I hadn’t taken advantage of the freedoms 
of the Upper Sixth Form to snag the attentions of at least a few 
boys from St. Ed’s, our sibling school. After a dinner spent 
trying to block out my mother’s shrill voice by carefully studying 
the cover of The Gentleman’s Guide to Educated Investment, 
which I was certain my father was only pretending to read, I 
escaped to the deep woods on the Western edge of our 
estate.

I was walking along the riverbank, searching for inspiration, 
when I saw her. There was something in the way that she 
seemed separate from the forest of twisted oaks and creeping 
moss and wildflowers around her, that sat heavy and awkward 
in the pit of my stomach. It was an otherworldliness, an 

incongruity, that before I thought one could only find in Gothic 
novels or the work of Edgar Allan Poe.

She was sitting on a stone at the edge of the river; her back to 
me, the hem of her long white dress muddied and cut in a way 
that I had only ever seen in picture palaces or paintings. Her 
hair fell in dark waves down her back, so long that it seemed to 
disappear into the current and flow along with the river water 
and last fall’s leaves until it rushed into the ocean, victorious. 
Her head was wreathed in white calla lilies and a few waxy 
petals had drifted onto her shoulders where two black moths 
sat. Another was perched on her finger, its wings moving 
languidly, and she held it level to her eye, staring into its 
patterned wings as if there was something deep and profound 
hidden among the whorls.

I approached her slowly, my notebook clutched to my chest. 
Each step fell heavily on the forest floor and I nearly jumped as 
old brown leaves crackled underfoot. Normally, I wouldn’t have 
approached a stranger, but the way she sat so still in her white 
dress, moths like tamed parrots, was too curious for me to 
forget, and, unless she was some newly hired maid my 
parents had neglected to tell me about, she shouldn’t have 
been anywhere on the estate.

“Hello?” I said. “I’m Margaret Radcliffe. Who are you?”
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The woman turned her head to look at me, her eyes full of 
something I couldn’t quite identify. Though knowing what I do 
now, I think it must have been confusion and alarm, giving way 
to hope.

“Do you work for my father?” I said. “Or are you from the 
town?” Recluse that I was, my schoolgirl manners were too 
second nature for me to accuse her of trespassing outright.

“My name is Ada. Ada Brown.” She craned her neck to look at 
the place where the chimney and pointed roof of my father’s 
manor emerged from the forest canopy, barely visible. “I used 
to live there.”

The woman seemed roughly my age; if she had lived at the 
house, we should have grown up together. “Oh,” I brushed my 
bangs from my eyes and slid my palm down the length of my 
bob.  “Have we met before?”

“No. I would have remembered.” There was something in the 
definiteness of how she said those words that made me trust 
her blindly and something in the desperation of my poet’s heart 
that stopped me from questioning her more, lest I lose a 
moment that seemed to exist beyond time, beyond space: a 
hole shaped like Ada Brown cut from the fabric of the universe.  
All confusion slipped away; everything felt so real, and strange 
women in white dresses on riverbanks at twilight was a 
language I could understand. She was a language I could 

understand. I realized it then in those first silent moments. It 
was how she looked at everything around her: the river, that 
moth, me. She had a poet’s eye. She knew what silence could 
mean. She seemed to encompass the entire world: all its 
anger, and grief, and solitude. And I would have been content 
to sit at the edge of that river and stare at her forever. What 
were a few stolen steps on the land of a father who had barely 
said hello when there was someone solid and beautiful sitting 
beside me?

When I finally pulled myself away from that riverbank and our 
exquisite silence, I noticed that out of the corner of my eye, 
Ada seemed to disappear entirely, fading into the background 
of the oak trees and last fall’s leaves until only three moths 
remained, frozen impossibly in the air.

 

I had already fallen in love with her by the time I found the 
painting. All it took was five more nights of silence. I told my 
mother I spent my evenings writing letters to my many friends; 
I think she wanted the lie to be true so much that she didn’t 
dare to question it. Every evening, I hurried my way through a 
tense dinner with my parents and walked down the trail to the 
river. Ada was always there, waiting for me on her mossy rock. 
Or maybe I had nothing to do with it: the idea that our kinship 
only existed in my mind scared me more than anything. We 
would sit side by side for hours, following branches caught in 
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the current and braiding flower crowns. I learned quickly that 
the moths never left her side. When they weren’t perched on 
her finger or her shoulder, they circled above her, a beating 
halo. I thought little of them then, except to smile quietly at the 
further proof that Ada was the physical incarnation of my 
poetry. I was a girl who worshipped moonlight and dewdrops 
and sorrow and heartbreak, and Ada was those things. She 
didn’t have to do anything to make me love her. She just sat 
there, hair cascading down her back, eyes brown and deep 
like my father’s whiskey.

I was too eager to fall in love.  

The loneliness that had haunted me in the darkness of silent 
dorm rooms had evaporated, but something else had replaced 
it. It was a tugging feeling, an inability to lie still in my bed. It 
followed me everywhere in that one incessant question: does 
she love me too? I was a human, still constrained by the rigid 
rules of life, and I should have been finite, solid. Yet, my body 
was an infinite emptiness that could only be filled by the 
closeness of Ada, the certainty that when she looked at me her 
gaze was brimming with the same endlessness as mine. There 
was no room in my mind for the mystery of her, just that 
question, tauntingly persistent, feeding the pain in my chest.

 

In those days, my mother was ubiquitous. I could not escape 
her no matter how far into our hedge maze or into the labyrinth 
of sitting rooms I roamed. I could only find Ada at the river in 
the evenings, so I spent my days coming up with increasingly 
more complicated ways of escaping my mother and her 
anecdotes of the agonizingly successful sons and nephews of 
her many friends. The attic turned out to be one of my best 
ideas. It was dark and dusty and no one but the occasional 
maid ever ventured there. I had plenty of room to imagine the 
slight curve where Ada’s lips fit together and the way her hair 
swooped around her ears in a perfect wave.

I found the painting shoved far in the back, forgotten, on top of 
a rather ornate table with a long crack down its center and 
nearly hidden under a very dusty, spidery quilt. At first, I only 
gave it a second glance because of what spiraled behind the 
two figures: a river surrounded by oak trees and mossy stones. 
I recognized it at once. I had been there just the night before. I 
propped the painting up against one of the table’s legs, carved 
with cornucopias and nude cherubs eating grapes, and knelt 
holding my candle (our attic was too cluttered and dusty to 
warrant the unforgiving illumination of electricity) as close to 
the canvas as I dared. In the quivering, yellow light, I saw the 
lovely contours of two smiling faces and I nearly dropped my 
candle. I was staring at Ada Brown.
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Her hair was long and unbound, hanging in waves down her 
back, wreathed in calla lilies, her skin pale, her eyes a brown 
both cold and fiery, both unsettling and comforting all at once, 
and her lips the pale pink curves I once memorized and still 
have not forgotten. She wore a different dress, pale yellow 
instead of white, but it was cut the same: tight and structured 
at the waist, open neckline, and a full, but unadorned skirt. And 
she was smiling. Smiling at the girl who stood next to her, blue-
eyed, a few strands of blonde hair escaping to brush blue silk 
embroidered with carefully beaded violets. We looked similar 
in a way. We had the same cheekbones and nose and brows, 
though my eyes and hair were both the same flat shade of 
brown and Ada was smiling at her so wide it was nearly a 
laugh.

She had never smiled at me.

I swallowed hard, breathed slowly, moved cautiously. I was a 
porcelain doll, and a crack was creeping its way down my 
spine, threatening to split me into a hundred powdery 
fragments. I bit my lip until the pain blended with the much 
more unexplainable pain of seeing Ada smiling, but not at me. I 
felt betrayed, somehow. I had imagined that Ada was like me, 
friendless and alone, drifting aimlessly through her life, yet 
here was proof that she had been happy once. My inimical 
question came back as a frozen sword. Of course she didn’t 
love me. She loved this girl. It was as obvious as rain soaking 

through clothes. Yet under all those stings, there was hope, 
another question, this time bright and warm: what was Ada 
doing sitting in silence with me and not laughing in the sun with 
this beautiful girl? Was I as invisible to her as a summer 
breeze or did our silent evenings eclipse laughter and hair like 
a beam of golden light? I scooched back a little, still crouched 
on the balls of my oxfords, sighing in the heaviness those two 
faces had planted in the pit of my stomach, and held my 
candle so that the whole painting came into view. There was 
no doubt of its skill. There was something alive in it. Yet it felt 
unfinished. There was a lack of the carefully placed sweeps of 
highlight and nuanced shadow that I had come to expect in the 
portraits of my many Radcliffe ancestors. And it was not 
framed. The canvas sat exposed, its unbound edges loose on 
wooden beams. And though a commission for a Radcliffe 
portrait could have made this artist’s career, there was no 
signature. Who, I wondered, twisting in my vast desire for 
critical praise, would have passed up such an opportunity?

 

I spent the rest of the day dazed, moving carefully as if the 
ghostly crack along my spine was real and bloody. At twilight, I 
found Ada sitting on the same mossy stone on the riverbank, 
moths flying lazy circles above her, just as I knew I would. She 
turned and smiled at me as I approached, and I almost 
shrieked in disbelieving ecstasy until I
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came closer and saw it was a weak imitation of happiness, her 
eyes still and empty. In the painting they had glimmered.

She inched over and I sat down next to her on the same rock, 
our bodies pressed together from ankle to shoulder so we 
would not fall into the mud. She stared at the river and I stared 
at her. I traced the way the curve of her forehead transformed 
into the arch of her nose, how her lashes cast shadows in the 
darkness under her eyes that never disappeared. It would 
have been so easy to stay silent, to relish the way that 
everything seemed brighter around Ada, how I could almost 
see iridescent strings connecting us to every molecule in the 
rushing river, to every leaf, every sparrow and finch and 
starling. And yet I feared the crack and its shadowy power. I 
had to know the truth. “Ada, I found something. A painting. You 
were with a girl. She was so beautiful and you both seemed so 
happy and I was hoping you could tell me who she is?” I only 
half-believed she would answer me.

Ada turned to me, something manic in her eyes, so different 
from the untraceable grief I had come to expect and my breath 
came quicker as I realized that she was about to speak for the 
first time since those almost answers on the night we first met. 
“You found the painting? Where is it?” Her voice was wild, 
frantic, and oh so beautiful, yet it hurt in my chest for, if it broke 
her silence, the painting must have meant something great.

“In my attic, but…” I trailed off as Ada jumped up, hand to her 
mouth. I had never seen her like this. She was always so 
composed, yet now her eyes darted in a terrible dance and her 
moths flew faster and faster, wings a blur. “I have to see it, can 
you bring it here, I––I––please!” She was pacing now, hands 
twisted in her hair, lily crown askew.

“I can try, but it is a long way, and my parents…” I had to work 
to get my lips to open and let the words escape. “It would be 
hard to hide it from them.” I stared at the bank, twisting blades 
of grass around my pointer finger.

“Please, I’ll do anything,” Ada bit her lip. “I just need to see the 
painting.”

I didn’t want to bring the painting to the river. I didn’t want to 
see Ada’s face when her gaze fell on those blue eyes. I didn’t 
want to know whose eyes they were. Yet it was inescapable. I 
had to know what two girls I had never met were doing on the 
grounds of my home, why their painting was in my attic. But 
those were only embers of questions, and above them lay the 
one that made me shake: who was this girl to Ada? “Ok.” I 
stared at the ground. “If I get the painting, will you tell me who 
she is?” Ada stopped pacing and looked at me so hard I could 
feel her gaze upon my forehead like cool steel.

“Yes.” Her voice was strong, unwavering, beautiful, and I was 
in love with her, so I stood up and prayed my parents would 
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still be in their after-dinner stage of drinking brandy and looking 
everywhere but at each other. Twenty minutes later I was back 
at the riverbank, painting heavy in my hands. Ada was still 
pacing, agitation mirrored in the frantic flitting of her moths.

“I’ve got it.” My voice was small, nearly a whisper, but Ada 
turned to me and ran as if it had been my dying breath, long 
skirts trailing in the mud. She grasped the painting, not with the 
relieved shriek of someone who has found something they 
once thought lost, but with the low moan of those who nurse 
old wounds that fester just enough to make even the happiest 
memories bittersweet. She balanced the painting atop the 
mossy rock and crouched next to it, fingers tracing the 
eyebrows, lips, shoulders, waist of the blonde woman who 
seemed so determined to shatter my five-day love.

“Clara. Clara. Clara. Clara.” Ada mouthed. It felt like breathing. 
Like if in our endless quiet evenings, I had listened closely 
enough I would have found that the breath whooshing in and 
out of Ada’s lungs formed that name: Clara. I approached Ada 
with the same caution I had that first night, the way you 
approach an unknown being, reactions uncertain, quirks 
undiscovered, psychology unanalyzed.

“That’s Clara?” I forced out. “Who is she?” For the first time 
since I had brought the painting, Ada turned her face to mine. 
Her eyes glistened, though she had shed no tears, and the 

manic expression remained, though her cheeks were a pale I 
had only seen on the deathly ill. “She is–––was my friend.”
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A Return to Nature
Poetry
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors

A Return to Nature

Down in the meadow is where she lay
Ivory skin ruddied by earth and auburn leaves
Decay permeating the blustery morn. 
Marked by the hush of Death, 
I swept her golden soul amongst the bruised apples.
Swept her up in the fall breeze, rich in her residence. 
 Plunged her voice like a melancholy croon through the 
whispering wind

so that her pain would not go forgotten, 
so that Nature would take her like a pliable morsel of clay 
and add her to its masterpiece.
I took her broken parts and gave them back to the Earth from 
which she had come.
Took the strewn leaves and sewed her silken hair into their 
pattern
Stole away her tears and with them gave birth to wildflowers 
whose waxy stems would grow to be picked by another like 
her
Whose soul would be returned to its roots as she was. 
A release of breath, never again, 
instead, she would be one with the deer and fox that frolicked 
in the meadow;
With the trees 
Whose great boughs held centuries of secrets and love and 
pain;
life and death— 
the foundation of humanity.

Silver Key

EVA KO
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Magic in the Garden
Poetry
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors

Magic in the Garden

Where did the magic of the garden go?
The fortress of earth and leave, the labyrinth of seed and 
sprout
The curiosity of childhood; pure, refined, and simple
Where has it left to?
Bare feet racing through the dewy grass
Dirty hands scooping potato bugs from their home
Creation then, it seemed, was made for you alone
The towering trees made to shade and protect and bear fruit
The vibrant flowers made to crush between fingers 
so that they might release their ambrosial perfume to you
Breathe the freshness like a cloud enclosing you in its 
undiluted circle
Let your teeth break the delicate flesh 
of tomatoes and basil growing in the garden

Let your soul be replenished in this childhood
For the potato bugs will crawl out of view
The trees shall soon wither
And the flowers’ perfume; a distant memory
Why must the magic go?
“It never left” she cries with open arms beckoning you back
Can you not hear me again?
The years have muted your ears
Filled them with the cotton of adulthood
Dulled your eyes with the harshness of the world
But if you dare to venture back to me
I will cast the cotton from your ears
Ease you with the soft beckoning of the breeze
Back to my open arms
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Order Out of Chaos: Modern Applications of 
Plato’s The Republic
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Lee Fallon

Order Out of Chaos: Modern 
Applications of Plato’s The Republic

From barbarous nomadic tribes scavenging for food to grand 
political governing bodies creating order out of chaos, 
humanity’s evolution both in a physical and an intellectual 
capacity during the Ancient Greek period had grown seemingly 
without bounds. No longer did the Greeks need to worry about 

trivial tasks and problems such as basic survival. Instead, the 
civilized conglomerate of city-states was more concerned over 
the form of government that would be able to instill morals, 
laws, and customs onto the Greeks to validate their higher 
status over barbarians. Of course, history reveals that the rival 
governments between the Spartan oligarchy and Athenian 
democracy emerged in Ancient Greece in hopes of answering 
this question still relevant in modern society. In Plato’s The 
Republic, Plato discouraged ideas of both oligarchy and direct 
democracy and sought to implement a system that relied on 
both familiar and unconventional methods of governance that 
are still discussed at great lengths today. Therefore, looking 
through the lens of sociology, morality, and pragmatism, 
Plato’s critique and replacement of Athenian democracy with 
the rule of philosophers and the use of state-sponsored 
censorship for the magnificent myth should be applied to 
modern civilizations. On the other hand, Plato’s most 
fundamental value of justice cannot be attained in the 
globalized world and should subsequently be revaluated.

     One main reason which urged Plato to write The Republic 
in the first place was due to the failing governmental systems 
of oligarchy and democracy. Oligarchy—or the rule by the few
—was a system implemented by the Spartans during his time. 
Although Plato respected some of the Spartan’s moral 
teachings and military practices, he rejected their political 
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system due to its ties to tyranny and corruption. Because of its 
nature, oligarchy ultimately divides society between the rich 
and the poor or the ruling elite and the common man. Plato 
aimed to write a constitution that would uphold values of 
communal harmony and stability over anything else. All other 
elements of The Republic are in place to support these main 
ideas. Therefore, since oligarchy promotes a unified regime 
and many opportunities for rulers to abuse their power, it will 
inevitably collapse—best demonstrated by unsuccessful 
dictatorial regimes—due to either internal conflict or the failure 
of the working class from vast inequality.

Plato was additionally not supportive of the alternative system 
at the time: Athenian democracy. Plato opposed Athenian 
democracy (also known as direct democracy) because of its 
ties to corruption and tyranny and its support for empowering 
those without expertise in politics. Firstly, at least within Athens 
at the time, democracy was rooted in tyranny. The political 
actions of citizens were dictated by a desire for power instead 
of the desire to help the common good. The Athenian citizens 
competed for influence rather than serving society within their 
democracy. Not only can this blind someone’s reasoning and 
let ego influence a vote, but it also accepts the possibility for 
corrupted tyrannical rulers in charge of making decisions 
affecting the stability of the state. Furthermore, Plato rejects 
democracy because of how it encourages political participation 
from the uneducated. Technē is a Greek word which best 

translates to skill-knowledge. Naturally, like any civilized 
society, Greek city-states had experts in each technē for 
professions ranging from medicine and science to shoemaking 
and navigation. However, there was no technē for politics. 
Instead, every male Athenian citizen had the opportunity to 
exercise his political power without any expertise. The most 
prominent example to illustrate the unpredictability and 
imperfectness of this system comes from the Athenian 
decision to kill the male citizens of Mytilene and to sell the 
women and children into slavery. The next day, however, the 
Athenians realized the degree of cruelty for which the decision 
produced and later reassessed the future dealings with the 
Mytilene prisoners (Hirsh et al.). Clearly, the judgment of the 
politically inexperienced is fallible and can cause both 
instability and division.

     In place of the rule by the elite or the people, Plato 
suggested a society in which philosophers kings are in charge. 
The main reasoning behind this system revolves around 
eliminating any forms of corruption and failed expertise in the 
political realm. In Plato’s opinion, philosophers are the 
members of society that are not concerned by materialistic or 
basic pleasures; rather, the pursuit of knowledge is of the 
highest importance which would cause them to renounce 
worldly possessions. Therefore, there are no trappings of 
power within the Guardian class made up of philosopher kings. 
This, in the end, makes them fit to rule because they do not 
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have the desire to rule. Plato describes this responsibility by 
writing, “So we must choose from among our Guardians those 
who appear to us on observation to be most likely to devote 
their lives to doing what they judge to be in the interest of the 
community” (Plato 412d). The reason why this system is better 
than the others is because of how it addresses the biggest 
flaws with other forms of government. On one side, oligarchies 
and totalitarian regimes are too suppressive, and they, more 
often than not, collapse because of the sharp division in 
society. On the other hand, democratic societies allow for 
corruption, inexperienced politicians, and polarizing ideals, all 
of which can lead to instability and civil war. Even the United 
States’ modern representative democracy permits the election 
of corrupt, inexperienced leaders. Therefore, a ruling class of 
educated philosophers dedicated to ensuring the prosperity of 
the state over material wealth, political influence, or prestige 
would be the greatest political system for any given civilization. 

     Another element from Plato’s Republic that should be 
accepted into modern society is the mechanism supporting the 
magnificent myth. In summary, Plato advocated for an origin 
story to initiate a state religion. In this myth, God, who is a 
perfect moral entity incapable of making mistakes, fashioned 
metaphorical versions of gold, silver, and bronze into the 
citizens to create three classes of the Guardians, Auxiliaries, 
and the merchant class (Plato 415a-c). The magnificent myth, 
in essence, is an instrument that helps inculcate Plato’s 

desired morals and ideals of communal living and justice onto 
the people for stability. The myth would function similar to that 
of religion. In response to Adeimantus’ acceptance of the claim 
of training the mind before the body, Socrates responds, “And 
the first step, as you know, is always what matters most, 
particularly when we are dealing with those who are young and 
tender. That is the time when they are easily moulded and 
when any impression we choose to make leaves a permanent 
mark (Plato 377a-b). Arguably the most important aspect of 
any civilization is the moral and cultural education given to the 
children of the state, which is what Plato attempts to convey in 
this quote. The magnificent myth and the state-sponsored 
censorship are used to propagate Plato’s moral ideals. The 
only way the Republic can effectively function is if everyone 
upholds the idea of justice and can believe that the individual 
is but a microcosm of society. There is no room for dissent or 
tainted morals which conflict with the teachings of the state. 
Therefore, this is why the magnificent myth exists and is taught 
at such a young age: to protect the citizens and create a stable 
state. In application to modern society, the ethical theory of 
utilitarianism deems it morally permissible for the state to 
control education because it is done for the greater good. 
State-controlled education creates a society wherein everyone 
shares the same morals and desire to contribute positively to 
the community. Eventually, these shared values and mission 
from the citizens create a moral stable state which can last 
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longer to further protect future generations. In nations that 
uphold values of freedom of expression and speech, like in the 
United States, there exists a barrier of polarization and 
rebellion which could have otherwise been subdued through 
the use of some justified lie.  

     For those critical of the practicality of the propaganda, I 
believe these people fail to understand the interconnectedness 
of state-sponsored censorship and religion. Even though 
Christians know and understand the religion of Islam, they 
ultimately have to reject that religion because of how it 
conflicts with their own. Although it is impossible to block 
different cultures and governments completely from a 
population in a globalized world, the beauty of the magnificent 
myth is that it is so powerful in its message that the citizens 
would be compelled to believe it no matter what; which is 
another reason why both on a moral and pragmatic level 
propaganda and the tight control of education is feasible and 
should be accepted by all societies for stability.

One imperative value that Plato emphasizes in The Republic is 
justice. Plato defines justice as psychic harmony or a citizen’s 
ability to stay in one class or trade. Although there is room for 
citizens to be promoted and demoted from the three classes, 
social mobility and the exchange of profession is largely ill-
advised in Plato’s envisioned utopia. He expresses this belief 
through Socrates, who says, “Does it not follow, from the 

principles we adopted earlier, that one man does only one job 
well, and that if he tries to take on a number of jobs, the 
division of effort will mean that he will fail to make his mark at 
any of them…a man cannot play many parts as well as he can 
one” (Plato 394e). In this exchange, Plato expresses his 
opinions on mobility in general and how it serves to only 
degrade society. When a man could have continued refining 
his skills in carpentry for which he was exposed to as a child, 
he wastes time and energy by switching professions, thereby 
causing instability to the state. While this logic makes sense on 
a surface level because increased practice usually equates to 
mastery of a skill, it fails to consider human nature. This aspect 
of Plato’s Republic is too suppressive. Humans cannot 
understand nor control their passions for certain activities. 
Moral education is no match to extinguish desires to break 
away from monotonous work or to explore the unknown. Thus, 
by preventing the citizens from discovering their interests, it is 
subsequently creating an opportunity for rebellion—the true 
enemy of the state.

     The ingenuity of Plato’s The Republic lies in its introduction 
to ideas that have laid the groundwork for modern political 
theory and Western thought. Although this ideal state may 
never be created to the exact vision of Plato, the ideas carried 
over from around 2,500 years ago demonstrate the 
significance these dialogues have on Western civilization. 
Perhaps Plato did not intend to write a real constitution aiming 
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to create a perfect government system, otherwise known as a 
utopia. The questionable practices and missing explanations 
for certain mechanisms in The Republic exemplify a possible 
satiric take on mankind’s failed attempt towards utopia. After 
all, society cannot be perfected because mankind is flawed. 
Yet, The Republic could still be a genuine answer to the 
problems of civilization. In the perspective of The Allegory of 
the Cave, maybe Plato has seen the light and this was his 
failed attempt to free mankind of the shadows preventing our 
advancement. In any case, the Socratic dialogue remains one 
of the most important philosophical works that forces aspired 
thinking toward an unreachable utopia.
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The Machine of Humanity

Brave New World by Aldous Huxley is set in a shining, 
beautiful future, where everyone is happy and content. 
However, behind the glimmering sheen of the World State, 
something darker lurks. As embryos, citizens of The World 
State are given a differing amount of oxygen depending on 
their future station in life (the more oxygen, the more 
intelligence). As a result of this conditioning, the occupants of 
the Brave New World are obedient, gleeful, and docile, so they 

never take action or disagree. People function as parts of a 
machine, living and dying in a society where humanity does 
not matter. Although some in the Brave New World have 
knowledge of the past and of things greater than themselves, 
their numbers are few. The wheel that is the Brave New World 
continues to turn, never halting at the death it is conditioned 
not to fear, nor the injustice they are taught not to see. For 
stability and peace, the populace has given up intelligence and 
free will.  In Brave New World society has given up far too 
much for stability and happiness, because there is no pain to 
learn from and there is no purpose to life.

The World State has eradicated pain and suffering, but without 
failure, there can never be true success. With the help of 
soma, the Brave New World’s inhabitants can erase their pain; 
however, by erasing their pain, they cease to learn from their 
mistakes, thus they live out their lives as adult children, never 
growing or changing. When Bernard is talking to Helmholtz, 
toward the beginning of the book, Helmholtz expresses his 
sense that there is something missing in their world: “Really, 
and at the bottom, he was interested in something else. But in 
what?”(Huxley 67). This shows how the more intelligent can 
feel the absence of suffering, through the lack of substance in 
their world. Helmholtz is a perfect example of this, as he is 
constantly searching for something more in his writing. Toward 
the end of the book Mostapha Mond says, “God in the safe 
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and Ford on the shelves,”(Huxley 231).  God is how many 
people learn to grow from their mistakes; the absence of such 
a being shows that no mistakes are made, or at least if they 
are, they are whisked away by soma. On the contrary, Ford 
made people into machines, and machines do not have 
feelings.

In Brave New World, as each person is degraded to a machine 
part, life does not matter. People are discarded like broken 
gears, to be replaced by shiny new ones; the only difference 
being that this machine does not pause to be fixed, it 
continues on its perpetually-turning wheel, never moving 
forward or back. Yet the people are placated; as Mustapha 
Mond says,  “They’re well off; they’re safe; they’re blissfully 
ignorant of passion and old age... they’ve got no wives, or 
children, or lovers to feel strongly about…”(Huxley 220). 
Without anyone to care about, or anyone to care about them, 
the citizens of the World State have nothing to drive them 
except their fleeting happiness and the illusion of perfection. 
Happiness and perfection have no substance, no emotional 
grounding. Without substance, without passion, life has no 
purpose. Not even death receives a reaction, for everyone 
accepts death, that their time is limited, that their life is fleeting. 
They live knowing they are part of a machine, knowing their 
lives have no worth. But they do not care, they cannot care as 
they are too conditioned otherwise. This sentiment is 
expressed when describing an attendant’s reaction to John’s 

distress at the house of the dying, the nurse was “Startled by 
the expression of distress on his pale face…(Not that there 
were many visitors anyhow: or ant reason why there should 
be)...”(Huxley 199). Following the attendant’s distress, a group 
of children enters the room for death conditioning. The children 
are perfectly comfortable surrounded by the youthful dying, 
they run around and play games, exactly as they were 
conditioned to do.

In the Brave New World, peace has been achieved, but at far 
too great a cost, now the World State can never escape this 
mirage of perfection. The most disturbing part is how the 
people ushered in the machine, and welcomed it with open 
arms. Those who welcomed The World State must have been 
in a perilous condition to willingly give up humanity for stability. 
If it ever came to pass that we as a people choose peace over 
passion, humans would become infantile adults, unable to feel 
anything but ignorant placidity. In our day, as technology 
creeps ever nearer to the point where a Brave New World 
could exist, we must be careful with the way we use our 
resources. As the day likely approaches that we will be able to 
eradicate pain, and passion alongside it, we must remember 
pain and suffering are what make us human, and without them 
we are but a machine ever chugging along, never going 
anywhere.
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Racism, Sexism, and Love: how the 
books we read shape our worldview 
and the impact of book banning in 
schools

Racism, Sexism, and Love: how the books we read shape 
our worldview and the impact of book banning in schools 
“Books are a form of political action. Books are 
knowledge. Books are a reflection, Books can change 
your mind” 

- Toni Morrison

Morrison accurately describes the position held by readers and 
authors alike on the extreme importance of literature and 
reading. The extent of this importance has been evaluated for 
centuries by both scientists and philosophers, and recent 
studies have provided breakthroughs never anticipated 
showing the dire need for studying literature, especially in 
schools. The importance these studies assert is often 
overlooked, and the benefits hampered through book banning 
in schools. Evaluating the importance of literature and the 
effects of book banning in schools demonstrates the need to 
stop these actions that stifle creativity and prevent inclusivity. 
Book banning negatively impacts students because the proven 
benefits of reading unhindered literature are halted, leading to 
a more narrow perspective of the world, less inclusivity for 
students, and lack of exposure to relevant social issues.

Recent studies by philosophers and psychologists have 
correlated the reading of literature to numerous positive 
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effects; these include increased empathy and emotional 
perception and a better understanding of life in terms of human 
intentions (Mikkonen 276). Fictional narratives make lasting 
changes in a reader's beliefs, which can help expand their 
worldview and increase understanding and tolerance of 
unfamiliar people and ideas. Studies have also supported that 
reading literary fiction enhances Theory of the Mind, which is 
the ability to detect and understand others' emotions and the 
inference and representation of others' beliefs and intentions 
(Kidd & Castano 1). This discovery supports previous research 
on the impact of reading on empathy and understanding of 
others and asserts that reading literature presents 
opportunities to consider others' experiences without facing 
consequences (Kidd & Castano 2). These results show the 
extreme importance of studying literature, especially in 
schools, and more importantly studying a diverse and 
uninhibited body of literature.

The American Library Association describes book banning as 
removing materials based upon the objections of a person or 
group ("Banned Book FAQ"). Book banning has occurred for 
centuries and is commonly the result of the book’s subject 
matter discussing controversial issues including race, religion, 
politics, culture, and sexuality ("Banned Book FAQ"). For 
example, To Kill a Mockingbird has been banned in numerous 
schools due to its racial undertones and uncensored depiction 
of racism in the south during the 1930s. The banning occurs at 

the order of school officials such as principals and 
superintendents and parent organizations operating within the 
school. Book banning has been a debated issue for many 
years with some cases even being brought to the courts such 
as in the case of Minarcini v. Strongsville City School District 
and even the Supreme Court in Island Trees School District v. 
Pico. Although book banning is heavily disputed, the evidence 
clearly shows that banning books results in detrimental effects 
on students and should be stopped.

First, the banning of books must be stopped because it causes 
students to have a more narrow view of the world. The study of 
literature allows students to view different cultures and 
lifestyles other than their own and exposes them to different 
ideologies and perspectives, allowing them to form a more 
complete understanding of the world around them. Banning 
books prevents this exploration from occurring as banning 
often results when books discussing cultures or ideas are not 
accepted by those in power. Examples include George which 
has been banned in schools due to its inclusion of 
homosexuality, and The House on Mango Street due to its 
representation of racism, sexism, and abuse. The topics in 
these books may be perceived as difficult for students to read 
and understand, but in reality they are necessary for students 
to learn about as they represent the world today. They provide 
insight into the cultures and sexualities they depict, allowing 
students to empathize with and recognize the struggles of 
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characters which translates into a better understanding of real-
life peers. This insight helps students become more open-
minded towards others and form a more accurate and 
accepting view of the world. This benefits society as a whole 
as it is a movement towards a future filled with more cultured 
and educated citizens.

Second, the banning of books has the negative impact of 
leading to less inclusivity for students. Representation in 
literature is vital to students' overall health; it allows them to 
see themselves in characters and feel like someone 
understands them. This is hampered by book banning which 
disproportionately bans books including members of the 
LGBTQ+ community and people of color. This can lead to 
students feeling isolated and less important than their peers 
who are so often represented in books. This is demonstrated 
in the banning of the book The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-
Time Indian, which features a Native American protagonist, 
has been banned due to vulgarity, racism, and anti-Christian 
content ("BANNED: The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time 
Indian"). Although this book contains some challenging words 
and scenes, the importance of this book's overall message and 
impact far outweighs its supposed issues. Like many others 
that have been banned, this book allows for students who are 
often underrepresented to feel they are being seen and 
acknowledged. Empowering students to use their voice and 
helping them to better understand themselves in relation to the 

world around them, which is impossible when book banning 
occurs.

Finally, the action of book banning hurts students because it 
prevents them from being exposed to relevant social issues. 
The reading of literature helps students learn about issues that 
impact them and those around them. Many books that discuss 
these issues are considered unfit to be discussed in the 
classroom, even though they directly impact students. Book 
banning follows the untrue assumption that if schools ignore 
the issues then they will just go away. Instead, introducing 
these books into classrooms allows for discussion and 
recognition of these issues, helping students feel understood 
and exposing them to the negative implications of these 
actions. As Susan Church describes, "I believe we need to 
make them [the books] part of the curriculum so that we can 
problematize the sexism, racism, and antisocial behavior that 
is so prominent in them. (Palmer 7). This is exemplified in the 
banning of the book The Hate U Give which tells the story of 
Starr, an African-American teen who witnesses her best friend 
get shot by a police officer. The book explores the widespread 
impact of police brutality on individuals and the country as a 
whole. This book has been banned by numerous school 
districts for its discussion of institutionalized racism and "anti-
police" message. Police brutality is one of the most pressing 
issues in the country, and the exclusion of it from discussion in 
schools prevents students from understanding it and how to 
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end it. Erasing critical issues experienced by teenagers in this 
generation instead of addressing them and helping teens learn 
to create solutions and cope, has an extremely damaging 
impact on students.

In conclusion, research has shown that reading literature has 
an enormous impact on readers' worldview and how they 
perceive new ideas and people. This impact can be positive by 
reading a diverse body of literature that promotes open-
mindedness and inclusivity; however it can be detrimental 
when this process is prevented through book banning in 
schools. The banning of books in schools stops students from 
being exposed to views and ideas that differ from their own, 
important social issues, and can lead to them feeling alienated 
when they are underrepresented in approved literature. 
Assuming that the banning of these books will prevent the 
issues or lifestyles they discuss from occurring is false. 
Removing books from students' access instead of using them 
to teach and inform students, so they are better prepared to 
face these issues and are more accepting of those who are 
different from them is irresponsible. Therefore, banning books 
in schools must be ended due to the damaging effects on 
students and society as a whole.
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The Weight of Life

6 pounds 14 oz: A bundle of joy who breathed in the light, 
emitting luminosity back out into the world through piping 
wails. This is a measure of growth for nine whole months, the 
time spent developing into a tiny human. A tiny human who 
would crave the feeling of being small and helpless again in 
the future. The mirror was used to distract her mind on long 
car rides, she stared in oblivion at her reflection.

27 pounds: A rambunctious two year old, hoping for something 
sweet after dinner. Curls whip around her wired brain as she 
sprints down the wide open field, the blades of grass tickling 
her small legs. The weight of the earth supports her; she is 
grounded but her innocence blocks her from knowing it. The 
mirror was used to become acquainted with what she looked 
like. Yes, this is me! This is my arm! Oh look! A leg! 

38 pounds: A four year old with striking confidence. Her 
boldness comes from her unique sense of style, and her 
flashing smile. Her exuberance runs within; her legs move at a 
fast and frenetic pace across the playground. No evil can stop 
her, for she has a force field of luminosity surrounding her. 
Anyone to cross her path should read the CAUTION: HIGH 
VOLTAGE! label that looms over her head. The mirror was 
used as a device to see wiggly teeth, as she wished for a visit 
from the tooth fairy.

52 pounds: A six year old with an electric flair in her step as 
she leaps across the marley dance floor. Her bun astray, her 
ballet flats stomping to the cadence of her own heart. A body 
was viewed as something that can forward roll when waiting 
“patiently” in line to strut across the floor. Any prim and proper 
ballerina knows that. The mirror is used for olympic nose 
picking and “silly faces.” 
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59 pounds: An eight year old with a short, but ever growing 
attention span. Reading was seen as an extra opportunity to 
talk. She learned how to count backwards flawlessly, 
becoming satisfied with reaching the low numbers. This meant 
she was almost done! She collected sparkly and glitzy knick-
knacks to display for parents (or the audience) to ooh and ahh 
over. The mirror is used to approve of the high fashion outfit 
(her mother’s old scarves) chosen to walk the runway (the 
grocery store aisles) each Saturday morning. 

75 pounds: A ten year old whose professional degree was 
playing her defensive basketball position. Her power stopped 
opponents from scoring in the paint. Her force always gets the 
best of her when trying to dribble up the court. Gas station 
nachos showered her in praise after attending dance class, the 
melted cheese sticking to the corners of her mouth. She 
noticed other girls didn’t eat nachos after ballet. The mirror 
was used as a tool to clean up that pesky cheese while she sat 
in her father’s hunter green pickup truck, and to correct her 
posture in first position at the barre. 

95 pounds: A twelve year old girl who is enthusiastic about 
starting middle school. She was told that her energy could not 
be contained. Luckily, to her beliefs, she was never meant to 
be fenced in. She could run free whenever and wherever she 
wanted. All she had to do was pick up the pace and jump over 
the fence. The mirror was used to compile outfits of flannel 

shirts and jeans for school, and to make sure her feet were 
pointed in jumps, leaps, and turns. 

110 pounds: A fourteen year old girl who can finally see the 
difference in herself amongst others. She was cast as a wild 
one, not popular enough to sit at the table full of buzzing 
queen bees. The humming in the cafeteria ran 6 minute miles 
around her brain. Her athletic build was a disgrace in her eyes. 
The mirror was used to notice every inch of her body that 
needed to be taken away when standing at the barre. She 
wanted to look like the other girls, who used the mirror as a 
tool to gaze lovingly at themselves. 

98 pounds: A fourteen year old girl who learned to starve. The 
warm eggs collected from her breakfast plate seeped through 
her jacket pockets as she rode in the carpool to school. Her 
school lunchbox was eagerly awaiting to be unzipped, all of its 
contents disposed of at lunch time. Many said she looked 
great. No one seemed to notice that the mirror was no longer a 
true image of her. The mirror was used as an opening for the 
evil to snatch her livelihood right from her cold, shaking hands. 

Almost 95 pounds: A newly-turned fifteen year old who slept at 
the kitchen counter, the cold meatloaf dish covered with saran 
wrap creating moisture build up in droplets, the warmth of the 
meal being trapped in a fixed gaseous state. If only she knew 
that she had the earth, as she once had it before. Her magical 
force field weakened, for she had no energy to pump blood to 
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her heart, or to be strong. Her voltage circuit shorted, 
diminishing her spark. Her reflection and image of herself had 
fallen off of the shelf, her fragile body splintered into millions of 
sharp, saddened pieces. She clung to the scale in the cool 
garage; it gave her validation that she had almost reached the 
low numbers. This meant she was almost done. 

105 pounds and climbing: A fifteen year old who lived on 
nutrition shakes. She was stripped of the things she once 
loved, her days now scheduled with avoiding meals and being 
defiant towards her parents. She was gaining weight, her 
biggest fear. This was a constant reminder that she was giving 
in, that she was counting up instead of down. But somehow, 
she knew that in this case, it was better to count up rather than 
down. Always in discomfort, the mirror was used to see how 
bloated and nauseous she would feel after each force-fed full 
meal. Her body was not accustomed to being nourished. 

115 pounds: An almost sixteen year old who finally began to 
recharge her batteries. She acknowledged her progress, as it 
had once been seen as a retreat back to her unlovable state. 
The first moment she walked back into the studio, she looked 
in the mirror and saw the two years of journey that vibrated 
from her fingertips and toes. She knew she was recovering. 

125 pounds: A sixteen year old who was determined to keep 
growing. Her speedy red 2006 Chevy Cobalt drove her to and 
from school and practice. Her eyes opened and widened to her 
potential and possibilities that could happen in the future. All 
she had to do was count up a little more. Her knee-high white 
boots dragged across the fluorescently lit football field, the 
crowd roaring in support of the dance performance. With each 
twirl, the plastic pieces of turf rose and fell around her. The 
mirrors were used as guides of caution while backing out of 
her parking space after the game, the flurry of parents and 
classmates zipping through the exit. She waited in tranquility, 
watching them. Crash insurance was incredibly high for 
teenagers.

Immeasurable pounds: A seventeen year old who is guessing 
her weight since she is writing this right now. She hovers over 
her ACT textbook, looking to go up a few points in the Math 
section. Her lean legs kick up in the air 180 degrees as she 
performs for the empty stands, the bystanders masked from 
the global pandemic circulating around them. She no longer 
weighs herself every evening. Numbers were not seen as a 
unit of measure for her worth, existence, or validation. Her new 
measurements were the words that she spoke to herself, and 
to others. She used her mirror not as a tool for judgment, but 
as a tool to apply lip gloss, or to verify that her hair needed an 
extra comb through. The mirrors from the past were shattered, 
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and used as pieces for a disco ball. After all, she did love to 
dance.
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The Duality of the American Dream
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Lee Fallon

The Duality of the American Dream

It can be said that America has been and continues to be a 
harbor for dreamers. After all, its own origins are a bit 
fantastical: a cabal of pariahs who somehow managed to 
create a democratic institution that would become the hallmark 
of freedom and liberty. By some lucky fate these romantics 
were able to make something from nothing, and hence create 
the ethos of the U.S.: the American Dream. In the play Death 
of a Salesman, and novel The Great Gatsby, authors Arthur 

Miller and F. Scott Fitzgerald challenge the validity of the 
American Dream. They take this conventionally positive 
philosophy and address the elephant in the room: failure. In 
their works, they attempt to make a distinction between the 
American Dream and necessary fictions. In his novel, 
Fitzgerald uses Jay Gatsby's determination to repeat time to 
highlight such fictions. Gatsby's sole motivation is to relive the 
past: a time where Daisy loved him, and he was truly happy. In 
his play, moreover, Miller uses Willy Loman's refusal to accept 
reality to show the danger of the American Dream. Loman's 
dependence on the "good old days," render him vulnerable to 
his reality and the possibility of failure. Both authors use their 
characters to present tragedies. Through their experiences, 
Fitzgerald and Miller grant their audiences the opportunity to 
understand the duality of the American Dream.

Jay Gatsby exemplifies this duality in his ascension from 
poverty to great wealth and his refusal to let go of the past. In 
his youth, Jay Gatsby, then known as James Gatz, knew he 
was always destined for something greater. As evidenced in 
the schedule he creates as a boy, Gatsby intended to become 
more than the son of a peasant farmer. He wanted to become 
a well-rounded individual who "studied needed inventions" and 
"read one improving book or magazine per week" (Fitzgerald 
173). Gatsby focused on his linguistic and intellectual 
maturation because he believed that with hard work, anything 
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could be attainable. The American Dream Gatsby sacredly 
followed in his youth sparked in him an ineffable gaudiness 
that would cause him to drop out of college two weeks after 
enrollment. It caused him to believe that with force of will, he 
could stop and repeat time, for he is the “son of 
God” (Fitzgerald 98). The Dream instilled in Gatsby a desire to 
go after anything he wanted, even if it meant losing who he 
really is.

Gatsby's inability to accept reality and the past for what they 
are, force him to live his existence in a perpetual façade. In his 
reality, everything must be perfect, not because it gives him 
any satisfaction, but because perfection would somehow be 
the beacon of stability that would cause Daisy to join him in his 
alternate reality. Gatsby fails to realize, however, that he is and 
will forever be alone in his dream. He hysterically states, "she 
doesn't understand […] she used to be able to understand. 
We'd sit for hours---" (Fitzgerald 109). Gatsby is so entrenched 
in the power of personal will that he cannot discern reality from 
fantasy. The danger of the American Dream in Gatsby's case 
is that it has rendered him blind to the fact that time moves on, 
and that not everything is possible. He does not realize that 
one cannot repeat the past, at least not in reality. He cries 
incredulously, "Can't repeat the past […] why of course you 
can!" (Fitzgerald 110). In his universe, time is just a figment of 
one's imagination, easily surmountable with force of will. 
Gatsby's experience with the American Dream demonstrates 

the dichotomy of the philosophy. On the one hand, it helped 
him amass great wealth and climb the social ladder. On the 
other hand, however, it instilled in him a sense of hubris and a 
belief that he can achieve anything, no matter how fantastical, 
with persistence. Willy Loman, conversely, experiences this 
duality a bit differently. He faces the challenge of overcoming 
necessary fictions head-on, just like Gatsby, yet does not reap 
the benefits of the American Dream in the same manner.

Loman's experience with the American Dream's duplexity 
comes about through his misconception of right and wrong. He 
believes that in order to be successful, one must be "well-
liked" not intelligent, big and strong like Biff, not a "worm" and 
"anemic" like Bernard (Miller 33; Act 1). Willy teaches his 
children, primarily Biff, to cultivate physical strength and good 
looks rather than honesty, hard work, and integrity. He has set 
them off on a futile dream that can never be realized: success. 
The American Dream has foolishly led Willy to believe that his 
sons' upbringing will somehow catapult him out of his desolate 
existence ahead of Charley and Bernard. He fails to realize, 
however, that his pedagogy has only catalyzed the recurrence 
of his mistakes. Like himself, his sons have now grown up to 
truly inherit their last name; they have become the Lo-men on 
the totem pole. They value the illusory rather than the 
concrete. The American Dream Willy so desperately 
envisioned for himself and his sons becomes this Siren-like 
song that pulls him onto the rocks of his destruction. The 
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Dream has filled Willy with so much hubris that he believes 
that somehow, someway he will garner the benefits of seeds 
he did not plant. He has not cultivated crops of truth or 
integrity, but of delusion and rascality. Similar to Gatsby, the 
American Dream has caused Willy to lose track of who he truly 
is. He isn't meant to be a salesman or even live in the city. 
Willy Loman is of the agrarian, a builder. He was groomed to 
use his hands in the wilderness, not a pen at a desk 
somewhere in the city. When lamenting his father's death, Biff 
states, "there was more of him in that front stoop than in all the 
sales he ever made" (Miller; Req). Willy's dream was never 
attainable because, to him, the obvious was invisible. He loses 
sight of who he truly is and dreams someone else's dream. 
Like Fitzgerald with Jay Gatsby, Miller uses the story of Willy 
Loman to argue that the American Dream may not be for 
everyone.

F. Scott Fitzgerald and Arthur Miller attempt to show the duality 
of the American Dream through their characters because they 
too, have experienced the dichotomy. As a member of the 
"Lost Generation," Fitzgerald uses Gatsby to represent the 
1920s incarnate. Like the '20s, Gatsby represents reinvention 
and corruption. By contrasting Gatsby's economic ascension 
with his moral debasement Fitzgerald takes an ambivalent 
position on the American Dream debate.  He argues that the 
benefits of capitalism come with the disparity of misery and 
holds that America's growing obsession with materialism 

causes one to lose sight of himself. The same goes for Arthur 
Miller. He uses Willy Loman to show that the American Dream 
is not for the Lo-man on the totem pole (a.k.a. the confused). 
Miller gives Willy the last name Loman not because of his 
stature but because of his inability to accept reality. The Lo-
man is the person who acts like someone he isn't; the Lo-man 
is the one who uses necessary fictions to escape the truth of 
his reality. Both Fitzgerald and Miller use the tragedies of 
Gatsby and Loman as a means of communicating the 
variability of the American Dream. On the one hand, such as 
the case with Gatsby, the Dream has the capability of 
catapulting even the meekest of men into great wealth and 
prosperity. On the other, such as the case with Willy, it can 
cause one to lose sight of who they truly are.

Both Fitzgerald and Miller voice their concerns with the 
American Dream by portraying characters who met their 
demise in the pursuit of the American Dream. Jay Gatsby's 
acquisition of wealth and social ascension serves as an 
indictment of the American ideal of success, while Willy 
Loman's failure to accept reality denotes Arthur Miller's 
concerns of a capitalist American society where everything and 
everyone dons a metaphorical price tag. Both authors use their 
stories as references of truth for their audiences. No matter 
how much wealth Gatsby was able to attain or how much Willy 
wished he could garner, the fact remains that American gave 
them a bad check, that has come back marked “insufficient 
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funds.” Willy’s entire persona as a salesman represents his 
country’s default on such a promise. They want them to 
understand that the American Dream is no longer the revered 
notion of equality and freedom, but of corruption and lost 
sense of self. Instead of equating the Dream with justice and 
liberty, it has become synonymous with great wealth and 
division. Miller and Fitzgerald, however, hold that the American 
Dream of a just society is still attainable. There still is hope of 
each citizen reaching "the fullest stature of which they are 
innately capable" (James Truslow Adams). For this to happen, 
however, one must understand who they truly are and have an 
unsullied vision of where they wish to go.
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Him + It = Freedom to Fly
Short Story
Grade: 10
Solon High School
Instructor: Chad Ramlow

Him + It = Freedom to Fly

Snap!

I saw Its face, square and set, glinting mischievously. And I 
saw His face, square and set, glinting mischievously.

I’ve only come up with one rule in the years I’ve lived. It’s not 
even a rule, technically.

Him + It = Evil.

It soared like a black vulture, Its wings flying at me. Like it was 
voraciously scavenging. I saw it in slow motion, as if I was 
reviewing each frame of a stop animation. I saw it in fast 
motion, as if I could predict the future. 

And I did.

It struck again. Snap! Pain seared throughout my body, and 
my knees buckled, causing me to crumple to the floor. I could 
only hope that It didn’t leave another scar on me. 

He bellowed at me, but His words blurred and combined into a 
misty fog, my subconscious mind tuning Him out. My eyes 
watered, a sob escaping me, as I curled up on the floor, ready 
to embrace the next blow.

He was grinning menacingly, raising It up again. 

“GET UP!” He screamed. “I’m the one in charge.” He was 
towering over me, the moonlight shining behind him in the 
window, causing his shadow to devour my body. 

No. No.

I’m the one in charge. 

But nothing came out of my mouth. He took a couple 
staggering steps towards me, still in his drunken stupor. I could 
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smell the beer breath He was exuding, and It hit me again. I 
took the blow again, wincing as my vision went blurry.

Then, I don’t know what took over me, but I’m thankful for it. I 
slowly lifted myself up, and spat in His face, almost a replica of 
mine, a near split image, except older.

“You call yourself my father, yet you hit me with that -” I 
shuddered. “Monster.” I whispered. I glared at the belt, Its 
silver face glaring back at me. Hot tears started running down 
my cheeks, blurring my vision. “You leave me stranded, you 
leave me hungry, only to come back spontaneously, eager to 
paint another stripe down my back like I’m the flag of your 
empire.” I slowly raised my head, finally holding his stare after 
so many years. “Do you know how many there are?! There’s 
sixteen. Each year I’ve lived. Is that a coincidence? I’ve given 
you the benefit of the doubt. You’ll never get better.”

His expression was blank. Then it turned to a smile, which 
turned into a laugh. He cackled, howled, hissed, head wrung 
back, mouth wide in the air. He laughed until He couldn’t 
anymore, while I stood there in shock. He caught his breath, 
and met my eyes. 

“Son.” He sneered, studying me. “Do I look like I care?”

My heart shattered. Why did I think standing up to him would 
do anything? 

Then I ran. I sprinted to the front of the house, bursting open 
the door, with Him roaring after me. “I will find you! No matter 
where you run, little boy, I will find you, and I will kill you.” 

As his voice drowned out, I flew. Flew like the belt that had 
struck me so many times, the one that left sixteen scars. Pain 
was taking over my body, but I didn’t care. 

I flew. I flew past the playground I used to go to with my 
parents, when they were both happy and drunk with love. I 
flew past the school I suffered in daily, with my classmates 
picking on me like I could satisfy their insatiable hunger. I flew 
past the border of the town I grew up to hate, the small, 
gloomy, dark town. Past the reeking dumpsters, the broken, 
battered sheds, the shattered street lights the town was too 
lazy to fix.

And for the first time in a while, I felt free, unafraid. I didn’t care 
about the past, or even the future. His harmless words 
resonated in my head. “No matter where you run, little boy, I 
will find you, and I will kill you.” 

But I’m not running. I’m flying. Freely. I’ve painted my own 
national flag now, and you can't hurt me.
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The Lesson of A Lifetime
Flash Fiction
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors

The Lesson of A Lifetime

Sweat dripped down my forehead as my feet pounded, step-
by-step, on the rough, bumpy floor of the track. I couldn’t hear 
anything- the noisy cheers of the crowd drowned the rest of 
the world out. My bright green eyes darted to the girl, only 
slightly ahead of me, as my dirty blond ponytail swished back 
and forth. Every time I sped up to the girl ahead of me, her 
pace quickened. Keep your pace, keep her in your sight. I 
repeated that exact phrase to myself over and over again.”The 

Bullet”- as everyone called her, was known to be undefeated in 
every single one of her races this year. She always went home 
with a first place medal, nothing less. I did not know much 
about her, but I could tell by her ripped shoes and tattered 
clothes that she had worked for months to be here- the state 
championship race. As for me? Well, I had trained for this my 
whole high school career, and finally, as a senior, I’d made it. 
This was my chance, my one chance, my only chance to prove 
that all of my work did not go to waste. I was only about 
halfway through the race when my body started to give out. 
Push through it, push through it, push through it was a 
constant in my mind. I glanced ahead at my opponent, her 
dark-brown skin also drenched in sweat. The race was only 
three miles, but it felt like it would never be over at this point. 

***

All of the sudden, the girl ahead of me tripped over her 
shoelace, and collapsed onto the track. A smile flashed across 
my face- this was my chance- I could win! As I was passing 
“The Bullet”, I stopped abruptly. I glanced down at her 
chestnut-brown hair, glistening with tears, and something 
suddenly stopped the movement of my legs. What had 
happened to her, it just wasn’t fair. She had worked longer and 
harder than I had to get here. She had surpassed so many 
obstacles to be in this place, all for it to be destroyed by one 
shoelace.
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She looked me straight in the eyes, sniffling, “Go on, finish the 
race. Now there’s nothing stopping you from becoming the 
new state champ.” I heard cheers from the crowd begging me 
to finish the race, but I refused to listen to them.

I reached out to her, saying, “No, I can’t do that to you. You 
deserve to finish this. This is not how I want to win.” She wiped 
away her tears as I lifted her from the ground. Her feet picked 
up into a sprint, and I rushed behind her to catch up. So 
maybe I wouldn’t win this way, so maybe I wouldn’t grasp that 
shiny gold medal in my hands. At least I didn’t have to win, 
knowing that if that girl hadn’t tripped, my life would be 
completely different. I should be the one to control what 
happens in my life, not some stupid shoelace. At least 
someone who deserved it would win. She needed it way more 
than me, and her desire for it, her hunger for it, was far greater 
than mine. Maybe I didn’t achieve full success this time 
around, but maybe success isn’t just winning some medal- it’s 
living life in a way that isn’t full of regret, and knowing you 
played the game right.
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One Simple Act
Flash Fiction
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors

One Simple Act

I walked down the hallway at a brisk pace, my brown hair 
flapping wildly behind me. My forehead was tilted toward the 
ground, and my green eyes refused to meet with anything but 
the linoleum tiles. I watched my feet in their old gray tennis 
shoes, as they were the only thing I could count on in this life.

I had thought that I had friends, that people cared about me. 
But now, in my time of most vulnerability, I was alone. My 

friends didn’t want to hang around the embarrassment, the 
laughing-stock of the school, I supposed.

I heard the whispers filling the air behind me.

“Is that the girl who lost it in World History?”

“Yeah, I heard she just started screaming and crying like a 
baby. I wasn’t there, but I heard it from-”

“Mrs. Warner had to walk her to the counselor. I saw her in the 
hall.”

The whispers droned on and on endlessly, and it felt as if their 
words bounced around my head, buzzing and scraping at my 
last shreds of sanity. My face contorted with pain, and the floor 
got blurrier as tears brimmed my eyes.

What the whisperers didn’t realize was that it’s hard to lose a 
parent. It’s even harder to live off only one parent’s salary, and 
it gets worse when you’re forced to move into a motel. It’s 
worst of all when your history teacher says you have to pay to 
replace the textbook that got wet when you dropped it in a 
puddle on your way to school.

Fear and anger incapacitated me when Mrs. Warner spoke 
those words, and my hands and voice shook in unison.

I didn’t have the money for that.
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In my nervous state, I tried to convince her that the book 
wasn’t ruined, that I could still read the words that I most 
definitely couldn’t. As I groped for good arguments, I couldn’t 
help the tears that started leaking from my eyes. I couldn’t help 
it as my voice got shrill and panicky and I sank into a puddle of 
sobs.

My world was crumbling around me, falling apart piece by 
piece. First went my home life, then my academics, and now 
my social life was leaving, too, as each whisper hissed at my 
ears. It was like some wild, evil game; the universe asking, 
“let’s see what will finally break Amber!”

It all came rushing into me in World History, with something as 
inconsequential as being asked to get a new book. But 
somehow, not being able to pay for that textbook symbolized 
everything bad in my life, and it felt like it was the worst thing 
to ever happen to me.

I tried my best to ignore the whispers as I hurried to the one 
place in my high school where I could be alone. I reached the 
small girls’ bathroom on the second floor and finally released a 
breath as the door shut behind me. I sank onto a toilet seat, 
and my sobs grew in vigor until I could barely breathe. My 
hands gripped my forehead, my elbows resting on my knees 
as I shook with despair.

In my desperation, I let my thoughts go naturally to the place 
they were never allowed to go: to my mom. I missed her more 
deeply than I’d ever missed anything before, and that sadness 
tainted every breath I took, every word I spoke. I questioned 
everything as I sat on that toilet seat. My mascara had long 
been smudged all over my cheeks, and clumps of my hair had 
gotten tangled in my fingers while I sobbed into my hands. I 
was hopeless, had no one and nothing in this world.

I felt as dull as an old coin, its luster lost with age and use. I 
might have tried to stay in that bathroom stall forever.

But before I could do that, the bathroom door pushed open 
with a soft scraping sound, and quiet steps echoed across the 
room.

I scrambled for toilet paper and wiped my face, but I was only 
smearing around the mess I had become. My eyes widened 
and my fear peaked as the steps came closer.

“Hello?” a small voice whispered with a knock at my beige stall 
door. Mrs. Warner. “Amber, I’m not really allowed in here, so 
could you help me out a little? Can- can you open the door?”

I stood up shakily, my cheeks red with chagrin. I forced my 
hand to undo the metal lock, opening the door.

There was the kind, gray-haired woman with a reassuring 
smile. Tears flooded down my cheeks. Her eyebrows were 
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pushed together with concern, and I thought of the way my 
mother used to look at me when I was sad. I instantly felt a 
little better. With this simple act of kindness, I realized that all 
wasn’t lost.

“It’s okay, honey. It’s okay.” Mrs. Warner consoled me.

She gave me one last warm smile before gesturing with her 
hand for me to follow her. She led me out of the bathroom and 
into her classroom, where I sat in a desk for her whole free 
period, letting myself calm down. In that desk, I thought about 
how someone had been there for me in my most desperate 
state. Someone did care.

When Mrs. Warner finally stopped working to tell me a class 
was coming soon, I was ready to leave. I was ready to face the 
whispers with my shoulders back and my head held high. 
Within me lied a hope that hadn’t been there before; a hope 
that it would all be okay.
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Italian Film Stills, c. 1972
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hawken School
Instructor: Terry Dubow

Italian Film Stills, c. 1972

American despair is a caricature of itself:
the man is still and silent and stormy,
the woman is cartoonishly hysterical.
Post-9/11, it’s all too stoic,
too one-tear-leaking-out, 
too patriotic. Too considerate
of the inevitable onlooker.
The reality is a collection of snapshots

of a woman stumbling through a calamine-pink living room,
tearing her dark, tangled hair,
folding over. Her face disappears
as she bends the low neckline of her dress
to the top of her high boots 
and I feel it. I know the ugly sounds she makes,
sucking in the stale, fragrant air. I know
the picture she holds of herself, 
the heat of her face, bee-stung and bony,
and best of all I know
the man behind the camera
whose name appears under her performance.
See it: the small intestine is cut cleanly out
to bind the chest tighter. 
The operation is performed
only when the patient is while searingly awake.
The hands that mutilate are sealed in surgical gloves
that, when removed,
reveal a hot, swelling rash:
the latex allergy
that could only be my own.
She writhes and he profits.
She twists her beauty for a man
and he profits.
There is only one story,
only one ending:
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so he profits.
She begs for love
in the only way she knows how,
sacrifices so he may be full.
Beside her bird-light bones
and wasted thighs,
he eats well for a year.
And he never comments
and he profits.
She runs from the camera, shaves her head,
prays so it might not see her like this,
gets fat so it might turn away in disgust,
starves so it might have pity.
He cuts the footage together
and calls it a masterpiece
and they ask how he did it
and they ask why he makes art
and they ask what he told her
to make her act like that
and he builds a narrative
and he believes his own genius
and he profits.
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Run or Die!
Short Story
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Lee Fallon

Run or Die!

The man appears in bed, asleep. His sheets are haphazardly 
pulled across his body. A stray foot hangs out one side. His 
brow is furrowed, softening the hardness of his face only 
slightly. The scars that line his face stretch and contort. His 
hair is matted and sweaty; the pillow it sits on reaches for the 
ground, barely attached to the bed. A loud ringing wakes him 
suddenly. He gasps.

He jerks forward and looks about desperately. He feels around 
the bed for something he can’t find. His fear is palpable. But 
the ringing passes; it was only the doorbell.

The man breathes a sigh of relief, though his trepidation 
doesn’t leave him. He stands, dons a robe and shuffles out of 
the room. The wooden floors feel cold beneath his feet. He 
pulls his robe around himself more tightly.

He descends a cramped, claustrophobic flight of stairs. The 
steps creak, straining to support his weight. He’s a large man. 
In his youth, he might have been a bodybuilder. But the 
creases around his eyes give him away; he’s not as strong as 
he once was.

The doorbell continues to ring. The man wonders if it had been 
designed to be obnoxious.

“Coming!” he calls, his voice hoarse. He fumbles with the 
door’s lock, as garish as it is unwieldy. He pulls the door open, 
revealing a troop of armored men. The man squints at them, 
feigning confusion. Their faces are hardened, much as his is, 
though they’re far younger than he. They wear black helmets 
with straps looping around their chins. The straps force each of 
their faces into a frown. Each has a large gun fastened around 
his torso. Each fingers his trigger.
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There are about three men dressed like this; the fourth is a 
much softer man with a countenance unlike the others. His 
face is clear of blemishes, his skin eerily smooth. He wears a 
long overcoat that barely conceals a black vest strapped 
around his torso. His eyes are a deep, piercing blue. The man 
senses something off about this one.

“Hello, uh,” the man in the overcoat steals a glance at his 
phone. “Roy? Is that your name?”

The man – Roy – nods, remaining silent.

“I’m K.” The man in the overcoat, evidently named K, extends 
a hand. Roy shakes it, apprehensive. If K notices something’s 
off, he doesn’t show it.

“That’s your name? K?” Roy says, his voice still hoarse.

K smiles, though it’s cold, apathetic.

“The only one I know,” K says flatly. “Might we come in?” It’s a 
command, not a question.

Roy steps aside, and K stalks in.

“Sorry,” Roy clears his throat as the other men try to enter. “I…
don’t think there will be enough room for all of you. My checks 
aren’t all that big, you see.” The soldiers, now agitated, look to 
K for direction. K considers Roy for a moment.

“It’s only three men, Roy,” K says softly. “Why not let them in? 
The guns are only for show, you know.” K laughs a little. Roy 
stares back at K, trying not to let his anger show.

“Sorry, I just don’t think there’s enough room,” Roy slams the 
door shut, its hinges groaning with the force.

K smiles.

“Bad decision, Roy,” K’s voice is hollow, almost menacing.

But before Roy can even open his mouth, gunfire erupts. And 
Roy dies. Everything is black.

[GAME OVER.]

[RESPAWN? YES/NO.]

It takes only a few keystrokes for things to begin reappearing, 
one by one. First the old, faded banister, followed by the 
creaky stairs, and then the floors, the ceiling, the door, the old 
light, and, finally, Roy. His eyes are wide with fear, his mouth 
agape. A bullet appears at his forehead, suspended in the air. 
Its tip is piercing his skin, but he isn’t bleeding. And then K 
appears, clutching a gun aimed at Roy’s forehead. He’s still 
smiling.

Things begin to reanimate, but they move backward. The 
bullet reenters K’s gun, which he promptly holsters within the 
folds of his overcoat. Roy’s pupils contract, his fear dimming to 
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an irritating anxiety. Roy opens the door, revealing the soldiers 
trapped behind it.

“It’s only three men, Roy,” K says. “Why not let them in? The 
guns are only for show, you know.” K laughs a little. Roy stares 
back at K, trying not to let his anger show. But he relents and 
nods to the soldiers. They shuffle in, forcefully brushing past 
him as they enter. Once they’ve all found their places behind 
K, Roy shuts the door with a sense of finality. K reopens his 
phone, peering into it, looking for something.

“A few quick questions,” K says coarsely, dispensing with 
pleasantries. “Name?”

“Roy Morton,” Roy responds flatly.

K, sensing Roy’s apprehension, sighs.

“Roy, this is just a routine checkup. You have nothing to be 
worried about.”

Roy nods, though he’s still nervous.

“May I continue?”

“Ye-Yeah,” Roy mumbles.

“Alright. Relatives?”

“None. That are alive, at least.”

“Occupation?”

“Accountant.”

“Any previous occupation?”

“Uh,” Roy pauses, considering his answer. “None.”

“None?” K looks up, narrowing his eyes at Roy. “Really?”

Roy nods slowly.

“Ye-Yeah,” Roy stutters, his nerves getting to him. “Went to 
college, studied, started working as an accountant right out of 
there.”

“Awfully simple life, isn’t it?” K is smiling, staring right into 
Roy’s eyes.

“I-I guess.”

“Did a lot of brawling in your youth?”

“No…not really.” Now it’s Roy’s turn to narrow his eyes. What 
sort of game is K playing?

“Huh,” K nods. “Well, mind telling me about those scars? 
Because I, quite honestly, can’t figure out how you got them.”
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“Yeah, uh,” Roy takes a deep breath, trying to calm himself. “I 
was attacked by a dog when I was young. Deathly afraid of 
those things now.”

“Mmm,” K purses his lips, looking from his phone to Roy and 
back. “You’re a pretty big guy. That because of the dog too?”

“Is it wrong for me to prioritize fitness?”

K laughs again. “No. No, not at all. Mind if we look around the 
place?”

“Sure.” Roy grits his teeth. He has no other choice. K smiles 
and the soldiers immediately spread out, searching the 
apartment. Roy stays by the doorway, staring at K. K stares 
back at him.

“Hey, boss!” one of the soldiers calls from above, “I think we’ve 
found something!”

Roy sighs. K grins.

“That’s my cue!” K says, turning to the stairs. Roy shakes 
suddenly, unnaturally. His eyes roll back in his head, and 
suddenly, he lunges at K. It’s an instinctive, animalistic 
movement – practiced, almost programmed. And he’s dead. 
Again.

[GAME OVER.]

[RESPAWN? YES/NO.]

Again, things reappear. First the apartment, then Roy, standing 
by the doorway. Then the soldiers, dutifully standing behind K, 
who materializes along with them. K is still smiling.

“No. No, not at all. Mind if we look around the place?” K’s grin 
begins to irk Roy.

“Yeah, actually.”

K stops, clearly disconcerted by this answer.

“I-I’m sorry, I don’t think I heard you correctly.” K’s grin has 
disappeared.

“No, you heard me right. I don’t want you looking around my 
apartment. You clearly don’t have a warrant, otherwise, you 
would’ve told me. I know you’re required to do so.” Roy is 
slowly gaining confidence, his breathing becoming steadier, 
though his hands remain clammy.

K bristles.

“You know quite a bit about the law, Roy. Why is that?” The 
edges of K’s mouth turn up.

Now it’s Roy’s turn to stiffen.
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“Thought I might’ve needed the knowledge for a situation like 
this,” Roy grunts.

“Is that so? And why would you expect to be in a situation like 
this?”

“Dunno. Lots of guys at the office have been grabbed for less.”

“Less? Less than what?”

Roy bites his lip, realizing his mistake.

“Nothing, uh…Just, like, for unfair reasons. Less than what’s 
fair.”

K is grinning again. There’s a dangerous glint in his eyes.

“Right.”

The two men stare at each other for a moment. K moves 
closer to Roy.

“Roy, it’ll be easier for both of us if you just tell me the truth. So 
say it. Tell me the truth.” K is almost whispering.

“There’s no truth to tell. This is as much as I can tell you. It’s 
what I know.”

“No!” K snaps, rushing over to Roy. He grabs Roy by the neck, 
enraged.

“Tell me the truth!” K’s spittle flies into Roy’s face.

“I’m an accountant. I don’t know anything else!” And it was 
true. Roy didn’t remember anything but that.

K slaps Roy. His hand feels icy – almost metallic.

“No, dammit! You’re not a damn accountant! I know that’s a 
cover!”

Roy stares at K for a moment.

“It-it’s not a cover,” but he can’t get the words out. K screams 
again. And Roy is dead. Again.

[GAME OVER.]

[RESPAWN? YES/NO.]

You’ve started to understand how this works, by now: things 
reappear again, but this time, a little different. K and Roy 
appear together, K throttling Roy. K’s mouth hangs open, his 
spittle hanging in the air between them. The men appear 
behind K, their guns trained on Roy’s forehead. And the room 
appears, and things fall back into motion.

“No dammit!” K begins, but Roy’s hands are already around 
his neck. Roy, too, has become conscious of this arrangement 
of life and death. Roy shoves K backward, a fiery rage in his 
eyes. The men behind K open fire, but only graze Roy. K’s 
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body is riddled with bullets, and Roy drops him to the floor. K is 
dead. But the men have more ammunition. And now Roy is 
dead.

[GAME OVER.]

[RESPAWN? YES/NO.]

You and Roy alike are annoyed now. Your failure to progress is 
his; his failure yours. This time, Roy has appeared standing 
over K’s bloodied corpse. So, he did advance, if only a little. 
Now there’s a cold, empty look in Roy’s eyes. His muscles flex 
in a way they haven’t for a long time. It’s an oddly familiar 
feeling, though simultaneously foreign. The men appear in 
front of him, desperately reloading their weapons. Things 
begin again. Roy looks up from the body, and immediately 
dives for the first man. This time, you and Roy resolve to 
advance. No matter the cost.

Roy is wrestling the man he’s tackled for his gun; the other two 
men continue to fumble with their clips. Their aim, to begin 
with, isn’t very good. And Roy seems like a bullet-sponge. 
Perhaps you will be able to succeed this time.

No such luck. The men reload before Roy and wrest the gun 
away. Roy dies again.

[GAME OVER.]

[RESPAWN? YES/NO.]

It took you a little longer to say yes this time. But you did, and 
Roy appears yet again. Maybe it’s the keyboard you’re using, 
maybe the mouse, or maybe the laptop itself. Either way, you 
figure, there must be an easier way forward. Other than just 
dying.

This time, Roy’s tackling the first man, while the other two men 
reload. Just as how it ended last time. Progress is slow but 
dying seems like the easiest way forward. Now Roy has the 
foresight to use this man as a shield, so when the men fire, 
they only kill their comrade. Roy throws away this second body 
and attacks the next man. The third man continues to fumble 
with his magazine. And Roy grins, triumphant. Maybe, just 
maybe, he will get through this time. Maybe, just maybe, his 
death might matter this time. But the third man is somehow 
wilier now that you’ve killed his partner, and he seems to have 
infinite magazines. And though Roy seems an endless sponge, 
he is not; and once again, he is dead.

[GAME OVER.]

[RESPAWN? YES/NO.]

Why even try? You know you’ll die, right? Well, not you. Roy.

[GAME OVER.]
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[RESPAWN? YES/NO.]

No, that was a stupid mentality for losers. You are not a loser. 
You are very good at video games, and Roy will not die this 
time. Not if you have anything to say about it.

But of course, your words don’t count much in a video game. 
The third man is still firing, and Roy, inexplicably, is dodging 
some of the bullets. But not all. He reaches the third man, but 
not before dying. Again.

[GAME OVER.]

[RESPAWN? YES/NO.]

This is the trick, you think. Yes, dying. That’s the trick. You 
haven’t advanced much, but you have advanced; you’ve only 
died in between. So, what if it takes a moment longer to load? 
Roy’s death doesn’t mean anything as long as you advance.

Roy’s is throttling the third man. Roy tires of this game as well. 
He, too, wants to die. For real. In a way that actually means 
something. His muscles flex: the man is dead. Perhaps now he 
will truly advance, he will truly have a purpose. Maybe you will, 
too.

Or perhaps not. Unluckily, there’s another enemy. There’s 
always another enemy. Does it really matter how Roy dies this 
time? It doesn’t make a difference to you; you forget about it 

not long after it happens. Another unremarkable death among 
many.

Does it even matter that he has died? You’ve advanced, and 
he’ll get up in less than a minute. And you know that he will get 
up as many times as you demand. There’s comfort in that; a 
reassurance, a false invincibility.

And so Roy dies again.

[GAME OVER.]

[RESPAWN? YES/NO.]



310

Deep South Football
Short Story
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng

Deep South Football

Lamar wanted a shot. He wanted a shot to play football, 
settling down with his family so he could accomplish his dream 
of making it big in football. Because of his military father, 
Lamar and his mother were constantly moving from base to 
base. As an All American player, it was hard to constantly 
adapt to new schools and new football teams. This time, 
however, Lamar was there to stay for good. His father had 
recently received a promotion to serve on a base in 

Jamestown, Texas. Lamar knew that this part of the deep 
south was revered for their football excellence. Lamar 
expected change, but not the one he was about to experience. 

Lamar at first liked the school. After a couple of weeks, 
however, people revealed their true colors and Lamar was 
exposed to a lot of racism. . Lamar endured it because he was 
waiting to shine during the football season. The day before the 
season began Lamar couldn’t sleep and he envisioned himself 
dominating on the football field.

In the morning, Lamar slowly walked into Jamestown High. 
Clutching his backpack tightly, he tried his best to keep his 
head down. Only  a couple classes until I can forget about the 
last three weeks of school and begin the football season, he 
thought as he ascended the  marble steps that led to the 
school entrance. With a subtle grunt Lamar slipped through the 
school doors and found his way to his locker. As he was 
walking to gather his books for the day, a burly, jersey wearing 
white kid bowled into him.

 “Whoops, look like you bumped into me,” the jock smirked as 
he ran his pale fingers through his golden hair. ’I hear you are 
playing football. I saw you  in summer training and I'll tell you a 
little secret. You are going to get demolished. You should  back 
out now little black boy.”  

Silver Key
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“ Really,” Lamar fired back, “This little black boy has been 
through more than you can imagine. You get your life and 
luxury handed to you on a platter. You don’t work for anything 
and you treat everyone as your slave. Wait till the season 
comes, I'll show you.“. Lamar angrily stormed away and 
stomped into the assembly.

Finally the bell rang,  ending the school day. Lamar sprinted to 
the locker room. Ducking under teachers and spinning around 
the wave of oncoming students, Lamar’s mind raced with 
excitement for the upcoming practice. Bursting through the 
door, Lamar eagerly sought for the coach.  A subtle grunt 
introduced the old man who was wearing khakis, a collared 
shirt and a red shirt. his name tag reading “Coach Hill.’  Just a 
typical redneck, Lamar thought.  I can't wait to see what he 
says about me.

"Y’all ain't welcome here,” the coach snarked as he thrust 
some pads and a helmet along with a practice jersey straight 
into Lamar’s chest. “You will be the first monkey to play here, 
but don't get me wrong, you and your Jackie Robinson 
wannabe  will be riding the bench.”

Used to such harassment, Lamar brushed it off and suited up. 
He had heard Coach Hill was racist, but quite frankly, Lamar 
wasn’t focused on anything except for his performance. 
Lamamr quickly suited up and headed to the turf field, where 
hitting drills were going on.

 When it came his turn, he wrapped the ball to his chest and 
listened for the whistle.  As the shrill metal rang out, he burst 
from his stance. On the other side were three players, 
including the menacing Connor White. Lamar juked one and 
spun around another as he heard Connor panting reply. The 
huge 6’3 265 pound linebacker ran at Lamar as if in slow 
motion. I'm dead, Lamar thought as he closed into Connor.  
Showcasing his blazing speed, Lamar outran Connor to the 
endzone. As Lamar celebrated his play, a loud THUD rang out. 
Lamar collapsed as if he was shot. Connor White smirked at 
the cheapshot hit he had just executed and lined up for the 
next drill.

“Ok, Hollywood White,” Coach Hill’s voice rang from his 
tobacco-filled mouth. “That was a clean hit. Ain't nobody says 
you were down or in for the touchdown. Besides, monkeys 
don't feel pain,“ Coach Hill snarked, as he spat his tobacco 
near Lamar.

Lamar rolled over and grimaced in pain. That hit hurt, All I want 
to do is lay here and rest. What kind of man would I be though,  
if I didn't retaliate in some way, he thought. It may hurt but this 
pain is not enough to let that ignorant coward get away with 
this.

Lamar hobbled his way over to Coach Hill, who was eager to 
see Connor White run Lamar over. Normally the northern 
teams that Lamar was accustomed to would wait a couple 
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weeks to start hitting in practice. Football here started with 
hitting and this team specifically flew right into action. As 
Lamar stepped up in line, he sunk into his stance at safety.  
Eagerly waiting for the whistle to blow, Lamar flew into the 
backfield and pounded the running back. Using his 4.44 40 
yard dash time and his 295 max bench, Lamar hit with as 
much speed and power as possible. A crack rang out. The 
onlooking teammates gasped in awe. Never had a white player 
ever hit Connor so hard, let alone a black one.

Connor lay sprawled out five yards behind the line of 
scrimmage. His helmet rolled a foot or two away. The 
mouthguard and chinstrap had come undone The nature of 
Connor’s actions following the hit made it clear he had a 
concussion.

 “You darn monkey, run till you can't no more,” Coach Hill 
screamed as he pushed Lamar away. Lamar sighed, turned 
around, and took off to lap the field.

Lamar ran. The anger inside of him started to boil. On the 
tenth lap he saw two cops resting their arms on the fence. As 
they subtly walked over to Coach Hill, they ushered him off the 
field, thus ending practice.

The next day at practice a new, different coach was present. 
“Good day to y'all,” he said as he fidgeted with his hat. “I would 
like to introduce myself,” he continued. “If you don't already 

know, Coach Hill had to attend to some dire family issues. I am 
the new interim head coach, and I plan to jump right into 
action. I would like to start with a good introduction first, 
however, so you can become acquainted with me. I was born 
here in Jamestown and continued on to make it all the way to 
the NFL. From there I played, and starred, for the Houston 
Oilers. I had to learn to work with all types of people, and if you 
don't intend to better your appreciation for your fellow 
teammates, we will have a problem. I do not care If you are an 
All American or a scrub.  You will put your baggage aside for 
the team.  In the next three weeks before our first game, you 
will execute my plan to perfection. Lamar will lead the offense 
as Quarterback, with Connor obeying him as his running back. 
On defense, Connor will lead as linebacker while Lamar 
follows as Safety. I will see you on the field.”

Practice for the next three weeks was more productive than 
ever. Coach Johnson understood Lamar’s talents and after a 
brief conversation gave him more playing time. Along with that 
they coordinated the team to work as one unit. When the 
season began the Jaguars rolled through the competition led 
by outstanding performances by Connor and Lamar. After the 
Jaguars won eight straight games, a school record, the team 
had more hope than ever. No one predicted what would occur 
next.
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The next game the Jaguars were playing the Knights, the 
town's biggest rival in all sports. The Knights had multiple 
players that had received division one offers from the best 
schools in the nation. The Knights were ruthless in their drive 
to win, and it would prove to be Lamar’s biggest challenge yet. 
The pressure piled up on Lamar to win the game and clinch 
the Jaguars a playoff spot. All week Lamar thought about the 
game, followed by an overflow of anxiety and self doubt.

On Friday night Lamar and his team arrived at the unfriendly 
Knights Stadium. Lamar read signs that said, Get this monkey 
out of here, and That colored folk may be a thief but he aint 
stealing a win from us. Lamar tried to brush it off. But inner 
rage was inside of him. If they can't respect me, I might as well 
put on a show, he thought as he headed to the field.

The crowd booed as the Jaguars started warming up. When 
the scoreboard buzzed, Lamar headed to take the field for 
offense. The first drive was unsuccessful, resulting in the 
Knights having possession. A couple momentous tackles led to 
it being fourth down with one yard to go. Stopping the Knight’s 
offense, this play would set up perfect scoring position for the 
Jaguars.

Lamar creeped up to the line of scrimmage. Seeing the 
offensive lineman leaning back, he immediately knew it was a 
pass play. As the right side wide receiver glared deep down 
the field, one thought went through his head. It's a deep pass, 

he said to himself as he shuffled near the receiver. Using his 
instinctive knowledge of football, he motioned Connor to blitz.

The ball snapped, and the receiver bolted down the right 
sideline. Hands pumping, legs treading faster than ever, Lamar 
raced to make a play. As the ball soared through the air, the 
receiver reached for the pass. Spying the ball out of the corner 
of his eye, Lamar made a miraculous leap into the air. 
Securing the interception, Lamar, raced straight to the 
endzone. Lamar’s psychic recognition of the play set up a 
game changing moment.

The game continued, and by the fourth quarter the Knights 
were holding onto a slight lead.

“Lamar,” Coach Johnson said, “throw it deep. It will be there. 
All you need to do is buy some time.” Lamar was in disbelief. 
The Knight’s defense had been killing them to the tune of 8 
sacks. Lamar was in no mood to get slaughtered. 
Nevertheless Lamar obeyed.

Lamar set himself up and snapped the ball. Like he expected, 
the Knight’s defense  screamed in for the sack. Lamar spun 
away to his right with a defensive end trailing him. As the end 
reached for the tackle, Lamar stuck out his arm and delivered 
a stiff arm to the player. I am so screwed, Lamar thought as he 
danced around in the backfield. Seeing Connor White beating 
the coverage, Lamar delivered an on-the-run deep bomb to the 
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endzone. Performing a beautiful spiral, the ball lofted in the air. 
Connor White reached his hands out. The ball dropped 
perfectly into Connor’s hands. Wow, Lamar thought, that is 
what I call a touchdown.

Lamar trotted to the sideline to cool off. Reading the limited 
time left on the play clock, Lamar understood a defensive stop 
here was crucial to win the close game, Lamar shook off his 
jitters and jogged to prepare for the next drive. As Lamar read 
the snap and went in to make a tackle, he was illegally 
blindsided. Clutching his left elbow, he rolled in pain on the 
ground, allowing for the Knights to score an easy touchdown.

 “That was a clean block on that monkey over there,” one of 
the refs said as he glared at the injured Lamar. It was clear he 
didn't look favorably on colored folk. The look of hatred on the 
ref reminded Lamar  of a mother admonishing an irresponsible 
child. While the crowd erupted in excitement, Lamar tried to 
hold back the excruciating pain.  I didn't come all the way here 
to give up, he thought. Pushing away the medical trainer, 
Lamar tried to lead the offense. One minute was left and 
Lamar had to drive the ball down the field 75 yards.  As he 
clutched his elbow, Lamar palmed the snap with his right hand. 
Lamar slinked it to a receiver for 35 yards and hurried up. 

A timeout by his coach soon followed. 25 seconds left, Lamar 
read.

 “Lamar,” Coach Johnson said,” they are going to bring heavy 
pressure on the left, just dart to the right and take off or throw it 
down field.”

Following Coach Johnson’s exact directions, Lamar darted 
down the right sideline. One player stood a couple yards 
ahead of Lamar and another was trailing him. Just as it 
seemed Lamar was trapped, a thud rang out. Connor White 
laid an excellent shoulder block on the trailing player, allowing 
Lamar to maneuver to the inside of the field and race toward 
the end zone. One other player stood in Lamar’s way. Using 
his superior speed, Lamar sped up the field, leaving the 
opposing player trailing in the dust. The scoreboard read 0:00. 
Lamar’s heart pounded, I can't give up, he thought.  My own 
racist teammate made a selfless play forgetting for the 
moment my skin color,  I can’t let my team down. 
Courageously, Lamar leaped toward the end zone.  

Out of nowhere, a helmet blow was delivered to Lamar's ribs. 
As a paintstrucken Lamar twisted in the air he could only think,  
I needed to score. As Lamar crashed down to the pelleted turf, 
he grimaced in pain. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the 
striped official raise his two hands, signaling a touchdown.

 As the whole team ran to celebrate the game winner, Lamar 
forgot about his bruised ribs and fractured elbow for a moment.  
His teammates paraded around the field. Coach Hill was 
leaning on the fence with a grin wider than the Atlantic Ocean. 
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As Lamar nodded, Coach Hill doffed his cap to Lamar and 
walked away grinning. Unexpectedly Connor White 
approached Lamar and embraced his teammate in a hug.

“To be honest,” Connor began, “I had no faith in you. Not only 
did I hate you for your race, I also had no respect for you. You 
earned my respect this season, and I learned that mebbe I 
ought to respect colored folk a bit more. That was one heckuva 
job.”

Lamar was shocked but still mustered, “ Connor, the same 
could be said for my beginning emotion. You put your body on 
the line for the game. Without your block that play wouldn’t 
have been made. I hated your guts and hated this town, but 
you guys showed me what a real host the south can be.”

Together the duo gazed at the scoreboard and one thought 
came to mind, the playoffs.
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World-Spirit
Short Story
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Kevin O'Brien

World-Spirit

Part I

“They lead a lifetime that is comfortable
They travel far to keep their stomachs full
They make their living off of arts and crafts
The kind with seashells driftwood and burlap”
-Nirvana, Swap Meet

"In the place of the pompous catalogue of the 'inalienable 
rights of man' there steps the modest Magna Carta of the 
legally limited working day..."
-Karl Marx, Capital Volume I

I saw the Emperor—this world-soul—riding out of the city on 
reconnaissance. It is indeed a wonderful sensation to see such 
an individual, who, concentrated here at a single point, astride 
a horse, reaches out over the world and masters it.
-G.W.F. Hegel

I met a girl who was the cashier of the corner store. She 
seemed interesting and clearly wanted out, so we doused the 
place in kerosene, and within a few minutes we'd set the place 
alight in an awesome blaze of fantastical fury. We watched the 
place burn until we heard sirens and knew we had to hit the 
road quick. Every single moment we sped down that highway, 
we were laughing as hard as we could. We screamed along to 
the indie radio station, proclaiming our love for Jesus Christ in 
the most loud and out-of-tune way imaginable. When all our 
laughing and screaming died down, it was nearly evening. I 
asked the girl about her life. That made her angry, so I didn't 
ask any more. I later came to understand that we'd developed 
an unspoken rule: that the people we were before we ran off 
might as well be dead, so there's no use talking about them. 

Silver Key
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Every night we would drive to a new spot, usually a forest, 
sometimes a beach, where we would set up camp for the day. 
We made a living off of arts and crafts, the kind with seashells, 
driftwood, and burlap. We confronted our customers in the 
markets like Undisputed Gods of the Commodity, our sheer 
malice was tangible. When we needed to wash, we picked 
soapwort by the lake. You wouldn't think it, but we were the 
cleanest folks for miles. Despite our strange appearance and 
habits, most people paid no mind to us. We were just two 
people drifting through, almost as if by accident. But what we 
had done was no accident. Sure, we could've only set the fire 
insofar as there was kerosene and matches lying around, but 
once all the conditions were fulfilled, we did what only we 
could do.

The girl, whose name I never knew, was always a curious 
character. She could laugh all day, scream all night, and petrify 
every living person to set eyes on her. By contrast, I was 
usually quiet and kept to myself, reading, drawing, writing, and 
thinking all day. Although we said few real words to each other, 
we developed a kind of fraternity. We've all heard of those 
grandiose collectives of Lords, banded together to escape the 
tyranny of the King, but what they don't tell you is that the 
average collective is formed to escape abject misery, and is far 
more humble. 

In a certain way, she was a kind of Napoleon, presiding over 
the universe as a means and never merely as an end, filled 
with a kind of crazed glory which is impossible to replicate. 
She was an animalistic world-spirit through and through, 
making herself known to every passing plant and tree. Once, 
we passed by a goat skull, and you would’ve thought she’d 
seen a long lost friend. Contrary to her usual fanaticism, she 
approached the skull as a kind of equal, washing it in the 
stream and putting a candle inside it when nightfall came. She 
kept that skull for a good long time. 

While she was masterful of nature, I was masterful of thought. 
I wrote so much that whole notebooks escaped me in days, 
filling pages and pages with notes from my reading, diaries, 
mathematics, aimless scrawls, and drawings. My favorite thing 
to draw was a lemniscate, a figure eight on its side, an infinity. 
I’d draw it over and over again, filling pages, looping back 
around only to curve up and down again, sometimes 
continuing the pattern to make a lopsided DNA strand or 
stopping early to make a sine wave. When the girl was sitting 
idly I’d start reading and read her parts I found interesting. 
More often than not I’d just read and read out loud until one of 
us got bored. One winter day, I read her Walter Benjamin’s On 
the Concept of History. I hastily dove through thesis after 
thesis until I looked her straight in the eye and read: “As 
flowers turn to-ward the sun, by dint of a secret heliotropism 
the past strives to turn toward that sun which is rising in the 
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sky of history.” At that exact moment, the sun set directly over 
her head and I was forced to look away, blinded, with a long 
shadow cast over me. And a second later, the sun sank under 
the horizon and the sky was as black as sackcloth. A great red 
moon rose in the starless sky, illuminating every inch of the 
ground before us in an eerie glow. With godlike keenness, the 
girl looked at me with the most terrified eyes I’ve ever seen. All 
of a sudden, she shoved me down the hill where we’d made 
camp. I tumbled and tumbled and became so dizzy that I 
almost lost consciousness. I heard loud voices and ravenous 
screeching. By the time I climbed back up the hill, the place 
was completely deserted, the mysterious attackers and the girl 
were nowhere to be seen. The tent was capsized, our things 
strewn across the hill, and the goat skull was shattered into a 
thousand pieces, the extinguished candle inside it leaving a 
thin trail of smoke. I screamed, vomited, and passed out.

Part II

These words I am commanding you today are to be upon your 
hearts. And you shall teach them diligently to your children and 
speak of them when you sit at home and when you walk along 
the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as 
reminders on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. 
Write them on the doorposts of your houses and on your 
gates.
-Deuteronomy 6:6-9

The girl's name is Yael.

Her father was a foreman at a factory downtown. He was well 
liked there, and his coworkers admired his temperament, his 
cool-headedness, his leniency, his ability to take a joke. To 
them, he was an alright guy, he'd never hurt a fly, that would 
be simply preposterous. Suffice to say, his home was a 
different story entirely. At home, the father made himself known 
with the rigidity of law, and with the same severity. If Yael was 
a world-spirit, her father was a culture-spirit, and culture was 
always the same starting point of his cruelty. This starting point 
of his rule over his family was to replicate a part of culture, the 
part which holds women as instruments of production rather 
than humans, and pay it forward in the familial unit. 

Yael's mother stayed at home. She would stare into space, cry, 
laugh, dance, and sing. At first it scared Yael. Then, Yael would 
join in. They would dance and sing, cry and laugh together, 
and for a brief moment their broken unity would produce 
something whole. However, even Yael and her mother could 
not hope to escape the law of the father, inscribed onto their 
heads and hands, their door and fence, as a divine 
commandment. Every night, he would come home with a new 
reason to inflict pain and suffering, and leave the next morning 
with a new promise. The heads and hands were cleaned and 
kissed, the doors and fence washed and dried. What 
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foolishness. What is merely painted on is not set in stone, but 
what is etched in must stay forever. 

One cold Sunday in December, Yael, at that time sixteen years 
old, went to use the bathroom. She opened the door, and what 
she saw riveted her to the spot where she stood, trembling. 
Her mother lay on the floor, clutching the father's hunting knife, 
blood pooling around her, blood smeared on the walls. Nobody 
had heard her scream, let alone cry, laugh, sing, or dance. 
Yael stared for an hour before waking her father calmly to tell 
him that her mother had disemboweled herself. 

The police suspected no foul play. Many of them were friends 
with the father, and they expressed their deepest condolences 
to him. Yael knew better. He hadn't stabbed her himself, but he 
may as well have. Five more years she suffered under her 
father's law of culture, combatting daily nightmares, public 
breakdowns, and loneliness so profound that it stunk up every 
aspect of her life like a hypnotic perfume. She'd begun to see 
and hear things, shapes at first, which eventually became 
people, people without faces. She would scream and cry and 
laugh and sing and dance just like her mother. People noticed, 
and she didn't care. The last day of her subjugation to her 
father's law came when she was twenty-one. She'd found a job 
at a convenience store. She packed up all her things and ran 
as fast as she could, slamming the fence-door behind her and 
not stopping until she reached the park, where she spent the 

night. She smiled for the first time in years. It was only a matter 
of weeks before she would be confronted by the strange boy, 
who to her represented hope in a hopeless world, air in the 
vast emptiness of space, fire in a convenience store. 

That night, as the boy was reading to her, she saw in her 
periphery a faceless judge, branding a symbol of pure evil on 
the forehead of the accused. She acted quickly and decisively, 
hiding the boy from sight just as she heard her father's voice 
once again, and felt his strong fist knock her unconscious.
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Dreaming of Clocks and Rain
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hawken School
Instructor: Andrew Cleminshaw

Dreaming of Clocks and Rain

In this time-less room we slumber,
Lives falling in perpetual motion, yet finally still.
Your sheets rustle like whispers,
AC hums like surf withdrawing from lonely shore.
I want to swim backwards to the moon,
its bony incense turning gods to stone. 
I want to stick a blade in the clockwork of our life,
watch the metal loops crash like rain and broken cars.

The dawn in the window curls half-past my palm, half-hiding
like a scolded child.
Your breaths rise and fall like clock-ticks, twin beds float
in your sweet rhythm.
“Us” is a haze in my mind, we made bracelets
with threads woven in never-ending circles.
“You” are a haze in my mind, your moles
remain like tiny stains of watercolor.
You told me to move forward, but while you’re sleeping 
I find the record player and press reverse,
You told me it was a new phase of life, but while you’re 
studying 
I trace mazes backwards.
You told me we’d still be friends but
I imagine the scent of rain when I met you;
The sun’s too bright now and you run with abandon while 
I worry that the next time I’ll see you is on a phone call,
That you’ll live on the coast and I’ll still be in this small 
Midwestern town, and our bracelets
have worn thin like cobwebs.
As you stir in the chrysanthemum dawn,
I only hear the clock-towers in the distance.
I only know you’re a pebble in the sea;
a ripple of memory remaining.
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The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: A Refutation 
of Racism and Prejudice
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Scott Boehnen

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: A 
Refutation of Racism and Prejudice

After years of writing and deliberation, Mark Twain published 
his novel, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, in 1885. The 
book was immediately met with harsh criticism, and 
controversy has seemed to follow the book throughout history. 
A large part of the initial backlash was due to Twain’s depiction 

of “white trash” in the South. An integral part of Huck’s 
character is that he fits this description. He is low-class and 
grows up with the ability to avoid conforming to Southern 
ideals. For those who saw his behavior as improper and 
irresponsible, the book needed to be banned to avoid the 
tainting of young and impressionable minds. At this time, the 
book did not receive major backlash for its messages and 
themes that could be perceived as racist or degrading towards 
African Americans. However, as time passed, this sentiment 
began to change. While many still wanted the book to be 
banned, it was now often for different reasons. The epicenter 
of the controversy shifted from Huck’s upbringing, to the idea 
of race. Many fervently argued to keep this book off the 
shelves of libraries and stores due to its seemingly racist 
subject matter. Advocates for the book disagreed, claiming the 
novel explores the complex idea of race in a manner that 
discredits and dismantles the rationale for prejudice. The novel 
indeed illustrates racist stereotypes of the time, but Twain does 
this only to challenge, even shatter them, especially through 
Jim’s characterization. Though Twain occasionally shifts the 
focus away from Jim, he does so only to emphasize the idea of 
oppression in Southern society.

Just as Twain shows stereotypes of black inferiority, so too 
does he illustrate examples of white superiority in order to 
discredit these ideas. Perhaps the most evident display of 
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white supremacy and prejudice in Southern society can be 
seen in Twain’s characterization of Pap. Twain effectively uses 
an ironic point of view to denounce the notion of white 
supremacy. Instead of explicitly stating his views, he instead 
enables the character of Pap to condemn himself and his 
ideas. We can see Twain implementing this idea by 
highlighting Pap’s, and Southern society’s, hypocrisy and by 
having Pap recount a recent interaction with a mulatto 
professor. Pap initially comments on how well dressed this 
man was, claiming the man wore fine clothes and possessed 
gold and silver accessories. Pap also mentions that this man 
was an intellectual and well-versed in an array of languages. 
Twain uses Pap’s initial characterization to mold a mental 
image of an educated, well-to-do intellectual in the mind of the 
reader. He then enables Edward Kemble, the illustrator of the 
pictures in the novel, to characterize Pap. Kemble’s depiction 
on page 40 is anything but flattering. The readers can observe 
Pap hunched over, supporting himself on a barrel. He is 
unshaven and his behavior appears to be erratic, insinuating 
he is drunk. Based on these contradicting depictions of the two 
men, it is apparent that the professor is characterized as a 
superior member of society. However, Pap is clearly unable to 
see this. He states that he became enraged when he 
discovered this man possessed the right to vote and, 
contradictory to his previous description, he quickly pivots to 
calling this man an evil, prowling thief. Pap’s statement can 

easily be discerned as exceptionally hypocritical, given he has 
no evidence this well-dressed professor is a crook, besides his 
own racial bias. This obvious hypocrisy is an attempt by Twain 
to shed light on the hypocrisy of Pap, as well as on Southern 
society and slavery. By using a synecdoche, Twain is able to 
represent Pap, a singular racist, as the entirety of the 
hypocritical and prejudiced Southern society.

Twain reinforces the stereotypes held by Southern whites at 
this time, but only to shatter more deep-rooted 
misconceptions. Twain is able to use the character of Jim’s 
conventional behavior to make a unique point. He utilizes 
these stereotypes to undermine the credibility of racist social 
constructs and common racial discourse. Southern society is 
quick to assign traits of unintelligence and an inability to feel 
compassion to blacks, but are unwilling to cede the 
characteristics of creativity and cleverness to them. One of the 
most prevalent stereotypes of the time was that of the 
superstitious black. Twain has Jim conform to this idea, but 
only to bolster the idea of Jim possessing intellect. When Jim 
finds a hairball, he uses it to predict Huck’s future. After an 
initial reading, a reader could view this as a reinforcement of 
African-American gullibility, considering Jim is listening to a 
hairball for wisdom. However, upon closer examination, it is 
evident this is not the case. Jim persuades Huck to give him a 
counterfeit quarter in exchange for a fortune. The social 
constructs of Southern society would dictate that Huck would 
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have no obligation to give Jim anything for his services. Huck 
is a white boy who is deemed to be superior to Jim, a slave 
with no rights. However, Jim is still able to receive monetary 
compensation for his labor. This episode shows shrewdness 
from Jim that contradicts the notion of the stereotypical 
black(Smith, 368). The contradictory nature of Jim’s character 
is an attempt by Twain to highlight the hypocrisy of Southern 
society and Southern stereotypes.

Mark Twain uses the unconventional nature of Huck and Jim’s 
dynamic to show how detaching oneself from society and 
social constructs is essential to establishing an equal 
relationship. In the Antebellum South, Huck and Jim’s 
unorthodox relationship shatters social constructs formed by 
prejudiced whites. The construct of white superiority was so 
pervasive in the South, that the relationship that forms 
between these two characters would have been considered 
unfathomable, causing their interactions to be more striking 
and powerful to the reader. The fog episode makes this point 
apparent. When Huck and Jim are floating down the 
Mississippi River, they get separated in a thick fog. When the 
two reunite, Jim is overjoyed to find Huck alive. While the 
reader can infer that Huck feels a similar way, his reaction is 
much different. Rather than embracing his friend, he opts 
instead to trick him. He attempts to convince Jim he dreamed 
the entire harrowing incident. When Jim finds out that Huck is 
deceiving him, he becomes visibly upset and even seems to 

be disappointed that Huck would treat him in that manner. 
While this reaction may seem completely normal for the 
modern reader, such a reaction by a black towards a white 
would have been unprecedented. The anger Jim feels towards 
Huck shows a sense of equality in the relationship. Jim clearly 
views Huck as a friend rather than as a superior. This point is 
reinforced later in the novel when Tom Sawyer pulls a similar 
stunt. He tricks Jim into remaining a prisoner weeks after Tom 
was aware Jim was free. While Huck’s joke on Jim was 
undoubtedly mean-spirited, Tom’s was outright cruel. He 
willingly kept Jim, a man yearning for freedom the entire novel, 
captive for the mere sake of entertainment. However, Jim does 
not, and cannot, become angry. Jim is aware that Tom, much 
more of a traditional Southern gentleman, viewed himself as 
far superior to Jim. This prevents Jim from responding with any 
sort of anger or vengeance. The differences in these reactions 
reinforce the idea there is equality between Huck and Jim. 
Because Huck detaches himself from the social constructs of 
society, Jim is able to view him not as a master, but as a 
friend. Mark Twain again uses synecdoche to dismantle racist 
beliefs and misconceptions by showing a snapshot into what 
he believes is possible. He uses the dynamic between Huck 
and Jim to represent the ideal, and achievable, relationship 
between black and white Americans.

Critics of the book cite the fact that Jim becomes less 
passionate and animated in the Tom Sawyer episode of the 
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novel, therefore implying the novel must be racist because 
Jim’s dynamic as a character flattens. While this undoubtedly 
occurs, the critics fail to correctly identify the reason behind 
this literary choice. Much of the core criticism of Huck Finn 
stems from the last dozen chapters, the Tom Sawyer episode. 
The belief is that in this section, Jim shifts from a man with 
passions to merely a two-dimensional character who has lost 
the ability to stand up for himself. By making Jim a silent 
character, critics believe that Twain does not truly respect Jim’s 
burning desire to be free(Smiley, 356). The problem with this 
interpretation is not their claim that Jim becomes less passive, 
but rather the point Twain makes by characterizing Jim in this 
manner. The idea that Jim becomes less dynamic is almost 
undeniable. He undoubtedly transforms from a man to a 
simple depiction, arguably even an afterthought. However, 
Twain does this not to perpetuate racism, but rather to display 
the oppressiveness of Southern society. As previously 
observed, Twain uses synecdoche rather often to make 
unconventional points. In this instance, the boy Tom Sawyer 
represents the entirety of traditional Southern society. When 
Jim is on the raft with Huck, separated from these constructs, 
his characterization is much more descriptive and vivid. 
However, when the reentrance of Tom and, what he represents 
occurs, Jim quickly becomes suppressed. This shows how 
oppressive Southern society’s prejudice is towards African-
Americans. Jim is no longer able to be the character we’ve 

seen depicted throughout the novel. Despite the fact he is 
technically free, he is still very much in bondage, figuratively 
and literally. Jim is unable to pursue his rights and personal 
liberties as a free man because he is chained down by 
suppression and prejudice. This whole episode undoubtedly 
shifts the focus of the novel away from Jim and instead onto 
Southern society. By doing this, Twain makes it clear that 
within the current society, slave or not, no black can truly be 
free.

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is clearly an attempt to 
dismantle the idea of race and Twain uses the antebellum 
south as a medium of doing so. Because of this, it should be 
taught in schools. He effectively calls out the hypocrisy in white 
supremacy and shows the equality in the relationship between 
Huck and Jim. In addition, he is able to show prejudice as a 
phenomenon that exists outside of slavery, making it clear that 
the abolishment of slavery does not mean the eradication of 
social constructs. Twain’s brilliant ability to weave anti-slavery 
sentiments seamlessly into a captivating novel makes it an 
essential book to have on every school’s reading list.



325

Fell
Flash Fiction
Grade: 12
Mayfield High School
Instructor: Kari Beery

Fell

The panicked rhythm of her heartbeat strikes within His ears. It 
is faint, mouse-like against the ferocious screams of the wind, 
almost as if Hell itself is attempting to drown out her existence. 
He knows not to concern Himself with another’s business, but 
He cannot resist sparing a glance through the gangly webs of 
crooked trees: She remains still, crouched behind the black, 
diseased remnants of a grand oak stump. From His perch, He 
can recognize the fierce trembling of slender fingers and 

heaving of delicate shoulders. Her eyes dart to the left, then to 
the right, searching the abyssal shadows for a figment of 
danger.

She knows she is being watched, He senses, and He cannot 
decide whether that fact leaves him longing, or apprehensive? 
He shakes the thought from his mind and peers down at the 
pocket watch in His palm. The golden exterior of the token had 
withered and worn like the pages of an old book, crusted in the 
rust of past centuries, but even so, it still twitches and ticks 
with life. He watches its meager hands travel about its face 
before dropping the piece into His lap—at least, He attempts 
to, but a second face seizes His limbs like a strike to the heart.

“You have to help me.” The trees quiver at the breathless plea. 
Her voice matches the flare of her gaze, and for a moment, He 
is taken aback by the intensity of her mere presence. Her 
body, no longer shivering, yet goosebumps crowd her flesh in 
a carnival of terror. The repeated lilt of her tone forces a break 
in His stare. His eyes meet hers. For the first time locked. Her 
teeth sink into the plush of her bottom lip, further assaulting the 
already-bloodied flesh. She steps closer to His perch, sooted 
feet victim to the muddy earth, and shakes her head:

“They’re going to kill me.”
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He doesn’t blink at her statement, nor does His expression 
shift at the voracious roar that echoes between the trunks of 
trees. The girl, however, vibrates and leans down to fist the 
hem of his crimson robe. “I need your help. Please.”

“Sorry, kid.” He finally answers, “Nothing I can do.”

“Why not? You’re one of them! You can—!”

“I cannot.” He says. “And even if I could, I would not.”

The grip on his garments releases as she staggers backward 
at his bluntness. Her saucer-wide glare stirs nothing inside 
Him. He peers back down at his pocket watch, finding interest 
in the visible passing of time. In a matter of seconds, she will 
leave, He agrees, for she has no use for him anymore. 
Humans are funny like that.

His disinterest falters the longer her shadow remains. After the 
second hand completes its fourth revolution around the face of 
the watch, He once again peers up at His strange companion. 
His shoulder tense, however—His body a martyr to the 
radiance of her curious gaze.

“That’s a bit strange, isn’t it?” He shudders against the ice of 
her words. His turmoil worsens when her bloated thumb 
arches toward the instrument in His palm, “What use is time 
here anyway?”

He parts His mouth, response on the tip of His tongue, but no 
sound emerges. Frustration spreads through His body at His 
own incompetence, and He snaps the pocket watch closed. 
Knees unsteady and chest tight; He climbs to his feet, ready to 
drown this moment in a glass or two of rum, before she stops 
him yet again.

“Hey! You can’t just leave me here!”

He looks at the girl. Truly, looks at her. From the crust of her 
dirtied toes, to the rags of her milk gown, up to the auburns 
rings of her gaze. She’s analyzing Him too, He feels the 
scrutiny and kindlings of resentment gradually bleeding into 
His skin. It is… uncomfortable, He realizes. She can see him 
too.

“Might want to keep running.” His mumble is a match, setting 
off an inferno brighter than the gates of Heaven.

The forest screams and wails as the girl lurches forward, eyes 
glittering with tears, and snatches the old pocket watch from 
between His fingers. He can still sense its ticks as she 
smashes the instrument against the twisted bark of a dying 
tree.

He watches the girl tear off into the snickering shadows before 
collapsing to the earth. His veins bubble. He cannot decide if 
He is feverish with hatred, or shame. Something inside urges 
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Him to hunt down the girl, to finish her off before someone else 
steals the courtesy, but His muscles are stiff—He is naked.

Finally, He lifts the mutilated pocket watch and cradles it 
between cold fingers. Glass shards spill from His palms like 
falling stars, littering His robes with the remnants of time. He 
trembles beneath the silence. A single crack marrs its once 
beautiful face. His eyes ache as He allows Himself a moment 
to trace the ugly scar.

With still hands, He lays the watch back to rest at the base of 
the tree. A minute passes as He once again rises to his feet, 
peering into the darkness in which the girl disappeared. He 
shakes his head, ignoring the whispers of His mind, before 
sparing one final glance back at the crippled instrument.

A nearby tree whimpers—the hands of the pocket watch 
remain still.
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My Mother's Moccasins
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

My Mother's Moccasins

My mom’s shoes are slippers. The moccasin ones with a 
unique brown exterior which compliments a thick layer of 
creamy white fur enclosing her pedicured feet. The ones with 
the pre-tied laces which feel tough and leathery on the pads of 
my fingers. When one normally thinks of these slippers they 
think of relaxation. Watching a Christmas movie in the comfort 
of fur lined feet. They think of pajamas and awakening from a 
peaceful slumber to falling snow and a cup of rich coffee. 

Unlike the typical slipper, the abilities of my mother’s slippers 
aren’t limited to resting their soles on a coach or waiting in 
anticipation for their owner to put them on after hopping out of 
bed only to get breakfast. My mother works in those slippers. 
Similar to the way loafers carry the weight of my father and his 
briefcase, those slippers carry the weight of my mother and 
her planner, my mother and the laundry basket, my mother 
and her children. Without my mother and her slippers, our 
entire house would be in severe disarray like our mudroom.

My mother has several pairs of shoes, but her moccasins are 
always the lucky ones residing on her feet. Every other pair is 
buried under the shoes of my father or my siblings in the mess 
of our mudroom. There's a shelf for the shoes, but we don’t 
keep them there. That shelf is already overflowing with shoes 
we’ve outgrown, shoes we lost the taste for, or shoes that have 
been labeled out of season with the changing of the leaves. 
The mudroom isn’t always in an eternal state of disorder 
thanks to my mom and her slippers. She always manages to 
rediscover the small, blue Crocs which somehow manage to 
slip inside of large, bulky running shoes. She somehow 
distinguishes the owner of each pair through the mud on the 
laces of tennis shoes or the variance in strap numbers on 
Birkenstocks despite the fact that she, my sister, and I wear 
the same size. Despite her and her slippers’ efforts, the minute 
my siblings come home from school, a place I am no longer 
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familiar with, they kick off their shoes with relief after a long 
day’s learning. Again they are scattered on a flight of stairs, in 
the kitchen, and one even makes its way to its owner’s 
bedroom. It is a miracle that my mother’s moccasins, the 
sheep dog of the shoes, guides every stray lamb back to its 
rightful home every time.

I hear those slippers, the color of faded leather, softly gliding 
across our dark brown floors as I complete my homework. 
Their rubber-like bottoms touch every streak of black, every 
panel of medium brown, every chip which reveals a tan 
unstained surface of wood. Where are they going now? To 
schedule three separate orthodontist appointments? To 
distribute the clothes which we wear every day of our lives 
back into five closets freshly dried and smelling of lavender? 
Maybe they are going to sit under our living room table while 
my mother writes down which child she must transport where 
on what days this week. I do not envy my mother or her shoes. 
I admire them both. Simple tasks such as unloading the 
dishwasher, making the beds, washing the clothes, and 
restoring order to the mudroom allow for a functioning 
household. Without my mother, who would do all that? Our 
house would fall into a constant state of mess. Shoes would 
remain in all corners of our little world. I would spill juice on my 
new pants, and they would remain that way. My brother would 
cry and scream with no one to soothe him to his satisfaction. 
My family would be a solar system without the sun.

My mother’s slippers are on her feet as I write this. I walked by 
her on my way to the bathroom, laptop in her left hand and 
laundry basket in her right. Her glasses were fixed in their 
usual position upon her forehead and her face scrunched in an 
effort to read the small text on her phone screen. She asked 
what I wanted for lunch. I said a turkey sandwich. The slippers 
began their descent down the stairs. Those stairs creak under 
the slightest pressure like an old man trying to release a 
cough, they are slippery like the ice which covers the driveway 
in the dead of winter, they’re steep like the hills my mom’s 
sneakers stride over when she surprisingly still finds time for 
herself. Just the other day I slipped on those stairs carrying 
nothing in my hands. My mother never missteps, never loses 
grip on the surface of the shiny wood, never has to look at the 
stair below to indicate where to place her moccasin even with 
two eyes on her laptop and her arm around a laundry basket 
which now contains a turkey sandwich.
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Wither and Fade
Short Story
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Jennifer Seward, Lorraine Tzeng

Wither and Fade

I lay in bed starting my daily ritual of mumbling a few words to 
myself like a prayer to start my day. “As you grow into the 
beauty of a hibiscus and the strength of an acacia tree, you will 
face the struggles and darkness of the world, but you must 
turn to the light and embrace the aloha spirit.”A gentle 
reminder, which puts me in the right mindset to continue on 
through the day. I can’t remember one day that’s gone by 
without those words circulating through my mind and my heart. 

The words which once came from my father’s angelic voice, 
now communicated through soft whispers to myself.

Life changes and people change, but the one thing that will 
never change is what I was taught to follow and how I was to 
grow as a person. My relationship with my father is like none 
other. Growing up, we would have a date once a month, 
varying from surfing together or eating out at a luxurious 
restaurant. Together we would burst out in laughter or weep in 
our sorrows, when needed. I swear I could write a biography 
on his whole childhood from the vivid memories he would 
share, capturing my attention in even the most simple stories. 
It all went by too fast.

I arise from my bed and glance over at my bedside stand. Two 
pictures of some of the most special people in my life rest 
there. The first, my own loving family with my husband and 
three sons, so tall and resembling much of their father and 
aspects of my father. I only hope I can be as much of a role 
model to them as my father was to me. The other, one I have 
seen a million times: my father and Tutu, his grandmother, 
standing in each other’s arms on his high school graduation 
day. Leis upon leis cover his shoulders, almost towering to the 
top of his head, a vivid assortment ablaze with mesmerizing 
colors. In such a simple picture, one that I glance at each 
morning as I say my mantra, I am reminded of that one day 
when my father sought out a higher goal in life and had the 
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desire to strive to be the best version of himself. This one 
moment captured in this picture, has extended out to impact 
my life. On many nights as my father would tuck me into bed, 
he would tell me these words. One specific night he told me 
the story behind the quote and the story of when Tutu guided 
his way of living on graduation day. I can still remember it 
perfectly...

Shivers crept through me and goosebumps popped up all over 
my arms. My house felt like a glacier; my dad liked a highly air-
conditioned house in the Hawaiian heat. Dad carried me up 
the curving staircase on his back and plopped me down onto 
my bed, burying me under the mound of blankets. Intensely 
rubbing my arms up and down with his hands, he created 
friction to warm my body up. I knew what was coming: story 
time.

He squeezed next to me on my bed, arm around my shoulder, 
and then began: “The day I had been waiting for finally came. 
Graduation day, a perfect day. The warm, Honolulu day carried 
the scent of plumerias in the slightly cool breeze.”

He was outside his house and waiting for the rest of his family 
to leave for the football stadium, where his graduation was to 
be held. Resting alone, he made sure to have some time to 
himself to recall his desires and past achievements. In his 
family, according to Tutu, life beyond high school was a time to 
become. He didn’t know what that meant exactly -- “a time to 

become” -- but he knew he was ready. He was eager that this 
day had finally arrived.

“The aroma of the plumerias had set me into a daze and my 
eyes glossed over as I imagined the new life I would soon 
begin.,” my dad continued. “I rested under a large acacia tree 
across from my house and peacefully waited to leave for the 
graduation.”

When my dad was growing up, he would come home from 
school and head straight for the acacia tree. Every day for an 
hour, Tutu would meet him there, and he would share his joys 
and struggles with her. She would provide him her wisdom and 
support. For him, the acacia tree soon became a symbol of 
their relationship. His family knew he would be waiting there, 
so when they were finally ready they found him there and 
together they left for the graduation.

He described the long hours waiting for the ceremony to end, 
but the excitement remained bottled up. I couldn’t imagine 
having to sit still for so long, but he reminded me that one day I 
would too. Although he had been looking forward to the 
ceremony for so long, the most memorable part was afterward.

The swarm of his now-graduated classmates departed from 
the stadium and out to the courtyard, meeting their families 
and friends, where they were showered with praise and 
congratulations. As my dad spoke, my mind began to wander 



332

off, thinking about the thrills my graduation would hold, but I 
constrained myself to continue listening to the story.

“Twenty-four leis, from my teachers, family members, and 
close friends, hung from my shoulders and the last was to 
come,” he remembered. “My eyes lowered in on Tutu’s, 
knowing she was the last of them. The only time a relationship 
like mine and yours, my sweet daughter, may be found is in 
mine with Tutu. Oh, we had something special!”

Tutu, my great-grandmother, sounded like the best person 
ever! I wish I would have gotten the chance to meet her, but I 
always loved hearing the stories about her. She had arranged 
that she would be the last to wish Dad a graduation goodbye 
and finish off the pillar of leis resting on him.

“The words she said are as I remember: ‘Now, Seike,’ she 
began, ‘you know how much I love you. I am trying my best not 
to think of my life when you, my darling grandson, leave me for 
college on the mainland, but the time is coming. I know you will 
achieve the greatest of things.’ Her eyes began to well up and 
her voice trembled as she continued, ‘As you grow and bloom 
into the beauty of a hibiscus and the strength of an acacia tree, 
you will face the struggles and darkness of the world, but you 
must turn to the light and embrace the aloha spirit.’

Woah! This is where that comes from! I’ve heard this saying 
nearly every night before bed for as long as I could remember. 

Of course it was from Tutu! Her wisdom was always greater 
than anyone I could imagine. It had taken my dad a minute to 
process what she had said, and the new life, without his daily 
talks with Tutu under the acacia tree, had suddenly hit him.

“A life where there wasn’t always going to be someone to lean 
back on and gain support from. I would be all on my own to 
conquer unknown waters. This is when I set it in myself to live 
by those words, the ones I tell you every night. I would have it 
passed down the generations, and I would become the man I 
was destined to be even amidst the cruelty and temptations of 
the world.

“This is where it all began and I tell you this, Leilani, follow 
these simple words Tutu has told me and you will grow into the 
most marvelous of things. I can almost guarantee it. Now rest 
up and in the morning your growth will continue!”

He kissed me goodnight and turned off the lights.

I rest the photo back on my nightstand, gather my purse and 
keys, and head out to the nursing home where my father has 
lived for almost a year. Up until then he was staying with me in 
my house, so that I could take care of him. After returning from 
college, my dad lived in Honolulu for another fifty-four years 
where he met my mother and raised me. My mom died shortly 
after I was born due to health complications, and my father has 
been through a lot as a result. He came back to the mainland, 
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away from the place he treasures most, when he was 
diagnosed with Alzheimer’s Disease eight years ago. After his 
condition progressed and the responsibility of taking care of 
him overwhelmed me, I had no choice but to place him there. I 
pay him a visit every day to check on him and try to trigger his 
memory. Today, I will show him this picture, even though I feel 
certain there’s not a chance he forgot about this. I don’t believe 
he will ever forget about those words that stuck with him like 
sap to a tree.

When I arrive, I’m reminded of the cold, dreary feeling the 
nursing home gives off. My arms shiver almost immediately, 
and I try to warm them myself by creating friction. I would 
imagine they would try to lighten the feeling and bring in color 
to these people’s lives, but no. Walls, beige, colorless, and 
without a picture in sight. Flowers on tables and desks 
throughout the building, but draining of life, wilting and losing 
color, nothing compared to the beaming beauty of Hawaii. I’m 
sure my father misses his home in Hawaii all the more.

I finally make it across the building, to where his room is. I 
notice a sapling right outside the window of his room, adding a 
little life to this place. As I enter, I’m hit with a wave of remorse. 
I realize I’m letting my father live in dullness, as he slowly 
fades away himself. The guilt builds up as I think of how I’ve 
placed him in this nursing home and haven’t strived to care for 

him by myself. He’s my own father and I should be the one to 
care for him, and yet I still leave him here in the dreariness.

“Hi Dad, it’s me, Leilani-” I stop. He’s sleeping, again. It seems 
every time I come to visit him, he’s asleep. I worry. I worry that 
this is a sign that he’s leaving. I can’t bear the thought of my 
dad not being in my life. The one person who has always been 
with me, through thick and thin. Relieving my distress, he 
awakens. His eyes lighten briefly, then go into a blank stare. I 
can sense he can’t remember me and my heart hurts, but I 
must not show it and stand true to the aloha spirit by emoting 
light toward my father. Especially during the times where my 
father is at his weakest, he needs love and the reminder that 
his illness doesn’t cease him from living in harmony.

“Dad, remember this day with Tutu?” When he first moved into 
the nursing home I made a copy of the picture to keep here 
with him as a comfort and a reminder. I place the picture in his 
hands. He pauses for a minute in silence and stares intently at 
it.

“My, what a lovely picture this is,” my father begins. “Would 
you care to tell me who these fine people are?”

My heart stops. What did he just ask? He remembers this, 
doesn’t he? How could he forget this? Every day, I was told to 
turn to the light and embrace who I am. I was told what that 
day had done to my father, the impact it left. And I wasn’t told 
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this by just anyone, HE told me all of this, so HE can’t be the 
one to forget.

With all the shock built up inside me, I take a deep breath and 
let it all out. There is no point in making the situation worse by 
reacting. I pull a chair over by his bed and rest my hands on 
his legs as I retell the story of the new picture to him.

“Dad, it all began with, ‘As you grow into the beauty of a 
hibiscus and strength of an acacia tree…’”

I’ve always heard the saying, “a picture is worth a thousand 
words, but a memory is priceless.” I never truly understood the 
significance of these simple words before. Now, my father will 
no longer remember the impact behind this picture, the true 
love he felt that day, and the words he kept for so long. All 
flowers one day will wither and fade, my father’s day is 
nearing, but I will hold strong for him. I may not ever become 
as great of a person as my father, but I will hold my head up 
and turn to the light, just as he did.
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Awe of Human Nature
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Awe of Human Nature

The blink of a curious eye
Or the blush of a flattered mind?
How do I put into words
The concept that drives my entire being
Illuminating the very stars and suns that I yearn for,
Yet at the same time striking the simplicity of peace
With every challenge and horror
That drive my mind to the depths

Of its own misunderstood cave?
I must accept the challenges you pose me:
Bring on the test of love,
The test of hate,
The test of obsession,
The test of sorrow.
For what would I, or life itself, be without your hand,
No matter how rough and coarse
How unrecognizable?
Though one day I know you will force it to cease
With the same unfamiliar yet unchallenged hand,
You pound my heart now to let it grow
To discover
To run wild
Or perhaps even to destroy itself
On its foolish yet irreversible path.
Such is human nature.
But as long as you let it continue to pound
Painfully throbbing in the rib cage I know is only so strong
I will dance to the sound of your confused or perfect melody
And dare to answer the question
Of whether it is you or I singing its song.

Silver Key
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The Language of Freedom and the Freedom of 
Language
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Scott Boehnen, Jack Somers

The Language of Freedom and the 
Freedom of Language

Zora Neale Hurston’s 1937 classic, Their Eyes Were Watching 
God, is one of America’s most renowned African American 
literature pieces. Despite being written during a period where 
racial inequality was the principal focus of American society 
and literature, Hurston’s novel aims to denounce male 

patriarchy through her accounts of protagonist Janie 
Crawford’s experiences. However, Hurston’s novel has not 
been under the spotlight without receiving its fair share of 
criticism. Influential black novelist Richard Wright criticized 
Their Eyes Were Watching God in a scrutinous review, 
claiming that it “carries no theme, no message, no thought.” A 
close examination of the novel, however, reveals the opposite. 
Their Eyes Were Watching God details a gradual erosion of 
the constraining patriarchal power through symbolism and the 
description of a female protagonist who confronts numerous 
controlling relationships, culminating into an undyingly resilient 
character and the achievement of internal emancipation. 

Critics of Their Eyes Were Watching God argue that Hurston’s 
novel reinforces patriarchy through Nanny’s influence and 
advice for her granddaughter, Janie. Nanny plays an impactful 
role as a leader and guide for Janie’s life, instilling patriarchal 
ideas through arranging marriages, albeit unintentional. Like 
Janie, Nanny faces oppressive forces within society 
throughout her youth, but in a different form. Nanny tells Janie 
that “[she] was born back due in slavery so it wasn’t for [her] to 
fulfill [her] dreams of whut a woman oughta be and to do” (48), 
revealing that gender roles were not her main concern, rather, 
the racial subordination that she faced growing up prevented 
her from doing what she wanted. To prevent history from 
repeating itself, Nanny recommends that Janie marry Logan 
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Killicks for “protection” from the dangers she faced despite 
Janie’s apparent rejection and dissatisfaction with Logan’s 
hand (47). Nanny entrenches this system of patriarchy through 
her belief in reliance and dependence on a protective partner. 
She believes that the “De n---- woman is de mule uh de world,” 
that African American women are subjected to a fate no better 
than farm animals. In fact, Nanny primarily chooses Logan as 
a candidate for Janie’s love because of his financial security, 
displayed by his ownership of a house and 60 acres of land 
(55). Even though Janie searches for true love and an 
emotional relationship, she is thrust into a relationship for 
financial ties and wealth due to Nanny. All Nanny wanted was 
for Janie to be safe and never feel financially insecure; 
however, she never considered that she would shift the 
dynamic from the larger societal issue of racism to patriarchy 
in the domestic sphere, a problem that also manifests on a 
grander scale. 

Although Nanny attempts to live vicariously through Janie’s 
“successful” (in her eyes) love life, she ultimately fails to bind 
Janie to her wishes. As an individual, it is nearly impossible to 
“challenge” or even overhaul the patriarchal system that 
controls their community and runs rampant in America. 
However, Janie can do so internally as an individual. 
Beginning as merely free indirect discourse, the final 
emancipation is presented as a public announcement, a true 
burst of freedom from patriarchy’s shackles. After each 

relationship, Janie grows as an individual, using past 
experience as an indicator for future growth. Hurston even 
notes on the first page of her novel that a man’s dream is 
usually distant and, by chance, with no real control, but they 
“come in with the tide” (1). Women, on the other hand, are 
meticulous and thoughtful. They “act and do things 
accordingly,” and with Janie, each relationship serves as a 
memory she hopes to remember and improve upon (1). After 
enduring her aforementioned, financially tied relationship, 
Janie falls in with a man named Jody Starks. Jody is extremely 
cruel and controlling, even beating Janie into submission for 
happiness and self-fulfillment. However, by painting an 
irrational character and establishing an ironic point of view, 
Hurston wishes to distance the reader from Jody’s beliefs and 
practices. Not only is Jody controlling physically, but he is also 
controlling mentally. Indeed, he argues to Janie that 
“Somebody got to think for women and chillun and chickens 
and cows. I god, they sho don’t think none theirselves” (110), 
the essence of a dominating male, patriarchal figure. Janie 
does not succumb to this; however, she even dares to jab back 
and yells that “Ah knows uh few things, and womenfolks thinks 
sometimes too!” (110). Janie is not one to conform to unjust 
abuse, especially not in the intellectual sphere. She has 
forever claimed individuality in her thinking and shown a 
propensity to challenge Jody and the “state of her 
marriage” (she even told her friend, Phoebe, that she was 
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happy he died) even if he had beat her physically into silence 
(110). However, this reader only learns this through free 
indirect discourse, as she ultimately abides by Jody’s wish to 
be quiet. With each step of the way, Janie essentially 
“compiles” habits and traits that allow her to challenge men's 
rule. Janie’s final relationship with Tea Cake concludes the 
novel and is the gateway to her internal emancipation. Tea 
Cake is the nicest of the three. Janie feels most comfortable 
with him (despite a significant age difference) and feels as if 
she has truly found an emotional connection with her partner. 
Tea Cake’s equality towards Janie is unprecedented. Unlike 
Jody, Tea Cake believes that “[she] got good meat on [her] 
head” and that “[She]’ll learn” despite not being taught 
anything about checkers before (138). Janie fittingly 
announces to Tea Cake that “Ah jus’ know dat God snatched 
me out de fire through you. And Ah loves yuh and feel glad,” 
showing a liberation of past male dominance and an escape 
from the “fire” that was her past, oppressive relationships 
(229). Even when Janie is faced with a hurricane and the 
possibility of dying with Tea Cake, she is unfazed. Janie calmly 
says that “People don’t die till dey time come nohow, don’t 
keer where you at. Ah’m wid mah husband in uh storm, dat’s 
all” (203). Her choice to shoot and kill her beloved Tea Cake 
only further shows, if anything, that the men in her life no 
longer control her. Before doing so, she was always 
submissive. Whether it be listening to Logan on the farm or 

letting Jody beat her, Janie finally takes action into her own 
hands. The pistol's firing followed by her embracing Tea Cake 
and thanking him for true love shows that she has achieved 
what she set out for (233). She is finally free. 

Hurston acknowledges this grueling process of self-
achievement and internal freedom from patriarchy through 
numerous symbolic, big-picture details. The overall structure of 
the novel’s setting even reveals such a truth. Janie’s story 
mainly takes place in two communities, Eatonville and 
Everglades. She begins her story in Eatonville, an all-black 
neighborhood in Florida. Eatonville serves as her home, her 
friends' place, and the area where she spends her two earlier 
relationships with Logan and Jody. In her latest marriage with 
Tea Cake, Janie embarks on a journey to Everglades, a poorer 
black community, forming an “ascent narrative,” where the 
protagonist gives up her former community to a symbolically 
ritualized North. Everglades is different. Janie becomes a bean 
farmer and spends time with the one she claims she loves 
most, developing her character. Even subtly, she has changed 
in her choice of clothing. She wore “blue denim overalls and 
heavy shoes” that would change her appearance to resemble 
a person more presenting as a male (177). However, the 
events that occur during her time there are not nearly as 
significant as her symbolic return to her home, Eatonville. She 
has faced new dangers, new territory, and new horrors that 
she could have never expected when she returns. Faced with 
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an impossible choice, she was forced to kill Tea Cake to 
protect herself. The Janie that comes back to Eatonville is not 
the same one that left. She is stronger, and she is aware. She 
has overcome great adversity and gained strength from being 
an individual, fulfilling her personal identity separate from 
patriarchy. Hurston also symbolizes Janie’s struggle to free 
herself from patriarchy through her depiction of the cow and 
dog. The dog is a raging, massive, and built animal. It is the 
patriarchal society that seeks to constrain and hold Janie back. 
The cow on the other hand, is symbolic as a feminist animal. 
Indeed she is to “Make it tuh de cow and grab hold of her tail!” 
and she “achieved the tail of the cow and lifted her head up 
along the cow’s rump” (211), displaying a liberation from the 
suppressive system. Most importantly, in Hurston’s accounts, 
Janie’s efforts to reassign meaning to the porch best describe 
her efforts to uproot patriarchy. The porch is a misogynistic 
space for men to converse while isolating women and leaving 
them with no room to engage in discourse. Joe regularly 
gathers there to talk with a “small group of men” (70) and 
serves as a place for men to submerge themselves in their 
masculine identity, even engaging in an activity known as 
“mule baiting” in the area, Nanny’s symbol for black women. 
Forced out of this space, Janie subtly finds a space on the 
back porch to talk with her friend, Phoebe, while not at the 
mercy of men. Phoebe finds “her sitting on the steps of the 
back porch with the lamps all filled and the chimneys cleaned” 

in her attempt to be free from the front porch that she despises 
(35). The front and back porch draw a stark contrast between 
a public, and intimate space for discourse. Even though it 
could potentially show that men have “succeeded” in creating 
a separate society, the back porch only reaffirms the notion 
that freedom can be achieved internally, as Janie has achieved 
a method of objecting against the misogynistic space that the 
front porch had created. Thus, the private area that welcomes 
lively performances and marginalized groups embodies Janie’s 
larger journey to combat male authorities.  

Zora Neale Hurston’s novel was undoubtedly revolutionary for 
its time. Even using the most subtle symbols and details, she 
describes a resilient character who works to find freedom from 
the patriarchal power that dominates her society. Although 
Janie has figures in her life like Nanny that aim to reinforce 
patriarchal ideas, Janie wants nothing to do with it. She follows 
her own heart and stays true to herself, giving strength to an 
independent, feminist character that is exceptionally well-
thought-out. Janie embodies former governor Powell Clayton’s 
statement that “Freedom is an internal achievement rather 
than an external adjustment.” Their Eyes Were Watching God 
is undoubtedly an extraordinary work in that regard, 
challenging norms through an individual to bring in a brighter, 
more equitable future.
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The Dark Side
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 8
Lakewood Catholic Academy
Instructor: Eileen Murphy

The Dark Side

You wake to a persistent beep, beep, beep over the P.A. 
system. A robotic voice recites, “Good morning, Calypso flight 
members. The time is 0700 hours. The date is Saturnday, June 
14. The year is 53 LE-Lunar Era. Work and education will 
resume at the time 0800 hours. Have a good day.”

As the announcement ends, you groggily rub your eyes and 
stretch out your arms as far as your small sleeping pod will 

allow. You crawl to the foot of your pod and press the small 
green button with your index finger, and quickly hop down the 
6 feet to the floor. You land not-so-gracefully on your heels and 
have to grab the wall to keep from falling. The pod, sensing 
that your weight is no longer there, folds in onto itself, and lets 
out a series of beeps to let you know that it has started its 
cleaning process. As you reclaim your balance, you realize 
that the bottom bunk is a mess; the sheets are all crumpled up 
and wrinkly. You roll your eyes. Of course, Pa didn’t make his 
pod. He’s forgetful like that. You imagine what he’s doing right 
now. He, of course, has been up for hours, trying to find ice to 
harvest. On Moon, there is a quickly depleting amount of ice, 
and the little there is left must be distributed amongst the 
human population. You smile, as you always do when you 
think of Pa. You can’t wait for him to get home.

You push the button at the end of his pod, and its movements 
replicate your pod’s. You walk over to the small table at the 
other end of your dome apartment and sit down. You weave 
your fingers through your hair to try to get the tangles out. Pa 
told you once that on the earth, there was tons of water. He 
said that at one point, water took up two-thirds of the earth; 
some people even had it running through their houses and 
could get it by simply turning a knob. You wonder what it would 
be like to live on the earth. Maybe having water to spare would 
have made it easier to get those stupid knots out of your hair.

Silver Key
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A small creature with six legs and two long antennae starts 
crawling up your hand. You hold the cockroach up so it is level 
with your face and smile at it. The cockroach stowaways had, 
somehow, managed to survive the last 53 years.

“Ruth,” you say to it. “How are you today?” Pa told you once of 
a game people would play on the earth, where someone would 
throw a ball, someone else would hit it with a stick and start 
running, and it would be like a race to try to touch different 
“plates” with your feet. It has never really made sense to you, 
and the Calypso flight has been too focused on survival to do 
such frivolous activities as games. Pa told you that there was 
once a great player of this game called Babe Ruth, and, since 
the story intrigued you so, you named your cockroach after 
him. Ruth the Roach. 

You finally finish with your hair and tie it back into a long, neat 
braid. You pick up the small glass disk at the center of the 
table and press several buttons on it to activate it. The 
hologram projector finds its signal and you step back as a 
million tiny balls of turquoise light shoot from the disk. It takes 
your breath away every single time. The glowing orbs start to 
find each other and continuously combine until they form one 
large shape. That shape appears to twist and stretch until it 
becomes a person. 

“Good morning, flight member: Ebony 283. How is your day 
going?” You always smile to remember that, although you were 

not on the original ship as you had not been born yet, you are 
a flight member. You are a part of something. AITEM, the 
glowing form that has spoken to you, waits patiently for your 
response. AITEM stands for Artificial Intelligence for the 
Teaching and Education of Minors. It has been your teacher 
since you were five and will be until you turn 19; the same is 
true for all of the other children on Moon. 

“I am doing well,” you respond. “What is our lesson for today?” 
AITEM starts to speak but is cut off when another 
announcement comes over the P.A. 

The same robotic voice as before now says, “Pardon the 
interruption. Would Calypso flight member Ebony 283 report to 
room AC47 by the time 0830 hours. Thank you.”

You are very confused. Not nervous, you are never nervous. 
But confused. AC47? You can remember that it is a room 
people are most commonly called down to, but you have no 
idea what it does. Being a school student, you stay inside most 
of the time, with two scheduled surface times each day, so you 
never have much contact with the other flight members. 
“Isolation is safety” is one of the many mottos you have been 
taught about the lifestyle you must live on Moon. 

Your apartment is small and bare, containing only the 
necessities you need to live. It is dome-shaped and is 
connected to several hundred other homogeneous structures 
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connected by a long, complicated series of hallways and 
stairwells. Your small apartment contains your sleeping pods, 
which are embedded into the east side, the small table/desk 
against the western side, a kitchen against the southern side, 
and a small wardrobe against the northern side. It is the 
wardrobe that you make your way over to since you are 
leaving your house and must pick out an outfit. You pick out 
one of Pa’s white jumpsuits and slip it on easily. You press a 
button on your ankle, and the suit automatically adjusts to fit 
your body. Having prepared yourself, you quickly exit your 
apartment to head to room AC47. 

The swish of your legs brushing together is the only sound 
echoing through the long, empty hallways, as you make your 
way to room AC47. You need no map, as the structures on 
Moon have been laid out in such a specific and strategic way 
that anyone would be able to find their way around. You enter 
into the Great Dome, a 164,700 square foot dome and the 
tallest structure on Moon. This is where all of the government 
offices are located. A few hundred people work here, but most 
citizens are either in the Lesser Dome, where scientists work 
on innovation in technology, medicine, and lifestyle, or are out 
on the surface harvesting for ice. 

You finally reach the door labeled AC47, and you stop to read 
the label under it. Head of the Department of Worker’s 
Casualties. You freeze. You can’t move. You can’t function. 

You read it again. Worker’s Casualties. Pa. No, you think to 
yourself. It was a mistake. They said the wrong number, the 
wrong Ebony. But you remember that when an accident 
occurs, a computer tracks down any relative of the worker 
involved. So the computer system messed up. It accidentally 
put in the wrong person, and it tracked it down to me by 
mistake. But a computer hasn’t performed its function 
incorrectly in decades. 

“Miss Ebony,” a voice says. It is a strange voice, flowy and 
light, like darkness isn’t crushing all shards of hope. It sounds 
underwater, worlds away. Worker’s Casualties is burned into 
your mind. “Miss Ebony,” the voice says again, but this time it 
is clearer and more distinct. You realize that in your trance of 
despair, you wandered into the office, and somehow managed 
to sit in a chair instead of collapsing to the floor. You look up to 
see a woman with a kind face. She has warm brown eyes and 
smile lines around them. Her honey-blonde hair falls in waves 
around her shoulders. She sits behind a steel desk with files all 
scattered across it in a chaotic mess.  She looks to be in her 
early forties and would be the type of person who can see 
sadness and fix it by simply offering you a cup of tea. You 
clench your fists. But she is the source of your pain. Her 
golden hair and hazel eyes can’t hide her malice or the fact 
that she has ruined everything. She must take pleasure in your 
pain for her to look you in the eyes, scouring your face for 
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signs of weakness. It’s the only explanation, the only reason 
she would do this to you. 

“In the mining area where your father works, they ran out of 
ice,” she says in a sweet, flowing voice. The kind of thick 
sweetness that leaves you curled over on the floor with a bitter 
taste in your mouth. “Your brave father thought he saw a 
glimmer of water on the Dark Side, as he works so close to the 
border. Against his fellow workers’ advice, he went to explore 
and dauntlessly ran into the Darkness. After almost an hour of 
searching the border and calling for him, the workers could find 
no trace of him. In his valiant attempt to find more water for the 
human population, your father died. I am so sorry.”

The stylus zips through the air at paramount speed, almost 
nicks the woman in the ear, and clatters uselessly against the 
wall behind her. You curse under your breath. You were aiming 
for her eye. “Now, Miss Ebony,” she starts to say, but you are 
already gone. You have shoved the chair away from you so 
hard that it clatters to the ground. You wish it had broken. You 
walk blank-faced out of the office. You don’t cry. You keep 
going, walking through white hallways with no end. Your 
footsteps echo endlessly. This feels like a prison, an agony, a 
nightmare you can’t escape. You don’t know where you’re 
going, but you’re going. You have to keep going.

You eventually find yourself at the exit of the great dome, a 
large glass door that leads to the vast surface of Moon. You 

don’t hesitate. You throw on a black spacesuit over your 
jumpsuit. Pa’s jumpsuit. You push the thought away. If you 
think too much, you will stop. And if you stop, you will stay 
frozen in that spot forever. Thinking. Hurting. The suit sags at 
the ankles: there is no button to AutoFit these. You don’t care. 
You carelessly shove on a helmet and check your oxygen 
levels before you shove open the door and step onto the 
surface.

Big. Gray. Dusty. It amazes you every time. The surface of 
Moon is huge, so huge that you can’t see where it ends. It’s 
like you have no limits. Pa said the0.029 earth was twice as 
big as Moon. He would tell you the best stories...No. Don’t. 
Think. You keep running. It feels as if you have no control over 
yourself, like you are being pulled in an unknown direction, but 
you know exactly where you’re going. The Dark Side. You stop 
as you see it, its vast Darkness like an endless abyss. But 
where a chasm would repel you, the Dark Side calls to you. It 
wants you. You try to resist, to think, but as you stare into the 
blackness, your thoughts feel like a distant memory. You take a 
step. And another. Everything seems to fade as you grow 
closer and closer to the Darkness. And then it surrounds you.

It suffocates you. You feel pressure, pressure everywhere. 
Pulling. Pushing. Tearing you apart. You can’t move. You can’t 
think. You can’t breathe. The Darkness fills you up, it boils 
inside of you. It drowns you. And what can you do? You have a 
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sliver of a thought, that if you could just move your feet, one at 
a time, you could escape. But that sliver of a thought 
evaporates, and the Darkness overcomes your mind. You 
crumple to the ground in a delusional mess, searching for 
something...something. You fall backward and your hand 
brushes up against something cold. Soft and cold. A person. It 
feels familiar somehow, and it gives you the feeling that in 
another life it may have been able to comfort you and take 
your pain away, had it not been long gone. It almost triggers 
something within you, like if you could push your mind you 
could remember why you are here. Why did you come? 
Remember...but the Darkness. It swirls around you, consuming 
you, trying to satisfy its empty hunger. You scream, but there is 
only silence. You crumple up, in pain but not quite in pain. You 
try to stand but fall hard across the cold body. There is a crack. 
And a shriek. And a million screams and moans. And you 
succumb.



3
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Huckleberry Finn: American Classic or Failure?
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett

Huckleberry Finn: American Classic or 
Failure?

What makes a novel great? Is it the language, or is it the 
setting? Do the characters define the story, or does the plot? 
Like all art, a novel has no power or value on its own. The 
worth of a novel can be determined entirely by the reader’s 
reaction to it. All of the previously mentioned elements matter 
only so much as they move the reader. A crucial aspect of the 

power of a novel on the reader is its goodness. Again, 
goodness is determined not by language, depiction of racial 
stereotypes, or the change in any character in the novel, but 
by the change in the character reading the novel. Simply put, 
is the reader a better person for having read the novel? This 
can also include any discussion or controversy that comes 
from the novel. Perhaps a better question to ask is, is an 
individual better for the existence of the novel. In addition to 
the individual effects, the greatness of a novel can be 
determined from the combined sum of all the individuals. Most 
books will deeply affect at least one reader, but has the book 
changed society at large? That defines a true classic. The 
change can be good or bad, but a classic novel is one that 
effects society at large. Many books that can truly influence 
society are good ones, but they don’t have to be. With these 
definitions of greatness and goodness, I would argue that Mark 
Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is both a good 
book and a great book, because of its profound effect on 
American literature and history and the critical debate about 
the issues of individuality and racial discourse it raises at all 
levels, ranging from the most respected authors and critics of 
the era to our own small classroom.

The very first attempts at censorship of the novel were based 
on the crude language that Huck uses. At the beginning of the 
novel, Mrs. Watson and the Widow Douglas are trying to 
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“civilize” Huck by teaching him proper grammar and religion, 
making him wear clean clothes and practice basic hygiene, 
and impressing on him all the other values of southern society. 
Huck resists this in many ways, including his language, his 
denunciation of religion, and his inevitable flight from 
civilization. As Justin Kaplan writes in his essay, “Selling ‘Huck 
Finn’ Down the River,” “A month after publication, the trustees 
of the Concord (Mass.) Public Library expelled the book from 
its shelves. It was 'trash and suitable only for the slums,' they 
said. 'It deals with a series of adventures of a very low grade of 
morality; it is couched in the language of a rough dialect, and 
all through its pages there is a systematic use of bad grammar 
and an employment of rough, coarse, inelegant expressions.' 
Over the next quarter-century other libraries -- in Denver, 
Omaha, Brooklyn and the New York State Reformatory -- fell in 
line, claiming the book was 'immoral and sacrilegious,' put 
'wrong ideas in youngsters' heads and set a bad 
example,'” (Kaplan  2). Huck, both the character and the novel 
in general, contradicts many of the social values forced upon 
people in our society. People like Huck are more difficult to 
control philosophically, threatening the entire poorly hidden 
hierarchy that inevitably rises in human society. In Huck’s 
society, the top of the social ladder is Southern “high society,” 
like Tom or the Widow Douglas. Below them is Southern “low 
society,” the “white trash” like Pap. At the bottom of the social 
ladder is the slave society. In all of these, adults are 

considered superior to children. Huck goes against this 
hierarchy; he defies adult control repeatedly and chooses to go 
with Pap instead of staying with the Widow Douglas, 
eventually choosing Jim over both. The power of this particular 
character is not his relation to any one of these groups, but his 
relation to all of them. Huck is stuck right in the middle of all 
these societies. For me, and I believe many others, this conflict 
or uncertainty of character and inability to fit in makes Huck a 
truly relatable character, transforming Huck’s lessons into my 
own in many ways.

With the character established, Twain could begin the work of 
the novel, not instructing, like a religious text, but questioning 
and critiquing through satire. Huck encounters a variety of 
southern social constructs. First, he stumbles onto the farm of 
the Grangerfords, a wealthy family who are engaged in a 
deadly feud with the Shepherdsons. As Buck Grangerford 
explains to Huck, “a feud is this way. A man has a quarrel with 
another man, and kills him; then that other man’s brother kills 
him; then the other brothers, on both sides, goes for one 
another; then the cousins chip in-and by and by everybody’s 
killed off,” (Twain 128). The feud is completely illogical. Twain 
is making the reader question society. Huck, a boy who grew 
up outside of southern society, does not understand it. He has 
the ability to question what people do instead of just going 
along with it. He goes against the social constructs. Huck has 
many similar encounters with social constructs, often 
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highlighted by the king and the duke. Through repeated 
satirical episodes, Twain attacks numerous social constructs. 
At a camp meeting, Huck sees the failures of religion. He sees 
the injustices of mob justice in Bricksville. Huck shows himself 
to be different from both the high society of churchgoers and 
the low society of crooks and thieves. He is just Huck. It is 
clear why Huck’s thinking could be disturbing to many 
members of society, not just because it provokes opposition 
and encourages rebellion, but also because for many, Huck 
shows the works of their lives to be no more than constructs. 

Meanwhile, during his time on the raft, Huck is struggling with 
another issue, his relationship with Jim. Many critics have 
argued about whether this relationship amounts to any 
significant moral growth for Huck. Jane Smiley seems to 
believe that Jim was treated more as a plot device than a real 
character. In her essay, “Say It Ain’t So, Huck,” she writes 
“neither Huck nor Twain takes Jim’s desire for freedom at all 
seriously; that is, they do not accord it the respect that a man’s 
passion deserves,” (Smiley 357). Smiley makes this claim on 
the basis that Jim and Huck never consider crossing the 
Mississippi and running to Illinois, despite the fact that Illinois 
was free state. Smiley also claims that Jim never develops as 
a character on his own, writing that “Jim is never autonomous, 
never has a vote, always finds his purposes subordinate to 
Huck’s, and, like every good sidekick, he never 
minds,” (Smiley 357). Other critics, such as Kaplan, disagree. 

He writes, “Mark Twain's characterization of Jim allegedly 
stereotypes black people as ignorant, superstitious, passive, 
indiscriminately affectionate and infantile. This ignores the fact 
that at crucial junctures Jim is Huck's adult guide and protector 
and throughout lives on a higher ethical level than anybody 
else in this book, including Huck.” He considers Jim to be 
shown a hero. 

I would have to disagree with Smiley. Kaplan responds well to 
criticism of Jim, but Smiley still highlights an issue that he does 
not counter. Smiley claims that Jim is almost too good; he 
seems to exist almost purely to help Huck, a point which 
Kaplan’s argument does not counter. However, we see Jim slip 
a few times in the novel, showing that he is human, not 
perfect. When Huck tries to trick Jim into thinking the scene in 
the fog was just a dream, Jim responds, “’Dat truck dah is 
trash; en trash is what people is dat puts dirt on de head er 
dey fren’s en makes ‘em ashamed,’” (Twain 95). Contrary to 
what Smiley believes, Jim clearly minds. He is angry at Huck. 
One morning, Huck wakes up to realize that Jim took his shift 
watching over the raft. Huck acknowledges that Jim does that 
often, showing, as Kaplan said, that Jim is kind and helpful 
towards Huck. Jim also shows a side of him not acknowledged 
very often. Huck says Jim was talking about his family. He 
says, “I do believe he cared just as much for his people as 
white folks does for theirn. It don’t seem natural but I reckon 
it’s so,” (Twain 170). This is another instance where Hucks 
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relationship with Jim overpowers the social constructs that 
Huck knows. He realizes that Jim is a loving father, not just a 
slave. This also shows Jim thinking, again contrary to Smiley, 
about his own family instead of Huck. Huck also acknowledges 
that this happens often, although the novel rarely portrays Jim 
talking about his family. Shortly after, while talking about his 
daughter, Jim says, “I fetch’ her a slap side de head dat sont 
her a-sprawlin,’” (Twain 170). Jim has the ability to show 
cruelty and violence. He is clearly a real person, not just a 
passive plot device. What is very interesting is Huck’s 
response. The brilliance of the first person narrative is that the 
reader does not get Huck’s actual thoughts, we have to try to 
deduce them from what can be seen. Huck is dealing with 
difficult emotions, meaning the important part is not what he 
says; he is possibly either lying or just as confused as anybody 
else. The important part is what can be inferred. As Toni 
Morrison writes in her essay, “This Amazing, Troubling Book,” 
“Huck has nothing to say. The chapter does not close; it simply 
stops,” (Morrison). Huck does not know how to react or what to 
say to that. The most convincing argument for Jim’s humanity 
comes from Smiley, who inadvertently destroys much of her 
argument with one sentence when she says, “The fact is that 
he has undergone a similar transformation,” (Smiley 357). 
Smiley is trying to argue that Jim allows himself to be 
dehumanized, proving that he is not a real character. I would 
argue on the contrary, Jim’s reaction to and struggle with the 

dehumanizing effects of slavery prove his humanity more 
decisively than any perfect plan for freedom ever could. 

Personally, I would have to say that Huck’s relationship with 
Jim does amount to very significant moral change. Throughout 
the first third of the novel, when Huck and Jim are journeying 
down the river, a pattern emerges. Huck and Jim drift close, 
but then Huck does something cruel to split them apart. We 
can see this when Huck puts a rattlesnake on Jim’s bed, when 
he tries to convince Jim that the whole fog scene was just a 
dream, and finally when he almost turns Jim in to slave 
hunters. However, in this final incident, Huck falls short, 
highlighting the importance of his relationship with Jim, and its 
power to make Huck act against Southern social constructs. 
More important than that, this event seems to break the cycle. 
We no longer see Huck pushing Jim away after this. Clearly, 
He has made some change, and by developing Huck and Jim 
on a personal level, Twain brings the reader along with him. 
We also see on several occasions Huck thinking in ways that a 
modern reader might consider racist yet acting in ways that 
seem right. Before Huck encounters the slave hunters, he says 
“he was most free-and who was to blame for it? Why, me. I 
couldn’t get that out of my conscience, no how nor no 
way,” (Twain 110). Huck’s conscience feels bad about defying 
the constructs of southern society, yet we see through his 
actions how his heart feels. 
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Inevitably, Huck’s two struggles collide when Jim is sold into 
slavery, forcing him to confront the largest social construct of 
all and test the extent of his relationship with Jim. This climax 
happens when Huck says, “’All right, then, I’ll go to hell’-and 
tore it up,” (Twain 223). Huck decides he will not try to tell Miss 
Watson of Jim’s whereabouts and instead rescue Jim himself, 
condemning himself to hell in the process. Despite the fact that 
Tom Sawyer shows up, Huck does free Jim. Throughout this 
final section, we see a struggle between Tom, who wants to 
make Jim’s escape as difficult and adventurous as possible, 
and Huck, who just wants to free Jim. Tom wants to continually 
plan Jim’s escape but never actually complete it, leaving “Jim 
to our children to get out,” (Twain 256). Huck allows Tom to 
play around some, but when the time comes, Huck acts, 
springing Jim from prison. Perhaps Twain was, along with his 
other messages, reminding us that peer pressure is just a 
particular kind of social construct, and perhaps the most 
difficult to break, though Huck clearly eventually does. 

To respond to Smiley’s point about the seriousness of Jim’s 
freedom, one could cite David L. Smith’s essay, “Huck, Jim, 
and American Racial Discourse,” in which he writes, “Jim is 
indeed ‘as free as any creetur that walks this earth.’ In other 
words, he is a man, like all men, at the mercy of other men’s 
arbitrary cruelties … There is no promised land where one 
may enjoy absolute personal freedom. An individual’s freedom 
is always constrained by social relationships to other 

people,” (Smith 374). Perhaps this is the most important 
message of the novel, though there is one word there I would 
change. I would say that is not always true; as Huck and Jim 
show multiple times, there is an ideal world on the raft, away 
from all the flaws of society. It is very easy to run away from 
the struggles of other humans, but, as Huck shows, it is much 
more difficult to help them. 

Perhaps the most valuable lessons from the novel come from 
the discussions of it, not just the novel itself. As one of my 
classmates wrote, “Frankly, these discussions…have shifted 
not only my viewpoint of Twain's literary work but also my 
perception and understanding of race in the 21st century.” This 
discussion brings most of the influence of the novel, and 
therefore its greatness. I believe this idea was best stated by 
Toni Morrison in her essay, “This Amazing, Troubling Book” 
when she wrote, “It is classic literature, which is to say it 
heaves, manifests, and lasts,” (Morrison 392). A great novel 
creates controversy, and through this controversy it creates 
learning. These lessons show themselves in the real world, 
and by doing this the book itself achieves meaning.
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Sound. Light. Movement.
Short Story
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Sound. Light. Movement.

They call her the “crazy lightning woman”. They call the 
woman, who wrote beautiful romance novels encapsulating 
her relationship with her husband, “mental”. They call the 
woman, who was the light of parties years ago, who knew 
everyone inside and out, who could crack a laugh or smile out 
of anyone having a bad day, the “antisocial maniac”. 

They don’t know Regina like they think they do. 

***

Regina was a dead woman walking long before her death. It 
was quite obvious physically. Her once lively, plump, rosy red 
cheeks turned into white, sagging skin, her untamed, silky 
chocolate locks now wispy strands of gray… the Skid only 
happened two years ago, yet she aged fifteen years.

The week after her dear husband Harris died, the week after 
the Skid, Regina left the home they had bought together. Their 
“forever home”. She left her lavish dresses, brilliant shoes, her 
romance novels, photos of Harris all in their home, where it 
belonged. She wanted any reminder of Harris and their 
relationship out of her head. 

And from that point, post-Skid, she vowed to always be in the 
presence of sound, light and movement. 

And to always take a bus and avoid the highway.

***

The Skid was on their 25th anniversary, a day both of them 
had been preparing for. Earlier that year, Regina booked all of 
the tables at Harris’s favorite dessert spot, a pricey endeavour 
but nonetheless, a glorious romantic gesture in her eyes. 
Harris had planned on meeting Regina at the same spot they 
had met on their first date for dinner, a small Italian bistro.
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The dinner was perfect. And extremely nostalgic, as they were 
placed coincidentally in the same booth they were seated at 
years ago. 

It seemed as if nothing could ruin their day. That is, until they 
went to get desert and the wavering red sports car skidded. No 
one, not even Regina (who had been quite successful on the 
road for decades with a perfect “no accident” record), could 
have possibly caught the skid that led to the four-car pile up 
and thousands in car damages. 

It happened fast. 

In one moment, it was Regina and Harris. 

Silence. Stillness. Darkness.

Then it was just Regina.

***

Today is the two years anniversary of the Skid, an especially 
tough day for Regina.

Regina tries to ignore it. She wakes up at 5:30, brushes her 
teeth, hair and dresses to the sound of the Beatles (for 
precisely 10 minutes and 34 seconds), brews a cup of coffee 
into a to-go cup and grabs a coat and umbrella to the sound of 
Shostakovich (for 3 minutes and 49 seconds, no more, no 
less), and shuts the door of her quaint home at 5:45. She then 

switches her music as the bus arrives, careful to fill every 
second with sound. 

It’s the same songs everyday, it wouldn’t work otherwise. 
Same timely routine and same weekly schedule.

Regina soon arrives at her small flower shop on the other side 
of town, first turning on the lights, and then the smooth jazz. 
Just as always, the day is off to a normal start. She tends her 
petunias, roses, tulips, etc, shifting all of her attention towards 
the flowers and selling to customers until 5:00. She promptly 
locks up the store and for the first time, she looks around at 
her surroundings. 

The gray sky looms over her head, the air is so cold that she 
can see her breath, and the strong wind bites at her. 

A storm is coming.

Pottery at 5:15. Cancelled. 

Boom, boom! The noise of the thunder in the distance gets 
increasingly louder, and closer in time. The wind picks up 
speed. She has no choice but to go somewhere for shelter. 
Seeing no open cafes or buses on the road, she heads back to 
her flower shop.
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It all frightens her to the bone. The quivering, the tremors, the 
cold sweat, they all start. She can’t stick to her schedule, the 
only thing keeping her sane. 

Her eyes grow full and quite glassy, her jaw tenses, skin 
growing redder as suspicion arises from the weather. Perhaps 
it’s a sign from… no. Don’t be silly. 

Knitting at 6:00. Cancelled. 

Regina heats up the leftover Ramen in her mini fridge and sits 
at her desk, just knitting and avoiding the dark windows and 
instead, focusing on the dark purple wool and bright music, 
bright light. Tree branches hit the windows. Regina ups the 
music.

Book club at 7:00. Cancelled.

She reads her book, pursing her lips as she reads the lines. 

The power goes out.                                    

***

The nights are always hard for Regina, so she keeps the lights 
on at all times. Tonight, it is much worse.

Regina hurries to surround herself with all of the candles she 
can find in the storage room, all of strong, disagreeing smells. 
She scurries around the shop, frantically seeking flashlights, 

lanterns and wall lights, shaking at the prospect of the dark. 
The illumination is not strong enough. There is still so much 
darkness enveloping her. 

She cannot play music on her phone. It is nearly dead. She 
cannot play music on her computer. It doesn’t have a hotspot. 
There is no controlled, soothing sound. Only that of the 
crashing thunder. Only that of vengeful Mother Nature.

Regina crumples in a ball in the middle of her store, her 
freezing arms greeted by numbingly cool tiles. Her breaths 
speed up. Her visions grow darker. All of the sudden, she sees 
malice in the shadows, red glowing eyes on a wall sticker elf. 
She continually checks behind her, as she feels an 
indescribable darkness lurking. Harris’ ghost, one she has 
been paranoid of since the Skid? No, she left all reminders of 
him! She continually glances around the store at everything 
turning dark, out to get her.

I guess that’s karma for killing my husband, she cries.

Her guilt speaks for itself.

Regina feels herself losing it. She tries to suppress it, tries to 
ignore her growing fears, she tries to tell herself it is in her 
mind. She tries to ignore the reminders of Harris and the Skid. 
She prays, she cries, she curls up. But she is restless. Nothing 
works. She tries to sleep in her desk chair, to smooth the pain 
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away, to forget Harris, forget the darkness surrounding her, the 
lack of activity to distract her, the uncontrolled sounds 
swallowing her. But she can’t forget. Sound, movement, light. 
None are there. 

Just Regina.

She runs to the light, to the movement, to the sound, bathes in 
its glory. She lets the cool rain sink her body to the ground, the 
loud wind sweep her worries away. Lightning hits.

Regina and Harris.

Fading Memories
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Fading Memories

I. Jog

It’s 7 am. I don’t want to run. I try to find excuses. I could say I 
ate something bad... that seems plausible right? Or that I have 
a terrible migraine? Makes sense from all of the travel. 

I forget why I even signed up to do it.

***

But, I go anyway. I’m not sure why. Maybe it’s because my 
conductor is pumped and his joy is infectious. Perhaps it's 
because I see my fellow musicians around me and I feel just a 
bit more eager. Whatever it is, I am glad it stopped me from 
going back into the warm, cuddly hotel bed. Why? 

Because this is my happiest memory.
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***

We flood the sidewalk. It is early and chilly, yet everyone 
seems to be in a talkative, energetic mood. I quietly take in 
everything, allowing myself to just go through the motions. 

The sun shines dully through the crisp clean baby blue sky, 
dotted by flocks of birds and lofty buildings. The cars hum 
deeply as they speed past us and the commercial planes in 
the skies roar, penetrating the peaceful morning air. 

But it is when we cross the street, when we are on the 
sidewalk overlooking the river, when I notice the real pleasure. 

The famous Danube river. 

The soft sun rays dance on the deep blue waters of the 
Danube, patches of the water shining like dainty crystal 
diamonds. The light, refreshing breeze by the riverside gently 
tugs at my hair, twirling the strands together playfully. The 
magic azure blue water lazily hits the concrete sides, knocking 
the bubbly white-brown foam further up the concrete wall. 

Swoosh, swoosh, swoosh.

Simply pacifying.

II. Homecoming

I am now a freshman mere months after the Europe trip, after 
running by the beautiful Danube River. I am at a new school, a 
private school for girls. It’s a fresh start for me. I feel fresh too.

It’s a bright, sunny October day, one of the last ones. Our 
homecoming soccer game has just ended. We lose to my old 
school’s team.

Hours later, I am preparing for homecoming with a friend. As 
she applies the highlighter on my face, we talk and she 
accidentally lets it slip out how much money she got for her 
merit scholarship. 

I think about it for the rest of the night.

***

I mention it to my mom a bit later. Whenever she gets mad, 
she brings it up. It’s only occasional, though. Who am I 
kidding, she brings it up a lot.

***

Rain trickles down the window. I get distracted watching the 
droplets race each other, making bets in my head on which 
one will win. Outside, the wind howls, the sky is a dreary gray, 
and in the downpour I can still see the vibrant green leaves 
shining brighter than ever against the ominous clouds.
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My mom yells at me. It’s about the PSAT, how it is coming 
soon. She keeps egging me to do some practice. She reminds 
me of the merit scholarship, again, how last time I could have 
gotten the slightly bigger scholarship my friend got if only I had 
studied more.

I clench my teeth. I tell her I am busy, that I’ll do it later, which 
isn’t a total lie.

More yelling.

I close my eyes. I try to mute out her voice, the desperate cries 
of the wind, the pattering of the rain.

***

I focus on the jog by the Danube. I can almost feel the seaside 
breeze brushing up against my hot cheeks, the salty air filling 
my lungs, my tennis shoes hitting the pavement, my breath 
hitting the beats of my favorite classical piece. I am at bliss.

One, two, one, two. 

III. Lab

I am almost halfway done with freshman year. It’s my first day 
at a physics lab at a nearby university. The day goes by slowly, 
and then at last I arrive at the lab.

And it is nothing like the glory I expected. 

My PI, or principal investigator (head of the lab), sends me to 
work on something on the computer on the first day. I work 
with the best of my ability, but I just can’t understand. 

Hey, I’m going to leave. Are you okay here? 

I nod. I’m not okay. I don’t know why I don’t ask for help. 

***

It’s 5:13. My PI left 4 minutes ago. My eyes flee from the 
computer screen and my focus is now on the black velvet 
curtain in front of me. I leave my chair and head to the curtain 
hiding the laser lab. I hear voices and I am intrigued.

There I find a grad student and a professor talking. They are 
talking about physics and cello; my cup of tea. 

I eavesdrop for a few minutes, out of pure boredom and 
interest, before getting discovered. They both peer over and 
see me and I immediately rush back to my chair. My heart is 
racing, bum bum bum. I fear it will explode. My hands start 
trembling, as they do when I get nervous.

They leave a few minutes later. I pretend like I am working. I 
feel so out of place, so uncomfortable. I can feel their eyes 
sticking to me like adhesive, watching me as I type. 

I anxiously peel my hangnails, ripping my fingernails savagely 
until they bleed. Ow. 
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***

I picture us nearing the pale blue-gray bridge. We rest there, 
some of us sit on rocks and others lean against the bridge. We 
chat for around fifteen minutes, mainly listening to what the 
seniors plan to do in college. 

Then we turn back to head to the hotel. The glorious sun 
beams hit us hard, beads of sweat start to appear on our 
foreheads. 

IV. Soccer

I am finally a sophomore. Now I’m higher up on the “totem 
pole” or “food chain” that defines and divides the different 
grades in high school.

It’s one of our later practices, it succeeds the “Phase” practices 
we had to follow due to the coronavirus. I had a terrible day 
and I don’t want to go to practice. I just want to curl up in a ball 
under my warm, comforting blankets.  

But here I am. I’m at the turf field at our school, passing the 
ball with my teammates. 

We scrimmage near the end of practice. A teammate tells me 
to play forward so she can play defense. I want to object, 
saying that she is more suited for forward and that we should 
switch. 

I can’t bring myself to say it.

Okay, that’s fine I guess. 

That’s all I say.

***

I wish I was more assertive, I think to myself as we play.

***

Later that night, we are playing a game. I “get out” early on, so 
I collect balls that are quite far away. A teammate yells at me to 
collect them faster. I want to say that I’m trying my best and 
that there is a lot, I want to tell her to be patient. 

I don’t. 

***

I think about how me and my friend stray from the group, 
enjoying each other’s company by the calm riverside. I think of 
how we finally reunite with the group, after a long, strenuous 
jog, of how we go back to the hotel in all smiles with sweaty 
faces.

                        

V. COYO Seating Auditions
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The Cleveland Orchestra Youth Orchestra (COYO) is a 
prestigious orchestra, one of the best youth orchestras in the 
country. The COYO musicians were the people I ran with on 
the tour in Europe. 

I audition for the spot of concertmaster. I put many hours into 
perfecting my pieces. Blood, sweat and tears everyday.

There are some days where that is all I do, where I just ignore 
my lab work and my summer reading. 

The seating is out.

I open my email. A wave of utter shock and disappointment 
hits me hard. 

Third chair. I rush for the bathroom.

Just remember, I tell myself.  Just remember that jog by the 
Danube.



359

Strikeout
Short Story
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Lee Fallon

Strikeout

It was early March, the sun beat down on the desert 
landscape. The walk from the hotel lobby to the shuttle was 
short, only about 50 feet. The instant he stepped outside the 
heat made it hard to breathe. The sun bleached his skin and 
he felt as if he was a walking skeleton being dragged across 
the pavement. As soon as the royal blue doors of the shuttle 
opened, he felt a rush of cool air hit his face, which 
momentarily gave him a look of liveliness. The shuttle only 

went two places: the hotel and the Cactus League Baseball 
Complex. He sat in the seat directly behind the driver to avoid 
the other players on the bus. Looking for music to play through 
his headphones, an older gentleman approached him. The 
man wore a media pass, which explained his age and lack of 
baseball attire. He asked if he could accompany the player in 
the same seat. Not wanting to engage in any conversation, the 
younger man pretended not to hear the question and started 
rocking his head back and forth, as if he was listening to an 
intense song. He then placed his baseball bag beside him 
nonchalantly, indicating that the seat was not available. He 
then closed his eyes and leaned against the window. If his 
uniform had not been so clean, one might have mistaken him 
for dead. In his mind, all he could think of was the mound.

Javy was born and raised in San Juan, Puerto Rico. From a 
young age, he was introduced to baseball, which he instantly 
fell in love with. While both of his parents worked, Javy spent 
many of his days playing ball and watching the Puerto Rico 
Baseball League. Without enough money to pay for tickets, 
Javy would watch the games through the holes in the chain-
link fences of the outfield. His favorite team was the Criollos de 
Caguas, he made sure to see them whenever they came into 
town. More than his love for the Criollos de Caguas was his 
idolization for the pitcher’s mound. At the start of every play, 
the pitcher would deliver the ball to the catcher with incredible 
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velocity and precision. He saw how the crowds cheered, and 
desperately craved the attention and fame. In order to follow 
his newfound passion, Javy began to throw every day. He 
learned technique and pitching grips by asking the players 
after their games. Being tall and lengthy along with his 
constant contact with the pitchers landed him in the hands of 
the San Juan pitching coach. Seeing his innate talent, the 
coach offered to train Javy free of cost. Every day after school 
for Javy would meet the coach at the field and learn, his spirit 
filled with joy and curiosity. Javy worked from a boy at the age 
of 14, until he was fully grown at 18. He finished growing at 
6’3” and had a masterful connection with baseball. His fastball 
sat around 92 mph and his two-seam hooked in perfectly, 
making it his most iconic pitch. With the combination of velocity 
and movement, Javy’s pitches resembled those of all-time 
great pitchers. One night after practice, Javy was met by a 
scout for a Major League Baseball team. The scout had looked 
at his film and after a short showcase, the scout offered Javy a 
spot on the organization’s Double-A team. Excited by the 
news, Javy rushed home to explain what had happened to his 
parents.

Javy’s father stood in front of him, a Herculean man with a 
deep voice and short temper. He explained to Javy that 
Double-A baseball was not a long-term career and that he 
would have to stay home to help provide for the family. Javy’s 
mother agreed, saying that their near minimum wages were 

not enough to support all three of them. While Javy loved both 
of his parents deeply, he explained to them that he was old 
enough to decide his fate and planned to leave next month. He 
said that he was going to become an ace for a Major League 
Baseball team and that he would make his father proud.

The bus dropped him off directly in front of the player’s 
entrance. He would again be forced to endure the excruciating 
heat. As he stepped off the bus, the driver noticed something 
odd about the young man. In 110-degree weather, the boy 
wore a solid white colored long sleeve. The driver warned Javy 
that if he continued to wear the shirt, he would surely suffer 
from heat exhaustion in the game. Javy instantly clutched at 
the cross hanging from his chest but told the driver that he was 
prepared for the extreme heat.

The truth was that the shirt was a shell, serving as protection 
for Javy. A week before he was scheduled to leave, a gas fire 
had engulfed his apartment complex. While trying to rescue his 
father, Javy experienced second-degree burns from his wrist to 
just passed his elbow. Unfortunately, both of his parents 
perished in the fire and the only belonging he had left was his 
father’s necklace, the one Javy currently wore. After that night, 
life seemed to flee away from Javy’s body. His throwing arm 
endured no nerve damage but was severely scarred, as was 
his pitching ability.
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Only a few weeks later was Javy pitching in Arizona spring 
training. Halfway through the second inning, he found himself 
fighting for every breath. The heat rose off the field in 
shimmering waves and sweat stuck to the brim of his cap. He 
felt his long-sleeve prohibiting his range of motion. Maybe this 
was the reason he had already walked four batters. He 
debated taking the shirt off but was petrified of the idea of 
spectators seeing his scars. Additionally, Javy was unable to 
locate his signature pitch. In a moment of lax, Javy zoned out 
and turned his eyes away from the plate. Picking up on this, 
the runner at third sprinted toward the plate, Javy didn’t even 
have time to make a throw. The stadium filled with the sound 
of hecklers as the scoreboard now read 3-0. The coach 
whistled out toward Javy, and waved his hand aggressively 
inward, signaling that Javy’s day on the mound was over. In a 
nomadic waltz, Javy grasped at his cross and limped off the 
field. This was his third straight performance where he had 
been pulled before the fifth inning, not good in terms of 
pitching success. He sat on the bench with his head between 
his legs, still holding his cross.

Back at the hotel, Javy sat in the same position as he did on 
the bench. Miniature bottles of alcohol were laid out across to 
coffee table adjacent to him. While he was not legally old 
enough to drink, the hotel administration had not removed the 
drinks from his room. He began to think of the irony, a pitcher 
too afraid to show his arm. He asked himself if anyone would 

ever cheer for him. As he reminisced over his past pitching 
performances, his insecurities rose. He was a man with no 
family and was about to lose the only thing he ever cared 
about. He finished the last of the alcohol from the bar and 
dropped down toward the floor. As darkness crept in toward 
him, he began to pray. Not toward Jesus or God, but rather his 
father. He thought about his time in Puerto Rico, how his father 
worked tirelessly to provide for him. He thought about his 
father’s trust in his faith, and how it had only led to a gruesome 
death. Javy had always relied on his arm to get him into his 
future but now doubted its validity. His cadaverous body lay 
still on the floor, his throwing arm grasping at the cross. As he 
sunk further into the darkness, he wished that he too had been 
lost to the fire.
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"sneakers", "To the Gingko Tree in the 
Ruffing Carline", "Yellow Life! Alive! 
Happy!"

sneakers
caps locked on our heads
scrolling down the street

feet flying, swinging, linking instances
control the drive, the hop, the beat
 
we string a web over the cement
sharp curves and arcs of heat
dogs app-yapping at our streak
this is our homepage on the home front
no turning back now
this bot is in our blood
 
—in our parents’ before us
—in our children’s after us
 
we who sing the praises of the city
we who know each neighbor by name
we who rule this cookie-lined street
we dance ’til we drop

To The Gingko Tree in the Ruffing Carline
O stained-glass leaf
of lightest lime!
Thick and sturdy
Perfect for little chubby hands to grab.
 
O slender trunk
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of medium height!
With child-sized stature
Such a great friend from long ago.
 
O gingko tree
of driveway fame!
Your sight is like a hug
Pulling me back to childhood.

Yellow Life! Alive! Happy! 
When you smile
think first of the forsythia bush in the backyard —
brightest blooms bursting
yellow in the way only flowers can be
 
Reach your arms up
the way the branches of the bush climb towards the sky —
whether there is sun or not
determined in the way only trees can be
 
When you smile,
why not sing!
Each note a bloom!
 
Sit there and let your joy explode!

Let it grow with the fullness of the forsythia!
Let it strike the soul the way the flowers strike the eye!
Let it wrap you in its velvet warmth,
         the soft texture of petals caressing your face!
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"Physics", "Untitled 3/3/20", "Ghost 
Clouds", "Untitled 11/9/20"

Physics
If I’m in a train
traveling from Point A to Point B
this far apart with
this much acceleration at the start and
this much deceleration at the end and
this steady speed in the middle
how long will it take me to get there?
Never
I won’t ever arrive
I jumped ship a long time ago
when I smelled the wildflowers in the forest at the side of the 
road

I don’t care
that my glow will bring the devils to me
because it’ll bring all the angels too
This silky darkness is my home
and I do believe I bring a little of it with me everywhere.

Untitled 3/3/20
Red leaves collect in the dip of the flagstones
The puddle-lake ripples with raindrops
My heart cries for the beauty of the rain-soaked grass and 
earth
I can feel the cool dirt on my face
Little stars
Spring started in December
 
Sudden cloud darkens the sky
Sudden wind waves the branches
Might I step outside
—just for a moment—
and melt into the world?

Ghost Clouds
I step on big wheel tracks in yellow mud
the earth gives gently under my weight
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I weave my way through the construction zone
dried earth cracked like the desert
and I stand on the hill
all I hear is the gentle waves far below
all I see is the turquoise sky
and the freighter silhouetted against it.
 
who knew that the gilded water isn’t metal?
who knew that raindrops leave pawprints on windowsills?
who knew that clouds have souls?
that you can see them, shining steadily, reflected by the sunset 
against the still gray storm?
 
the next morning, frilly pink rhododendrons, wet with rain, 
glittered on the kitchen table.
what an auspicious tranquility.

Untitled 11/9/20
The darkness of the gym at graduation
was the same undying warmth as the sun under the flags
that my neighbors fly in allegiance to progress.
 
The sun on my face; The sun on my back
The sun smelting my iron-dark hair into copper tiger stripes.
 

There is no sun better than this one
that drenches the forsythia in a yellow blaze
that sees the September locust leaves rain down in a blizzard 
of gold
that lights up the chartreuse teardrops on trees
            so that they look like velvet.
 
There is a reason that living room, attic, kitchen all have yellow 
walls
we are as small and daring and plucky
as the winter aconite, so faithful that spring will come
& so willing to help it get there.
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REDEFINING HISTORY: A Critique of 
Historical Objectivity and an Argument 
for Re-emphasized Subjectivity

 I

In modern American culture, perhaps the most damaging 
criticism of any historical work is that it is “biased”. Accusation 
that a textbook is biased may be cause to pull it from a 
classroom; a similar accusation about a documentary may get 
it stripped from the airwaves. This fear of historical bias is so 
extensive that, in an essay specifically exploring bias as a 
function of historical storytelling, C. Behan Mccullagh says 
outright that “bias is deplorable”. However, this idea that bias 
can be discarded and a level of historical objectivity reached is 
hugely misguided. It can be proven inaccurate by modern 
understandings of bias, and it is inconsistent with the 
etymological meaning of the word “history” itself. It is not even 
an innate part of the field of history: the modern understanding 
of historical objectivity did not exist until the nineteenth century. 
Current understandings of history as objective are harmful to 
the field and antithetical to its origins as a subjective discipline. 
The entire field of history should be redefined with an 
increased acknowledgment of subjectivity and a rejection of 
the false premise of unbiased narratives.

Originally, cultural understanding of history was inherently 
subjective. The word itself is derived from the Proto-Indo-
European root “weid,” meaning “to know” (“History”). When the 
word entered Middle English around 1400, it was 
indistinguishable from the word “story”, meaning a record of 
events often including embellishment or emotion. History, then, 
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traditionally included perception - both what happened and the 
emotion it provoked - and at its origins was by definition 
subjective.

However, in the past 150 years, the Western world has 
abandoned this understanding of subjectivity and seized onto 
the contrasting idea of objectivity. That shift was influenced by 
the technological revolution in nineteenth-century Germany 
and the development of the scientific method (Storer). The 
idea that a field as complex as science could be boiled down 
to standardized procedures was a novel one, and “scienticity 
[became] the hallmark of the modern and the 
authoritative” (Novick 21). The desire to distill other disciplines 
into scientific austerity and thus modernity overtook Germany, 
and American students studying at German universities, 
“based on their understanding of these currents - [and] often 
based on their misunderstanding of them” (Novick 21), brought 
the ideas to the States. American novelists became infatuated 
with the idea of “the objective, the omniscient, the impersonal” 
narrator (40). Realist painters summarized their techniques as 
“impartiality, impassivity, scrupulous observation, [and] 
rejection of … prejudice” (Nochlin 43). Journalist Lincoln 
Steffens complained that reporters were instructed “to report 
the news as it happened, like machines, without 
prejudice” (Novick 43). Most affected of all were historians. 
Before the late 1800s, they had colored their work with their 
voices and biases (45). But as objectivity overtook academia, 

historians grew less comfortable using their own voices, and 
instead resorted to simply quoting others: “a third of Prescott’s 
histories … were given over to footnotes and bibliography,” 
Novick says of a historian of the time (45). 

This was a misguided tonal shift, because history cannot truly 
be objective. While history is built on objective points (raw 
data, like lists of dates or signatories), the majority of history is 
consumed in the form of a narrative, such as a textbook or 
documentary, that has been constructed by an author. To claim 
that narrative history can be objective is to subscribe to the 
claim that Novick calls a foundational premise of objectivity: 
that there can be “a sharp separation between the knower and 
the known” (1). But that is simply untrue. Nothing can be 
known without a knower.

Moreover, every “knower” - every historian who conveys 
history to others - is human, and every human is biased. “Bias” 
is not a dirty word; on the contrary, it is an inevitable truth. As 
members of society, each person has internalized cultural 
messages, which manifest as bias. “We make sense of 
perceptions and experiences through our particular cultural 
lens … [which is] neither universal nor objective,” writes Robin 
DiAngelo (9). It is counterproductive to ignore bias: just as 
claiming to be unable to see race makes a person unable to 
see racism, “the prevailing belief that prejudice is bad causes 
us to deny its unavoidable reality” (19). Instead of prejudices 
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being ignored, they should be acknowledged so they can be 
analyzed and understood.

The necessity of acknowledging bias, though, is in direct 
conflict with the idea of “objective history”. A historian claiming 
to have written “objective history” is ignoring the fact that her 
biases inevitably shape the way she reads, understands, and 
conveys history. Every reaction she has to a text is built on 
bias; every word in her writing has a connotation that she has 
chosen because it fits her views. Therefore, to write an 
“objective history,” one must be unbiased. And because we 
know that every single person is biased, it follows that it is 
impossible to write objective history.

Despite this, many historians attempt to appear unbiased. 
Because true objectivity is impossible, pursuing the 
appearance invariably hurts the work. It does so in two ways. 
Firstly, it deceives the reader. When an author falsely claims to 
be objective, readers naturally internalize their work and the 
biases it includes as objectively true without being aware that 
they are accepting or even being exposed to biases; as such, 
dominant historical biases are liable to propagate. If readers 
were made aware that they were being exposed to bias, they 
could read with a critical eye; however, when bias is disguised 
as fact, readers are vulnerable to internalizing and spreading it 
without scrutiny.

The second way in which attempting to appear unbiased hurts 
a work of historical scholarship is in that obsession with 
accuracy often leads to distorted historical storytelling. Authors 
often feel that, in order to be objective, they must include all 
facts and details relating to a certain case; eliminating some 
facts would mean that the author is deciding for the readers 
what is important, and this, authors feel, is unacceptable 
editorialization. However, this often leads to the reader being 
so overwhelmed by unimportant details that they can no longer 
distinguish the applicable facts. In other words, the author 
sacrifices relevance for accuracy.

Those two terms - “relevant history” and “accurate history” - 
provide the foundation for the remainder of this paper. I have 
coined them to describe contrasting phenomena: accurate 
history refers to history that prioritizes acknowledging every 
fact available, often at the cost of clarity, while relevant history 
emphasizes certain details at the expense of others to 
illuminate a certain point, which may change between different 
relevant works. Accurate history often tries to be objective and, 
since American society prefers objectivity, is the dominant type 
of history; it is often found in textbooks and documentaries. 
Relevant history is more rare and controversial: an excellent 
example is Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United 
States, which consciously chooses to “tell the story of the 
discovery of America from the viewpoint of the Arawaks [and] 
of the Constitution from the standpoint of the slaves” (Zinn 10). 
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Like all relevant historians, Zinn mentions those details to 
illuminate certain points; and, like all historians, his work is 
biased. Zinn writes of “selection and emphasis in history” 
leading to “invariable taking of sides” (10): in other words, 
Zinn, like all relevant historians, is deciding for the reader 
which historical details should be illuminated, which is 
necessarily editorializing and makes all relevant history 
inherently biased. However, Zinn also demonstrates necessary 
responsibility by acknowledging his skewed perspectives. 
Presenting bias without acknowledging its subjectivity is what 
defines inaccuracy and propaganda; but when presented with 
an acknowledgment of bias, readers can recognize and 
analyze biases. Readers should also read a breadth of 
sources with different biases in order to develop their 
understandings of nuance. The other options are unviable: 
hiding bias is counterproductive, since every person and thus 
every narrative has bias, and relying on only one source to 
study history leads to a lack of understanding of diverse 
perspectives and biases.

 II 

To illustrate the above points, let’s examine two interpretations 
of the six wives of King Henry VIII: David Starkey’s 2003 
biography Six Wives: The Queens of Henry VIII, and one of 
Broadway’s newest arrivals, SIX: The Musical, a modernized 
narrative presented as a pop concert. Starkey is a retired 

academic who specialized in the Tudor period at the London 
School of Economics; SIX was written by Cambridge 
University students Toby Marlow and Lucy Moss. Six Wives, 
like many scholarly works, strives for accurate history; SIX, 
meanwhile, cares only for its relevance.

Starkey’s focus on accuracy is obvious throughout his work. As 
previously mentioned, one frequent danger of accuracy is that 
it obscures relevance: by chronicling every detail, an author 
will end up obscuring larger through-lines. Starkey 
demonstrates this obsession with minute details when, for 
instance, he discusses Anne of Cleves’s controversial journey 
to England from Germany to marry Henry: while Henry wanted 
Anne to travel by sea, her family preferred a land route 
(Starkey 523). Starkey spends three pages describing the 
conflict, including mentioning tidal charts and shipbuilding 
techniques, despite the fact that Anne took the land route. 
Such detail clouds the more important points of Anne’s journey 
and of her life.

The second danger of accurate history is, as also previously 
mentioned, is that it deceives the reader, who has been told 
that the narrative they are reading is objective. Starkey 
repeatedly purports accuracy: for instance, in his introduction, 
he says that he “can describe” situations differently than other 
historians (xxiv); the word “can” as opposed to “do” implies that 
Starkey is he is objectively correct, that he has succeeded 
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where others have not. Lest there be any dout as to this 
sentiment, when Starkey was asked why he wrote a biography 
of Henry’s wives when others exist, he replied that “mine is 
better” (caxtonclub.org). And while Starkey accuses other 
historians of partiality - for instance, saying Agnes Strickland 
“loved a legend” (Starkey xvi) - he never discusses that he 
might have biases. However, like every human, Starkey has 
internalized cultural prejudices, which appear throughout his 
work: among others, he says that Henry took his first son’s 
death “like a man, concealing his feelings” (123) despite his 
“feminine sensitivity” (65), decries “womanish tears” in contrast 
to tactical action (515), and writes that “while books are good 
for reading, diamonds are a girl’s best friend” (65) in reference 
to an “astonishingly well read” woman who “love[d] good 
literature” (17). Starkey even defies convention to support his 
viewpoint: for instance, he places Catherine Howard’s birth in 
1520 as opposed to the commonly-accepted 1523 to make her 
an adult at the time of her 1540 marriage to Henry, thus giving 
her more responsibility than many historians do. These 
storylines are deceptive and biased but, because Starkey 
implied that his understanding is correct and refused to 
acknowledge his prejudice, readers are liable to accept them 
as fact.

While Starkey’s narrative is clearly not objective, he is still 
concerned with the appearance of accuracy. To give the 
impression that he is acknowledging all viewpoints, he quotes 

Catherine Howard’s confession of adultery; but he carefully 
omits words like “suffered”, “vicious”, and “require[d]” (Great 
Britain 454), which imply assault. Starkey also seems to be 
under the impression that in order to appear unbiased he must 
not comment on the moral fiber of his characters, because that 
would, in Starkey’s mind, amount to unacceptable 
editorialization. Thus, instead of critiquing individuals’ morality, 
Starkey lunges so far in the opposite direction that he makes 
false claims such as “Henry was kind and generous …  to all 
his wives” (686). (Among others, consider these 
counterexamples: Henry told Jane Seymour to remember 
Anne Boleyn’s execution after she dared voice a political 
opinion [602], called Anne of Cleves ugly [Ridgway], and did 
not protest when Catherine of Aragon was isolated to pressure 
her parents [Starkey 95].) Thus Starkey’s efforts to appear 
unbiased actively contribute to the inaccuracy of his text; those 
deceptive appearances may cause readers to internalize 
biased interpretations as objective. Had Starkey begun with an 
acknowledgement of bias and chosen to emphasize certain 
details and exclude others, his work would have flourished. 
The biases he included would be recognizable and analyzable; 
passages like that in which he describes Anne of Cleves’s 
journey to London could have been trimmed of burdensome 
details. But because Starkey repeatedly insists he is telling 
“accurate history,” his book becomes problematic.
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What, then, would a relevant history of Henry’s six wives look 
like? We have the answer in Marlow and Moss’s SIX. SIX fits 
the most notable definition of relevant history: it emphasizes 
some details and downplays others to provide clarity. 
Broadway cast member Brittney Mack tells potential audiences 
that they are “not gonna be overwhelmed with facts” or a 
barrage of information (Playbill). Her promise rings true: for 
instance, compared to Starkey’s pages-long descriptions of 
Anne of Cleves’s journey to England, the musical’s statement 
that Anne “was literally shipped over from a foreign country ... 
to marry some random dude” (Marlow) is much more to-the-
point. Moreover, it supports a point that Marlow and Moss 
deem important - that sixteenth-century women were often 
pawns in political games - and is a direct insertion of their 
biases into their work. This is not the only instance of the 
writers’ biases being apparent. In fact, the importance they 
place on the study and dismantle of patriarchal structures is 
entangled with the very existence of the show: Moss says that 
SIX was written to provide “loads of, like, meaty roles for 
women and nonbinary people, because our [university] friends 
were those guys and never got to play the fun 
parts” (bwaySHO). As a show that discusses patriarchal 
models and written by writers who vocally criticize patriarchy, 
and as a musical that includes Henry’s wives and not Henry 
himself, SIX has a narrowed perspective and is inherently 
biased.

Imperatively, though, SIX is not trying to appear unbiased, and 
thus its audience will not be tricked into accepting opinion as 
fact. The entire creative team admits that the show is 
prejudiced interpretation; for instance, Anna Uzele, who plays 
Catherine Parr on Broadway, differentiates between “the story 
we tell onstage” and reality and wonders whether Parr’s fourth 
husband was “as good as SIX … portray[s] him 
as” (Broadwaycom). The show also acknowledges 
contradictory viewpoints, in contrast to Starkey’s omission of 
conflicting quotes. For instance, SIX argues that Henry is 
famous mostly because he had six wives; however, when a 
character points this out, another mentions his religious 
reforms as an alternative explanation. And when the show 
breaks from traditional interpretations, the disparity is 
acknowledged: one song includes the disclaimer that “it’s not 
what went down in history” (Marlow). Most notably, whereas 
Six Wives tried so hard to appear objective, SIX outright tells 
us the thesis statement it is working to prove: in the words of 
its Anne Boleyn, “since the only thing we have in common is 
our husband, grouping us is an inherently comparative act and 
as such it necessarily elevates a historical approach based in 
patriarchal structures”. The effect is this: SIX’s audience will 
not leave the theatre confusing interpretation with fact; on the 
contrary, the bias is so explicit that the audience can easily 
recognize it, analyze it, and avoid internalizing it.
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SIX is the better work of historical scholarship. It may seem 
audacious to claim that a pop concert on Broadway could 
possibly be more responsible history than a nonfiction survey 
by a respected scholar, but such is the case with Six Wives 
and SIX. Starkey’s work is admirable and often stronger than 
most historians’, but his insistence on striving towards the 
impossibility of accuracy means his work has abundant flaws. 
SIX is not accurate. It ignores some details in order to 
emphasize others, it minimizes some individuals in order to 
provide more opportunity for its marginalized female 
protagonists, and it was written to prove a thesis. But SIX does 
not attempt to hide this. In doing so, its audience can avoid 
becoming confused or internalizing bias; this allows SIX to 
become one valuable viewpoint through which to study history. 
It should not be the only viewpoint; all historical sources should 
be studied alongside sources with contrasting biases. 
However, the fact that SIX is upfront about its biases and 
motives means it is one source that should be taken into 
account.

III

            SIX is what all historical storytelling should be: an 
unashamedly biased story from a specific perspective. 
Because SIX does not hide its bias, it can be studied 
responsibly alongside sources with contrasting biases to form 
a nuanced narrative. SIX should not be the only lens through 

which Henry VIII and his wives are studied, but, because it 
firmly takes one specific viewpoint without deception, it can 
provide a solid telling of the story from one perspective, and 
can be combined with others to form a complete picture. SIX, 
in short, is honest - and that is the most that can be asked of 
any historical source. 

There are signs that American culture is beginning to shake its 
infatuation with objectivity. Robin DiAngelo’s White Fragility, a 
currently-popular racial studies books, argues that all people 
are inherently biased, which implicitly contradicts the existence 
of objectivity. Social media has given rise to pages challenging 
traditional biased narratives, such as “So You Want to Talk 
About” on Instagram. And the prevalence of relevant historical 
narratives is increasing: along with SIX, examples include 
Horrible Histories and Hamilton. 

These changes are encouraging: they mean that American 
society may be tending towards a rejection of the false notion 
of historical objectivity and towards an acceptance of relevant 
history. They mean that Western culture might soon learn to 
accept, present, recognize, and analyze bias. They mean that 
the terms I have presented may soon become part of the 
mainstream narrative. America stands on the cusp of 
redefining the study of history; as SIX’s protagonists say in 
their opening song, “history’s about to get overthrown”.

We can only hope they are correct.
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Stargazing

There is a moment –
between the instant when the storm stops raging
and the instant when you uncurl, stop shielding your face –
when the world is still,
when the snow is warm but the sky is cold,
when I whisper from your future and tell you to look up.
Watch the sky with me, darling, I tell you,
on your last night in the wilderness,
before the transition back to civilization tomorrow, March 13 –
(and the transition your boarding school will tell you about on 
March 14, 2020,
the transition that will be even more damaging –
but I can’t tell you about that one yet.
It will spoil something – maybe the surprise, or maybe the 
excitement,

or maybe just this moment.)
Shh. Don’t worry about it, not yet - you’ll only suffer twice.
Just watch the sky with me.
 
There 
is an airplane.
Most of its passengers are probably sleeping.
They are off to important things.
Maybe they think that they are off to the most important things 
of their lives.
Maybe they think that they are off to things even more 
important than a child stargazing in the snow.
We will never know. We will never meet them, any of them.
 
There is a satellite –
(an alien spaceship? you asked me the first night you saw it,
and for all I know, it just might be) –
but the world calls it a satellite,
a robot covered in human fingerprints,
bound forever on an invisible chain, circling the earth until it 
dies.
We did that, my darling –
our species put that there.
We changed the sky, forever.
If you were close enough you could see
how our fingers
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tarnished
the bright metal.
 
There is a hunter.
You might know him by his belt,
or by his sword,
and on an especially clear night (like tonight) you might know 
him by his shoulders.
He is stumbling towards the east to reclaim his missing sight, 
they say –
or maybe he is trapped in the sky to pay for what he has done 
– they say that too.
Who knows how he really got up there.
Who cares how he really got up there.
What matters now is that he is up there, and you are down 
here,
but just maybe, if you watch him long enough,
he will look down and lock eyes with you,
and the heavens will stare into your soul.
 
Lie here, my lovely. Lie here in the snow with me, and feel 
cold, and feel small.
It is okay to feel small right now. You are not invisible.
Orion is watching you, and he will watch you
even when you leave the wilderness and the city lights blind 
you,

even when you are not watching him.
For now, though, while you still have the chance,
stare into his eyes.
Sit, and wait, and watch, and breathe.
Be still, my darling,
as the world
                        spins
                                    around you.
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Huckleberry Finn: Not Truly Great
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett

Huckleberry Finn: Not Truly Great

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is, according to Ernest 
Hemingway, the root of all American literature. However, the 
question quickly becomes whether it is truly great enough to 
warrant that place of eminence in the pantheon of Western 
literature. Critics such as David Smith have praised it for its 
ringing condemnation of slavery and portrayal of race 
relations. He writes that Huck Finn turns racism on its head 
through satirical analysis and the characterization of Jim. Any 

stereotypes that Jim fulfills are not truly racist, but rather aimed 
at tearing them down and making fun. T.S. Eliot writes that 
Huckleberry Finn is Twain’s masterpiece, and that Huck 
represents the Boy, not just a boy. The satirical episodes in the 
middle of the book then are Huck’s observations as a 
character outside of society, as someone looking in. The Duke 
and the King allow Huck to find humanity even in scoundrels. 
On a surface level, on a sentence to sentence basis, Twain’s 
novel looks to be a masterpiece. The prose is truly 
outstanding, and Twain’s reflections on the beauty of nature 
during Huck’s idyll on the raft truly awe a reader with the 
tranquility of the natural world. Authors such as Justin Kaplan 
have argued that the novel’s greatness and social commentary 
make it enough of a masterpiece to warrant its placement on 
top of the pile of American literature. He further argues that 
any problems in the book can be fully explained by the satirical 
nature of the book. The final twelve chapters of the novel, 
often seen as the most problematic, are the necessary 
backdrop for Huck to reach his conclusion and for Jim to 
demonstrate his worth. However, a sequence of lovely 
sentences does not a great story make. Is it great beyond just 
a surface level examination? Ultimately, as Jane Smiley 
argues, his book falls short of being truly great. Mark Twain’s 
Huckleberry Finn is a deeply flawed novel because of its 
disjointed structure, its portrayal of Jim, and its problematic 
and dissatisfying ending.
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     The first problem with Huck Finn is the layout of the novel. 
It can easily be divided into three distinct sections: the 
opening, which follows Huck down the beginning section of the 
Mississippi River; the satirical episodes, which begin a 
commentary on Southern society; and the ending, which sees 
the resolution of the problems and themes of the book. Each of 
the sections has a different tone, and ideas and characters 
that are important in one section become unimportant in 
another. The reason for this disjointed structure is most 
probably that Twain did not set out to confront Southern 
society as fully as he did. Originally, he was only trying to write 
a sequel to Tom Sawyer in order to finish revisiting his 
boyhood in the South. However, as the novel progressed, he 
realized that he had written himself into a corner as far as 
confronting race relations. As Smiley writes, “Not finished with 
having revisited his boyhood in Tom Sawyer, Twain conceived 
of a sequel and began composition” (1). Twain did not mean to 
write the American novel; he was simply writing a sequel to his 
previous work. However, this lack of vision when writing this 
visionary novel led to some problems for Twain. After Chapter 
13, Twain set the novel aside for years. According to Smiley,

Four hundred pages into it, having just passed Cairo and 
exhausted most of his memories of Hannibal and the upper 
Mississippi, Twain put the manuscript aside for three years. He 
was facing a problem every novelist is familiar with: his original 

conception was beginning to conflict with the implications of 
the actual story. (Smiley 2)

Smiley puts it most elegantly in her essay, “Say It Ain’t So, 
Huck.” Twain had realized that, like it or not, his novel had 
become a social commentary more than a boys’ book. He took 
a break for years before coming back to write the second and 
third sections of the book. As such, they feel disjointed. 
Additionally, some of the things that happen in the early 
sections make little to no sense when placed in the context of 
the later parts of the novel. Again, Smiley points this out: “Not 
only do the two [Huck and Jim] never cross the Mississippi to 
Illinois, a free state, but they hardly ever consider it” (2). The 
lighthearted nature of the first section of the book devalues the 
later, more serious sections.

The second section, the satirical episodes, pushes the 
newfound friendship between Huck and Jim to the side. Twain 
does not feel comfortable taking their relationship to the end, 
so he simply pushes it away in favor of more black and white 
conflicts. Again, Smiley writes,

…the signs of this failure are everywhere, as Jim is pushed to 
the side of the narrative, hiding on the raft and confined to it, 
while Huck follows the Duke and the Dauphin onshore to the 
scenes of much simpler and less philosophically taxing moral 
dilemmas, such as fraud. (Smiley 2)
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Ultimately, however, Twain must end his book, so he abruptly 
dismisses the Duke and the Dauphin and returns Jim to center 
stage for the final third of the book. Overall, Twain fails to 
create a unified story and rather writes three almost wholly 
different sections. His disjointed structure takes away from the 
greatness of the novel and leads to a scattered message with 
little cohesion.

Jim, the escaped and eventually former slave, is doubtlessly 
one of the most controversial characters in Huckleberry Finn. 
Critics such as Smiley have argued that Jim is nothing but a 
racist caricature of the archetypal black character of period 
books. He is superstitious, dull, and subservient. However, 
some, such as Kaplan and Smith, dig a bit deeper and argue 
that Jim is the most convincing denouncement of slavery and 
racism in the entire novel. For example, Smith argues that “in 
virtually every instance, Twain uses Jim’s superstition to make 
points that undermine rather than revalidate the dominant 
racial discourse” (4). He goes on, listing various examples of 
Jim’s stereotypical superstition and how the examples subvert 
the stereotype. Jim is not stupid; he is cunning. Jim is not 
foolish; he is the author of his own fate. However, the true 
mark of a realistic and dynamic character is the ability to 
change. Does Jim change over the course of the novel; does 
he move away from his superstitious behavior toward the 
higher thought of a free man? No, he does not. As Jim himself 
says to Huck toward the end of the novel,

Dah, now, Huck, what I tell you?—what I tell you up dah on 
Jackson islan’?  I tole you I got a hairy breas’, en what’s de 
sign un it; en I tole you I ben rich wunst, en gwineter to be rich 
agin; en it’s come true; en heah she is! (Twain 366)

He says this at the end of the final chapter, playing again into 
the stereotype despite having gone through a traumatic ordeal. 
Despite his journey down the river and firsthand view of 
slavery, he is stupidly pleased by receiving only forty dollars for 
his troubles. Furthermore, he is constantly acting as a servant 
to the wishes of the white characters in the novel. Not once 
does he have real agency. Smiley argues,

Twain really saw Jim as no more than Huck’s sidekick... All the 
claims that are routinely made for the book’s humanitarian 
power are, in the end, simply absurd. Jim is never 
autonomous, never has a vote, always finds his purposes 
subordinate to Huck’s, and, like every good sidekick, he never 
minds. (2)

Smith’s arguments fall flat when one turns to the actual novel. 
It is never stated that Jim ever has any grand designs to trick 
Huck or Tom with his apparent superstition, and so it can’t be 
assumed to be true without any evidence. Any good fortune 
that befalls Jim because of his superstition is simply played for 
laughs. Justin Kaplan, however, makes a more compelling 
argument to justify Jim: “This [view of Jim as superstitious] 
ignores the fact that at crucial junctures Jim is Huck's adult 
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guide and protector and throughout lives on a higher ethical 
level than anybody else in this book, including Huck” (2). 
According to Kaplan, Jim is the moral guide of the book. This 
can especially be seen when he sacrifices his freedom to save 
Tom’s life at the end of the novel. He is doubtlessly acting at a 
higher moral level than any other character. In fact, it’s such a 
morally correct action that it becomes unrealistic and 
ridiculous. What former slave would sacrifice their freedom and 
the chance to ever see their family again to save some white 
boy who tortured them back home? Lester puts it most 
eloquently, writing that “It is a picture of the only kind of black 
that whites have ever truly liked—faithful, tending to sick 
whites, not speaking, not causing trouble, totally passive” (3). 
Jim is both so stereotypical to be ridiculous and so morally 
superior as to be unrealistic. If Huck Finn is a work of satire, 
then Twain ought to turn the stereotypes on their head in some 
way. He does, to an extent, but in a dangerous way. The only 
thing he changes in the established dogma is that Jim is 
viewed as a human. Ultimately, that sets the bar far too low for 
anti-racist thought. White people often find themselves 
deciding to reject racism in their minds while still playing into 
the institutions that oppress black people.

     The final and perhaps most deciding factor to exclude 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn from greatness is its ending. 
By far the most hotly debated section of the novel, scholars 
have condemned and explained its merits in equal measure. 

From the moment Tom Sawyer reenters the story, Huck’s 
moral development seems almost to unravel. Smith provides a 
most convincing defense of this most controversial section of 
the book. He writes that Tom’s presence in the ending is a 
necessary foil to Jim’s higher morality. As Tom represents 
Southern society as a whole, this shows a former slave’s 
triumph over the entire society. However, ultimately, other 
critics rebut his points. The sheer volume of abuse that Jim 
endures and that Huck stands by and passively allows is 
simply intolerable. Furthermore, the last twelve chapters of the 
book are simply not interesting to read. As Jane Smiley writes, 
“And the last twelve chapters are boring, a sure sign that an 
author has lost the battle between plot and theme and is just 
filling in the blanks” (2). Twain found himself in the position of 
being unable to follow through on the themes he had set up for 
himself earlier in the book. He was unsure how to end his 
masterpiece, so he reintroduced Tom Sawyer to push the book 
toward its unsatisfying conclusion. Ultimately, in a stroke of 
genius to resolve both Huck and Jim’s problems in a timely 
fashion, Twain writes them out of the book entirely. In the final 
scenes of the novel, after the climactic escape and recapture, 
Tom reveals that he “had gone and took all that trouble and 
bother to set a free [n-word] free!” (Twain 364) Apparently, 
shortly after Huck and Jim left their home, Jim’s owner, Miss 
Watson, died. In her will, she set him free. Shortly after, Jim 
says that



379

Doan’ you ‘member de house dat was float’n down de river en 
dey wuz a man in dah, kivered up, en I went in en unkivered 
him and didn’ let you come in? Well, den, you k’n get yo’ 
money when you wants it; kase dat waz him [Pap Finn]. (367)

Not only was Jim technically free for the majority of the novel, 
but Huck’s abusive father, his entire reason for setting out on 
this journey, was also dead the whole time. With both of their 
problems conveniently wrapped up in the last dozen or so 
pages of the novel, it ends. The entire journey is revealed to 
have been utterly pointless. Their reasons for fleeing their 
home were never even real problems to begin with. Such an 
improbable coincidence is an insult to both the readers and the 
characters. Huck and Jim deserved a better ending to their 
story than a happenstance occurrence eliminating both of their 
problems. The most convincing indictment of the ending 
comes, however, not from the book’s detractors, but from its 
supporters. Kaplan, the great Twain biographer, writes that “I 
don't disagree with this [that the ending is boring], but at the 
same time I'm happy to settle for any novel that, like 
Huckleberry Finn, may be only 75 percent great” (3). Contrary 
to Kaplan’s assessment, however, a truly great book cannot 
just be seventy-five percent great, particularly if the last 
twenty-five percent is the problem. Ultimately, Huck Finn fails 
at being a great novel because of its improbable, boring, and 
downright insulting ending.

Huck Finn is doubtlessly a controversial book. It has been 
hotly debated for a variety of reasons since the date of its 
publication. Originally, it was criticized as having a poor role 
model in Huck for young boys, while now the debate is 
focused on the far more important aspect of the novel: its 
racist or antiracist message. Scholars have hotly debated 
whether the book is problematic in its use of the n-word, its 
portrayal of African American characters, and Huck’s 
conclusion about race. The portrayal of Jim is very much 
problematic, and it cannot simply be explained away, no matter 
how hard one may try. The use of the n-word is prolific 
throughout the novel, and it is used both by characters who 
are very clearly racist and by Huck himself, the supposed great 
challenger of Southern institutions. Huck’s conclusion about 
race is lukewarm at best and has the potential to set the bar 
dangerously low for future generations who look to him as a 
role model. However, I still do believe there is room for 
Huckleberry Finn in our education system. It should not be 
read as a guide to any sort of end solution to racism, but rather 
as a warning. Huck does not do enough to combat racism, and 
any that conclude he has done enough ought to reevaluate 
their own internal biases. Additionally, rightly or wrongly, it has 
influenced American literature to a great degree. It is important 
to understand its messages and its shortcomings as well as its 
influence. To ban the book would be to ignore an 
uncomfortable section of American history where even 
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professed antiracists turned their backs on the African 
American community and didn’t act on their claimed ideals. 
Overall, Huck is certainly not great because of its disjointed 
layout, its racist portrayal of Jim, and its frankly insulting 
ending.
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Into the Depths
Short Story
Grade: 8
Beachwood Middle School
Instructor: Michele Toomey, Kate Vitek 

Into the Depths

As he was getting ready to go, Cory was wondering if he 
should have even agreed to go surfing. He grabbed his car 
keys, his suit and board, and almost stepped out of the door. 
He stopped and took a few steps back. He was going surfing 
which wasn’t the scary part. Surfing in the world’s most 
dangerous waters, was. Cape Cod had many shark sightings. 
And Cory's worst fear ever - despite him being a surfer - was 
sharks. He was used to surfing in safe places where the ocean 

was partially blocked off to stop small - and large - fish to get 
in. He was only going for one reason. The waves were “gnarly” 
as his friend Darryl had told him. He was thinking before he 
went. He did not want to die just because of a hobby, but he 
also did not want to pass up a chance of a lifetime. Then he 
thought, Why am I even worrying? This was a shark for crying 
out loud. A shark attack seemed very unlikely. And Cory had 
also studied shark attack chances for a long time the previous 
night. He had learned that, statistically speaking, a shark 
attack was highly unlikely. So, he decided to go. With his mind 
now set, he walked out of his home.

Cory had loved beaches and almost everything about water 
since he was a boy, and had started surfing when he was 7. 
His love of the sport had landed him a spot in the National 
Surfing Championships in Hawaii. He had won gold 3 times 
and was then recruited for teaching surfing in California. Cory 
was a very busy man and had not had the chance to marry. 
Cory was now 36. He had still not given up the teaching and 
he had never been attacked by sharks or any animal of that 
sort. Cory did not believe that sharks were vicious and terrible 
creatures. He was now doubting himself as he drove past a 
beautiful field of wildflowers. His mind kept flashing back to 
pictures of sharks leaping up to catch birds and enormous 
sharks swallowing schools of fish. He remembered the scene 
in Jaws when the boat was sinking, the shark gobbled up a 
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man, whole. He was now questioning himself why he had 
watched the movie.

In spite of the dreadful thoughts he was having, it was a 
pleasant day. Birds were flying. A slight breeze was passing 
through, and there was not a single cloud in the sky. Trying to 
rid the images from his mind, he stopped at a small town 
called Yarmouth, just west of Cape Cod. He stopped at a food 
joint and grabbed himself a salad. He ate in his car; an old 
1999 Jeep Wrangler. He was worried, yet excited, for he might 
be eaten alive -in the upcoming hours- or he might have the 
time of his life. He tried to forget as he started up the engine 
and continued to Cape Cod.

When Cory reached his destination, he was surprised to see 
all of his friends already there, huddled together in a group. As 
soon as he got out of his car, one of his friends yelled at him to 
come over and have a chat. As he got closer he saw the local 
state officer. His friend, David, gave him a recap on what he 
had said. 

“He tol’ us that there've been shark sightings here on Cape 
Cod,” David recalled, “15O or so, to be exact.”

“Some of them were Great Whites,” added Darryl.

“What’s wrong? You look like a ghost,” asked David.

And Cory did indeed look like a ghost. His face had turned 
pale and his pupils had become small. Cory had heard about 
great white attacks, and they had scared him to death.

“N-nothing,” Cory lied,”I thought I s-saw something over there,” 
he pointed to a spot on the beach. 

“Nevermin’ that,” Darryl said.

All the effort that it had taken Cory to forget about sharks, was 
gone. He still tried, though.

“He tol’ us that we could surf as long as we stayed close to the 
shore,” David said, “Most of the sharks are out in the deep. 
They said they have monitors out there. You should know 
Cory. You did a championship.”

A lot of the fear clenched in Cory’s stomach, evaporated upon 
hearing this information. “That’s right,” he said. Cory had 
completely forgotten that in Hawaii, there were monitors in the 
waters that alerted swimmers if there were sharks.

“Alright, we’ll do whatever he wants us to do,” Cory replied, 
now enlightened.

Now suited up, Cory and his buddies started towards the 
water. Cory sensed that they were all slightly worried but 
excited at the same time. After getting into the water and 
paddling to find a good wave, Cory relaxed. Not a single sign 
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of a shark or anything else. It was perfect surfing weather. 
Everything was fine. 

After a great time, he and his friends took a break to have a 
few snacks. They had seen it was slightly raining and high tide 
had rolled in. The best waves came at high tide. After the sun 
had come out and it became a nice day again, they went back 
into the water. Everything was well…

...until it wasn’t. Soon, they heard a shriek. One of Cory’s 
friends had gotten injured. They paddled quickly towards him 
and saw that his foot was turned in an awkward direction. They 
knew, from past experiences, that this was a sprain, and was 
too risky to bring him back to shore. The ankle may get even 
more seriously injured. They were professionals at fixing 
injuries in the water. Lucky for them, David had some medical 
supplies in his swim trunks. He took some waterproof, pain 
relieving cream and rubbed it on the surfers ankle. He then 
took his swim shirt off and wrapped it around his friends ankle. 
It was tough work. First of all, the wind was howling and it was 
impossible to hear anyone. Then came the waves. They were 
huge and they plowed through Cory and his group of friends. 
In other circumstances, he would be excited to see such big 
waves. Now? Not so much. He almost fell but he gripped 
tightly onto the board. Suddenly, a massive wave came in and 
swept all of them away from each other. He looked around and 
saw two of his friends in the water. Another wave, and they 

were gone. He was about to scream when he realized that he 
wasn’t able to. His throat was full of salt water, and he tried 
coughing it out but failed. He gulped it down. Suddenly, he was 
thrown into the water, a churning force spun him around and 
pushed him down into the depths. 

Though he could barely see, he thought he saw something 
above him. He thought it was a boat and almost screamed. He 
realized his breath was running out. He had to get to  the 
surface. Then came the pain, searing through his right thigh. 
He looked down to see red and he really did scream. He 
kicked and thrashed and punched at the beast, and 
miraculously, it darted away. He caught a blurry glimpse; white 
stomach, massive size and glistening white teeth. Then 
everything went black.

He woke up somewhere; where, he did not know. There were 
lights above him, blinding him. He closed his eyes and tried 
moving his head, without success. He moved his body parts 
one by one. When he got to his right leg, scorching pain shot 
up his leg. Then it all rushed into his head. The shark. Caring 
for his friend. Giant waves. Suddenly the room was filled with 
noise. He knew where he was. A hospital. 

12th June 2O18. That was the date. It had been a month since 
the surfing incident. He had gotten 12 stitches where the shark 
had bitten him. The image of those glistening white teeth still 
haunted him. His story was in the news. His friend David and 
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surprisingly the one whose ankle got sprained were the only 
one to survive. All of his other buddies either drowned, or were 
killed by a shark. Cory was in a coma for 3 days and had to 
use crutches to help him walk. A man on the beach had heard 
the cries for help and immediately went to get the state officer. 
The shape he had seen above him was indeed a boat. Cory 
was astounded that he had survived. He would never forget 
that day. He learned to never underestimate mother nature. 
The day was beautiful but had suddenly turned horrible. He 
kept cursing himself for not staying out of the water when they 
had taken a break. But, looking back, he couldn’t have known. 
It was like he was played right into a trap. Beautiful day, big 
waves, and then BAM! 12 stitches in his right leg.
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Green land; Portrait of a Desert Before July 
Thunderstorms
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Green land; Portrait of a Desert Before 
July Thunderstorms

Green land
I grow a forest
in my heart,
dedicated to the woman
I believed you to be

 
Over time,
the little woods
sprawled into a jungle
of quiet secrets.
 
To get to you,
I follow the river,
light like gold water
breaking above me.
 
Alas, I have wandered
for a thousand years,
yet you have already fled
my barren skies.
 
I smile to think
I shall wander
for a thousand years more.
The forest grows ever taller.

 
Portrait of a Desert Before July Thunderstorms
 Can we stay a while longer in this sun-burnt country? My toes 
long to embrace clumps of dirt scorched by sun’s torrid kiss, 
my hair to be woven between blistering fingers of a lonesome 
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breeze. I wish for my skin to be painted over by the goldfinch’s 
wing, brushstrokes from a dying summer. Let us stay here; it is 
always noon, we can pluck a hundred ripe, golden suns from 
the celestial vault and still pluck two hundred more. The sky 
does not care if we steal from it – why would it, in this land of 
plenty? This air is so dry, I have no tears left to weep for you.

Heartburn; Possession; Vesalius' midnight dream
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Heartburn; Possession; Vesalius' 
midnight dream

Heartburn
I.
My grandfather’s heart stopped beating when he was forty. At 
the funeral, someone said his heart was too big for his body. 
Maybe that was what killed him. Vast oceans of blood in a six 
foot tall man, dried up until all you could taste was the salt.
 
II.
After I was born, my mom developed arrhythmia. My mom is a 
musician; she plays the drums, the piano, and the guitar. The 
music is off tempo in my mother’s heart. It’s off beat, stutters to 
a syncopated rhythm only it can hear. When I press my ear to 
her chest, I can hear its murmurs. The blood rushes in like the 
tide, eager to tell me its secrets, but I tell the sea, keep them. I 
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am still too young to know what color death is. In the hospital, I 
pray to a god I do not believe in and marvel at the clean white 
of the newly washed sheets.
 
III.
This morning I went to sleep under a purple sky and woke up 
yellow. I fell in love with the stars, fell in love with the way their 
cold light chilled my skin but burned on the way down, fell in 
love with their delicate golden hands, fell in love with the 
fizzling sound they made when they flamed out. I fell in love 
with the stars this summer, and I woke up to a new cavity in 
my heart, muscles smooth like sanded wood, pumping hot 
blood around the empty space.

Possession
Blood of my ancestors, spilling red onto the concrete.
My intestines have secrets to tell you; you – the butcher – pull

ribbons of pinked silk out of my slit throat. I wonder
what you will find, treasures left glistening in the slick

 
hollow of my steepled ribs. Bury me in the whitest snow
on the tallest mountain. White for the mourners, crimson

for the dead, and deep, green, greedy, emerald tendrils

snaking their way out of my flesh. Drink, my spirit whispers.
 
Every eight years, you will come to worship at my broken 
spine.
The mountain demands tribute, payment for the blood that 
rests

easy in your stomach. My blood, thick and black, lives on
in the flushed lips, the delicate vessels, the sinewy heart

of your son. I take him as mine, and it is My secrets that flow
though his lungs, poisoning him with the taste of sweetest

epilogues. Your jealousy clings tight to his body like
a child to the womb. His neck was so easy to snap in the end,

 
love is just another form of cruelty. Blood of my ancestors,
spilling black once more onto the fresh snow.

See – even the marrow has turned black.

 
Vesalius’ midnight dream

I recently opened, on a whim, an old anatomical surgery 
textbook I found at a second-hand garage sale. It was filled 
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with full page, hand-drawn illustrations. Someone had written 
in the left hand flap - “The art of medicine consists in amusing 
the patient while nature cures the disease.” Voltaire. The 
drawings were vivid. Alive. On page 73, a single eye gazed out 
at me balefully while a pair of ghostly hands cut into its owner’s 
skull. It seemed like sacrilege; peeling back our coverings and 
revealing the sacred secret of human existence. It was 
engrossingly grotesque. Hard bone and soft flesh and 
impossibly delicate vessels that twine their way around our 
organs, like so many millions of slithering snakes. Here, in this 
book, I see Us, stripped to the bone. Bare, exposed. We all 
bleed the same.
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The Light
Short Story
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Jennifer Seward, Lorraine Tzeng

The Light

Music streamed from the speakers, drowning out all other 
sound. The soft lilt of Aoi’s voice filled the room. All the 
students watching were enraptured by the seraphic sound. 
Yuko’s voice slowly layered into Aoi’s, creating a contrast that 
seemed as if they were battling each other, but in perfect 
unison. Their costumes matched, white with feathered wings. 
The stage lights matched the lyrics of the song, fading from 
dark to light. Each syllable resonated through the crowd and 

everyone could sense the feelings dripping out of the lyrics. 
The song, treasured and written by the two girls, was the song 
of their growth and friendship for each other. All the emotion 
that poured out of them had captured the hearts of everyone 
watching that day.

Five months earlier ...

The clanging of the morning bell signaled the start of a new 
school day. Aoi sat down in her usual seat, the one in the back 
corner. School wasn’t very exciting for Aoi. Every day was 
about the same, slowly moving around from class to class and 
never making contact with anyone. Aoi was too afraid to go up 
to someone and talk. Because of that, all of her classmates 
thought she was unsociable and never approached her. 
Likewise, every time a teacher called on her, Aoi froze up from 
fear because she felt like all her classmates were staring at 
her; eventually, the teachers just gave up having her speak in 
class.

During lunch, she climbed up the stairs to the roof, where she 
usually ate. It was secluded and nobody was ever up there. 
Aoi had found the stairs leading up to the roof by accident on 
her first day of school. She had walked into the hallway where 
the stairs were, thinking it was where she could find the 
bathroom. Aoi quietly hummed to herself one of the songs she 
had written a couple months ago. She had written a few songs 
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of her own when she was compelled to, but mostly Aoi enjoyed 
listening to music and singing along when she was alone. 
Escaping through music helped the painfully shy teenager get 
through the rest of her classes every day.

Sitting on the roof after school was another routine for Aoi. 
Today, a Friday, she watched all the students and teachers 
rush out with the dismissal bell, eager for the weekend. Once 
she was sure everyone was gone, Aoi felt a sense of relief that 
she didn’t have to worry about being self-conscious. Now she 
was able to sing and project her voice as loud as she wanted. 
This was the only way Aoi felt she could release her feelings of 
frustration and self-doubt.

Eyes closed, lost in song, Aoi didn’t realize there was still a 
student in the building. Yuko, a determined highschooler, was 
leaving the school after staying to study that day while Aoi was 
on the roof. Bouncing a little in surprise, Yuko heard Aoi’s soft, 
but strong voice. Captured by the voice that sounded familiar, 
Yuko recalled the memory of a little girl, but she couldn’t figure 
out why. Aoi and Yuko made eye contact for a moment before 
Yuko ran away, remembering she had to cook dinner that 
night.

That night in her room, Yuko kept wondering what was familiar 
about the girl. She had caught only a glimpse of her face, and 
Yuko didn’t recognize her. Wait... could it be? Yuko thought. A 
memory came back to her. Running to the playground. Crying 

because I thought my mom had left me. A little girl that seemed 
like she was surrounded by light. The girl wrapping her arms 
around me and softly whispering it was okay, then singing with 
a voice that seemed like an angel’s. That day her voice had 
me feel safe, like I was going to be okay. The girl gave me the 
thing I needed at the moment: hope. She comforted me until 
my mom came back and ran away, like she was afraid to let 
me know who she was. Is the girl on the roof the same 
person? I need to find out.

The next day Yuko knew she had to find the girl. Yuko decided 
to try to look for the girl after school. Yuko watched as Aoi 
walked up the stairs. I should go approach her, Yuko thought. 
She followed Aoi up the stairs onto the roof. She peeked 
around the corner and heard Aoi sing her song Shadows.

“Why am I still stuck in the shadows?
Why am I not enough?
Why is it everytime I try
I freeze up.
I’m lost without my light
No one to guide me
No light within the shadows
No hope for me.”

I know it’s her. I remember that day I told her that she looked 
like she was made of light, but she told me that she wasn’t. I 
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get what she meant that day when she said there were 
shadows in the light. Before I didn’t understand because I 
thought it wasn’t possible, but I see that she has pain too. I 
should help her like she helped me. Yuko thought.

That night Yuko was wondering on her bed how she could help 
the girl. At that moment, Yuko had a brilliant idea: she would 
create a song that would give her some light again.

The next day on the roof Yuko decided to approach Aoi. “For 
you,” Yuko said. Aoi jumped a little in surprise as Yuko started 
singing.

“I’m with you every step of the way
We’ll get through this together
I’ll be your light within the shadows
I’ll be your courage
Like you were mine
We’ll help each other try and
Chase our dreams together
Come with me and
Start your journey
With light”

“I’m Aoi and I remember you. Thank you for your song,” Aoi 
answered not knowing what else to say.

“I want to help you accomplish your dream. Let’s perform on 
the stage together. Remember your dream you told me ten 
years ago. Let me help you accomplish it,” Yuko said 
determinedly.

“You’ve made me see my dream again. I want to perform with 
you, but I’m still a little afraid,” answered Aoi, feeling shy, but 
inspired.

“It’s okay. We’ll help each other make our dreams come true.”

Five months later ...

After the school concert Aoi and Yuko remembered their 
journey with each other, creating their song and following their 
dreams. Sharing afternoons, getting ready for the concert with 
Yuko, and making music together had helped Aoi slowly 
overcome her insecurities. Laughing and singing had helped 
them become closer. Yuko had helped Aoi out of the shadows 
and into the light, just like how Aoi did ten years ago for Yuko.
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What Are You?
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 10
Laurel School
Instructor: Patricia Harpring

What Are You?

“Woah! What is that?”

I look up from my lunchbox to see a friend of mine goggling at 
my lunch, which rests on the table between us. The sudden 
outburst has made it the star of the show, with those further 
down on the bench climbing over each other to catch a 
glimpse. I pick through what I have before me, searching for 
the source of the oohs and aahs. Surely it’s not my Sunny D, 

everyone’s go-to for school breakfast, or the GoGurt that 
becomes the mightiest of weapons when the teacher turns 
around? That leaves my mom’s homemade tea eggs and my 
thermos of fried rice. I hold them up for all to see, and an 
excited murmur runs through the crowd. Bingo. 

The fried rice is Chinese, I explain, have you had it before? 
They all shake their heads. Oh, it’s really good, you should try 
it sometime! And this is called cha ye dan, it’s like any old egg 
except you boil it with tea leaves and when it comes out, it 
looks like it has spider webs on it! I’m bursting at the seams 
with pride as the “woah”s, “that’s so cool”s, and “can I have 
some?s” fill the air. While their animal crackers and fruit 
snacks are a frequent sight, my food is not. Do you eat 
Chinese food every day, a girl asks. Pretty much, I reply, and 
her face flushes with envy. As the commotion subsides and 
everyone returns to their lunches, the floating feeling inside me 
remains, because unlike them, I get to experience a whole 
new world of tastes. At school, we argue over which snacks 
are the best, but when the bell rings, I head home to a pantry 
with flavors they’ve never even heard of.  

There are the frosted crackers my brother and I devour as we 
watch the Chinese New Year Gala from the living room. There 
are the hawthorn flakes my grandpa greets me with when I 
visit him overseas. There are the spring rolls my mother 
makes, the mooncakes we share, the songs I learned with my 
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Chinese school friends, and the prized red packets doled out 
only once a year.  They could never imagine my joy, but I don’t 
need to imagine theirs. How I love the familiar warmth and 
smell of Christmas cookies as I press my face against the 
oven, and watching fireworks light up the summer sky, never 
mind the crick in my neck. At recess, we giggle lyrics we don’t 
yet understand from the FM radio and haggle over Pokemon 
cards. I get the best of both worlds. Who could be so lucky? 

***

“Why do you talk like that? You sound like a robot.”

I feel my stomach doing every kind of flip imaginable. I can 
understand her and her language perfectly, I always have and 
I do now, but do I dare respond? I scour my brain for a proper 
response, and when I’ve found it, I shove it into the translator. 
Out sputters my Chinese; not broken, not out of order, but off. 
My whisper like when you look in the mirror for too long and all 
of a sudden your features are inexplicably wrong. The words 
come a moment too late, my subtle jabs lost in the switch, my 
tones lack the emotion I hear from the other children in the 
room as they excitedly scribble away. I’ve proved her point in 
an attempt to refute it. She scoffs and continues, but I don't 
hear her anymore. I just focus on grinding the pastel into the 
paper with so much force the tip instantly explodes to yellow 
dust. 

I know what I would say if we were having this conversation in 
America, what I would do. She wouldn’t stand a chance 
against me then. I’d instantly shoot back a reply that would 
wipe that look off her face. No need to think, just my thoughts 
rolling off my tongue the moment they appear in my mind. But 
America is thousands of miles away, as is my charm, my 
confidence, the things that make me me. Here, I am just the 
girl that takes every blow, the one that keeps her eyes on her 
paper, the one that got scolded for drawing a yellow sky and 
when an explanation was demanded, didn’t have the words to 
explain it was a sunset. I am a robot, and sometimes I don’t 
know what to say. Error 404: Page not found.

***

“You were made in China, just like this table.” 

Laughter does not ensue. I wish it did. Everyone huddled 
around me inhales and exchanges a cautious glance. They 
look at each other, eyes wide, then shift their focus to me. But I 
see that the corners of their lips are tugging upward, and it 
takes every bit of strength to keep them down. Some don’t 
even bother to hide their amusement. How I wish the 
conversation would just carry on. Even this two second silence 
feels like an eternity. I am not one to hide my feelings, nor 
remain silent. My mother tells me I’m fierce, too fierce, it 
comes from my dad’s side of the family. Why can’t I let things 
go? But today, I let out a humorless chuckle, reprimand her 
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half-heartedly, and put my head down. This signifies to 
everyone the exchange is over. 

This is not the first time she has said something like this, nor 
will it be the last. But we’re friends after all. Everyone at the 
lunch table is a friend, it’s just a joke, calm down! But I resent 
them, I am filled to the brim with the hatred that has built up in 
the years I have had to sit with them. Speak up for yourself, 
I’ve been told, don’t let people treat you like that, and they 
won’t. Bullshit, I want to tell them, because what happens if 
you’ve spoken up, shouted up, screamed up at the top of your 
lungs and nothing changes? How many times have I gently 
called them out, then pulled them aside and was a bit more 
direct, and finally resorted to pleading for it to end as I fought 
back tears? It doesn’t matter that we speak the same 
language. It doesn’t matter that I was born and raised in this 
city all my life. It doesn’t matter how loud you are if they are 
deaf.  I’m just the Chinese friend that is used as a shield every 
time they are called racist. Is that all I am? Chinese? And the 
less Chinese I am the better, because I’m a walking 
stereotype? I look back up at the people that I tried to become, 
the ones that will never understand me. They’ve long since 
moved on. I sit here with them because if I don’t, where else 
can I eat? At least this table and I have something in common.

***

“You’re so Americanized, LOL” 

I am confused for a moment, and then it hits me. Of course. 
She has just sent me a meme titled “Foods Asians can’t live 
without” featuring an array of other traditional dishes, and I 
admitted that I can’t eat half the things listed due to my low 
spice tolerance. I throw in a joke about how even black pepper 
in my eggs makes me choke. Her avatar pulses. She is typing. 
Then the bubble appears. 

I don’t know how to reply, so I just stare, trying to untangle my 
emotions and distill them into something coherent. This 
comment alone means little. I could brush it off with ease. But 
this comment, along with a hundred others, have latched onto 
my skin like fire ants; together, they are crippling. 

I once found solace in being with others like me, the kids that 
spoke to friends in one language and relatives in the other. It 
was inevitable that we’d wind up together. After all, to our 
classmates, we were the foreigners, and to our relatives 
overseas, we were Americanized beyond repair, the Asian 
stamped out of us by Uncle Sam’s boot. We only had each 
other. But we are older now, and some of us are ashamed by 
how distanced we’ve become from our roots. We scramble to 
immerse ourselves in the things we once rejected, like our 
history and our languages. We used to bond over our shared 
backgrounds and experiences, but now, I can’t even approach 
those topics without getting sized up, compared, and 
dismissed. Now is the time to reclaim our heritage, they say, to 
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stop trying to fit into the American mold and embrace yourself. 
Yet they snicker when I admit that I’m still learning to write 
Chinese, and they scoff when I tell them I prefer iced coffee 
over boba because my god, I’m so Americanized, it’s such a 
shame. And if I’m not trying to fit the mold because this is who 
I truly am? That’s a crime. They are the jury, and the verdict 
finds me guilty. Guilty of succumbing to American standards, 
guilty of trying to be someone I’m not, guilty of being a bad 
Asian.

 Maybe I am all those things. How can I call myself Asian if I 
have to fall back on my English when I converse in Mandarin?  
I’ve been steeped in whiteness for so long that maybe my skin 
has been tainted. I don’t want to be what they say, I will 
cleanse myself of this country, scrub at this unwanted color 
until I bleed. I must purge the American in me if I am ever to 
truly reclaim the Chinese. But it’s too late, isn’t it? This problem 
goes beyond the surface.

My thumbs hover above the screen before I answer, “Ouch, 
guess I am.”

***

“What are you?”

Those three words always felt like a jack in the box. No matter 
where I went, no matter who I was with or how it was 

packaged, it popped into every conversation, and although I 
knew it was coming, I was never prepared for that swallowing 
feeling. 

What are you? They would ask, cocking their heads ever so 
slightly, and they would watch. And if what I replied with didn’t 
quite match what they had in mind, they would hesitate... 
Yeah, I know, but...I’m American, but they want to know why 
the last time they saw someone like me was when they 
ordered takeout. I’m Chinese, but they want to know why I 
stumble over my sentences when I speak Mandarin. They 
push and only when I give into their expectations, only when 
I’ve spelled out why we’re so different are they satisfied.

What are you? I’ve whispered to myself a thousand times, 
drawing out the vowels and running my tongue over the 
syllables, mouthing it over and over until it lost all meaning and 
words turned to shapes turned to sounds. They’re just sounds. 
Yet all my life those sounds reminded me that it’s me and 
them, never us. I yearned to tell them that yes, I am that, but 
not really, cause I’m actually more like this, more like you. That 
is halfway across the world where I left it. This is here. I am 
here. 

What are you? No question will ever be as incriminating. I’ve 
responded in so many different ways I don’t even know the 
answer myself. I hate that I wished I spent my summers at 
Disney World instead of visiting relatives in China and that I 
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was redheaded because my black hair trapped me, kept me 
from becoming a true American. I hate that I pretended 
America had no place in my heart when it was the only home I 
knew. I hate that I would deny myself one half of me only to 
wonder why it felt so foreign later, I hate that the only way I 
could embrace it was to pretend the other one didn’t exist, I 
hate that I’ve forced myself to choose. How can I be so 
comfortably two-faced when I can’t even accept my duality? I 
deserve better. 

What are you? I am the little piece of China my parents tucked 
into their pockets when they came over and planted into 
American soil. Mandarin and English, China and America. The 
two are so closely intertwined within me that if I pry them apart 
I unravel. I won’t tear myself to pieces searching for answers. 
Being American doesn’t make me less Chinese, nor does 
being Chinese make me less American. The question that 
once filled me with dread now fills me with pride, pride for the 
two worlds in which I now happily exist, and love for the way 
they coalesced into something so beautiful. 

What are you?

“I’m Chinese-American.”
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Zi Yuan
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Zi Yuan

There’s always that one person you wish you knew. Someone 
whose stories you want to hear, whose experiences you want 
to relive in your own imaginations. A burning desire to achieve 
the impossible – even just hearing their voice speak – brings 
with it an overwhelming sadness. A sadness because you 
realize that their quirks and mannerisms will forever remain a 
mystery. A sadness because you realize you can only get to 
know this person through the lenses and perspectives of other 

people who were fortunate enough to meet them. A sadness 
because no matter what, there’s nothing you can do to change 
this. No doubt, everyone has experienced this.

For me, this someone is my uncle.

***

One day, in the midst of Spring 1989, the Chinese army fired 
straight into the center of Tiananmen Square in Beijing.

And stuck right in the middle, the heart of all the action, was 
my uncle. He stood with his fist in the air, chanting protests 
with thousands of other college students.

It’s a simple enough story. Chinese students, inexperienced 
and unaware of the dangers of government aggression, led 
protests for democracy in the capital of their mother country. 
My uncle, a graduate student, happened to be one of them. It 
was seemingly peaceful. Very peaceful, actually, until the 
shadows of green army tanks suddenly appeared out of the 
misty afternoon. They surrounded every edge of Tiananmen 
square, squeezing the protesters closer and closer towards the 
middle until they had nowhere to go. The college students, 
scared out of their minds, were only allowed one route out of 
the chaos. I can only imagine the shock they felt, having never 
faced the issue of government brutality suddenly facing a life-
threatening situation at the hands of an armed military. Or how 
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heartbroken they were, having their own country turn so 
violently against them. Defenseless. Vulnerable. It was a 
hopeless battle.

Even though this happened over 30 years ago, I still wonder. I 
wonder what made my uncle end up there the first place. Was 
it because of genuine anger towards the government, or was it 
simply the lure of rebellion itself? Or was it the rush of 
adrenaline that comes with the promise of danger that pushed 
him into the heart of Tiananmen Square? I wonder, did my 
uncle know that at the very moment he was defiantly shaking 
his fist in the air, he was making history?

Most of all, I wonder what it was like to protest. What it was 
like to feel so passionately about something and see that 
passion emulated in the faces of thousands of other people. 
Some were old, some young, but most of them were just like 
him. I wonder what it was like to feel the electrical energy 
pulsing through the crowd, so chaotic but so unified at the 
same time. Bravery and terror becoming indistinguishable from 
one another. I wonder what it felt like to actually be a part of 
something incredible. A part of history.

But then, I wonder about the gunshots. How did he hear them? 
Did he only hear them as loud bangs, or did he hear them as 
the line between life and death? Did he see the uncertainty of 
his future, hanging on the single finger of a soldier about to pull 
the trigger of his gun? Did he even feel the urge to run? To run 

as far and as fast as possible, away from the crowd? From the 
tanks? From death?

Finally, I wonder about regret. When did he feel it? Was it the 
exact second the first gunshot sounded? The courage that 
rebellion pumped into his veins must have worn off by then. Or 
did he feel regret when he found his bicycle strewn on the side 
of the road, riddled with bullets, forcing him to walk hours to 
safety? I wonder, did he even feel regret at all?

I guess, to a certain extent, I’m not wondering anymore. I 
know.

***

When my uncle died, his parents couldn’t stop seeing the color 
red.

Red in Chinese culture symbolizes good fortune. A healthy 
baby being born, for example. It was almost as if fate was 
taunting his parents, reminding them of the color that 
celebrated the birth of a new life while another had just been 
taken from them. He was only twenty-eight. Twenty-eight, and 
working, too, in a whole new city halfway across the country 
from his family.

The red would not stop. The color of his shirt the day he died. 
The color of the guard’s badge who refused them entry into the 
city of their own son’s death, for hours, until they were finally 
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forced to bribe him. The color of the hauntingly beautiful roses 
they laid at his grave, brilliant under the fiery afternoon sky. All 
of it. All of it was red.

Even the truck that killed him.

It’s almost ironic, the blood red paint of the truck thought to 
bring good luck instead only brought grief and despair. Fate is 
so mysterious; why it chose to kill my uncle with a reckless 
driver on a random Sunday afternoon on his way to work is 
unexplainable. And not only that, fate had to choose a 
heartless driver. One that left my uncle laying on the side of 
the road for hours until help arrived. One that went on with 
their lives as normal, even though they knew that they had just 
left another family unable to go on with theirs.

Not only did they see red, they felt red. Their anger, if it were to 
take the form of a color, was red. It boiled inside of them, 
blaming everyone and everything for their son’s death. It 
blamed the driver that drove without seeing. It blamed the 
guard that guarded without feeling, hungry for money and 
money only. It blamed the doctor that refused to help until they 
paid him in a red envelope. In fact, he insisted that the 
envelope was red, in order to “ward away the bad luck that 
came with death”. As if the color of an envelope would make it 
okay to steal from a grieving family. A family whose lives were 
already stolen from that day– fate took someone from them 

they would never be able to get back. Eventually, they would 
learn to accept its decision.

But why red, of all colors?

***

Nostalgia is a funny thing. When most people think of the word 
nostalgia, they think, “remembering and longing for the past”. 
But they forget the second part. They forget that nostalgia also 
means “remembering the past better than it actually was”. 
Subtly, nostalgia filters reality just enough to make it pleasant 
enough to stay in our memories. In other words, we remember 
what we want to remember.

I wonder if nostalgia can be applied to a person. Do we tend to 
only remember the good traits of someone who used to be part 
of lives and block out the negative ones? If so, did my mom 
experience this as she’s remembering her brother? Did 
nostalgia change her memory of him into something more 
perfect than he actually was?

My mom has told me numerous times, “If you were to meet 
your uncle, you would love him like no other. He was always 
the kindest to children like you”. As if that was not enough to 
fuel my craving to get to know him, she would also add 
countless heroic stories about him. My favorite is the time he 
was 15 years old and took his neighbor’s son, a little child, out 
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to the city. They both had a wonderful day; he was ecstatic to 
see the little child excited by all the new street-food in the city. 
On the way back, his neighbor’s son accidentally tripped over 
his bike and fell, bloodying his nose. When they got home, my 
grandma, appalled by the sight of the minor injury, started to 
yell at my uncle for not taking better care of their neighbor’s 
son. But before she could get a full sentence out, she found 
herself stopped by the 4-year-old child. He politely told her that 
she had no right to yell at her son, who had graciously just 
given him one of the best days of his life. Besides, his nose 
didn’t hurt anymore. No matter how many times I hear this 
story, it never fails to make me laugh. It’s so funny and sweet 
at the same time, imagining a tiny child, only 4 years old, 
risking it all to reprimand an adult woman for yelling at her son, 
just because he was so affected by my uncle’s kindness. What 
amazes me the most, however, is that to this day, he still visits 
my grandparents. He never forgot how selfless my uncle was, 
especially that one magical day in the city.

Nothing but praise about my uncle flows out of my mother’s 
mouth. She only talks about how influential he was, or how she 
had never once seen him angry. She doesn’t mention any 
embarrassing moments, or anything remotely weak about him 
at all. As I’m listening to her, I can’t help but wonder, is this 
because of nostalgia?

As she continues to recount stories, I think about this more 
and more. The beautiful memory I’ve created in my mind of my 
uncle– it’s not real. It’s too perfect to be real. It’s painful to 
admit, but I remember him as someone better than he actually 
was. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t doubt for a second that what 
my mom said about him is true; he probably still would have 
been the sweetest and most caring person I’d ever meet. But 
he had flaws and imperfections just like the rest of us. And 
without knowing them, I’ll never be able to get the whole 
picture. I’ll never be able to entirely and completely meet my 
uncle.

That’s when I realize that my mom is not the one with 
nostalgia. It’s me.

***

My uncle’s name was Zi Yuan. And if there’s just one thing I 
want you to remember about him, it’s that anybody would be 
lucky to have known him.

I just wish I was.
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Just One More
Novel Writing
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Just One More

Brief summary:

Jack is a teenager just like anyone else. After his dad was 
killed in Afghanistan, he turned to swimming to help deal with 
his grief and loss. But it's not enough. One day, his friends 
pressure him to try a vape. It becomes one puff, then two, then 
before he knows it, he's addicted. When the worst case 

scenario ends up happening to him, how will he survive and 
move on?

Excerpt:

Just One More

“Yeah Jack! You got this!” My teammates cheered me on as I 
stepped onto the block. Jeremy was coming in fast, it didn’t 
even seem like he was taking any breaths. I could feel my 
heart quickening as excitement spread throughout my body.  It 
was my favorite event, the 4x100 Medley relay. Around me, 
people were yelling and screaming, the cheers echoing in the 
pool and making it sound ten times louder than it really was. In 
the lane next to me was an Oaktown swimmer, and I winced 
as he dove off the board in a perfect dive. Their team was 
winning, but I knew we weren’t far behind. If I could just push 
myself…

My focus narrowed in on Jeremy. He was five, four, three--my 
legs tensed, bracing themselves to rocket off of the board-- 
two, one. My arms swooped up and over and I used their 
momentum to propel myself off the board and into the air. For 
a delicious second, I was airborne, free and flying like a bird, 
but then I dropped into the water and sped forward like a 
torpedo. The cold was a jarring shock that spurred me into 
action.
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GENEVIEVE 
COMAR
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My feet kicked together in unison, big kick little kick, big, little, 
each one a force to be reckoned with. Out of the corner of my 
eye, I could see the Oaktown swimmer a few strokes ahead of 
me. I resolved to bridge the gap by the end of this 100. 

My arms rose out of the water like an avenging phoenix, 
droplets flying everywhere and slapped back down into the 
water just as quickly. I took a breath. Big kick little kick. 

I did it again. And again. In my head, I had found my rhythm. 
Coach always played songs for us flyers during practice so we 
could find a steady beat and stick to it. The one we listened to 
on Monday wormed itself in and stuck there. It was fast and 
brutal. Perfect. Exactly what I needed to catch up to the 
swimmer ahead of me. 

Touch the wall. Tap, lunge away. And I was off onto my second 
lap. I forced my legs to propel myself further underwater and 
began pulling with more force. I needed to close that gap. 
Faster, faster. My shoulders began to burn and I relished it, 
using the pain as further encouragement. 

I could barely hear the crowd yelling through my single-minded 
focus. It went loud and then soft and distorted as I ducked 
back under the water.

 

Third lap. My thighs began to ache as well and I began to 
worry that I would burn out before I finished. But I sent that 
thought scurrying to the depths of my mind and imagined 
locking it in a maximum security prison. I would not burn out. I 
could not burn out. This was the semi-championships, I could 
do this! 

 Slowly, but surely, I could see the gap closing between us two. 
I knew there were other teams behind me, but I wasn’t worried 
about them. No, this race wasn’t against us and them, we had 
beat all of those teams easily before. It was between us and 
Oaktown, and I was determined that we would come out on 
top. 

Fourth lap. This was it. Everything I had left to give I had to 
give now. I could see Oaktown kicking it in too. No. No. No. 
This would not do. I pushed myself harder than I’d ever done, 
past the pain in my shoulders, the aching in my legs, past all 
that. I had to win. I took almost no breaths, focusing on my 
kicks and my pulls. Big kick little kick. Big kick little kick. Faster 
faster faster. Everything was a blur, I was running out of 
breath. I couldn’t even feel anything anymore. 

And suddenly, I could see it. Right in front of me. The wall. Two 
more final kicks. One, two. I touched it with such vigor, the 
impact ran through my bones. 
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Gasping and choking for air, the noise began to filter back in. I 
looked beside me. The Oaktown swimmer was getting out of 
the pool. Had I done it? I glanced over my shoulder. Zander 
was already reaching the other end. He was crazy fast. And… 
and… the Oaktown swimmer was behind him.

I vaguely heard shouting. A strong arm grasped mine and 
yanked me out of the pool. I stood on the deck gasping for air 
as my teammates surrounded me cheering and shouting. 

“You did it! You beat them!” They all clamored, fist bumping, 
high fiving, hugging. 

I watched Zander coming in on his fourth lap. “Go Zander! You 
can do it! Push yourself! Almost there!” I yelled until my voice 
was hoarse. Oaktown wasn’t too far behind and seemed to be 
gaining on him. “Go go go!” 

He reached the end. First. And less than a second later, 
Oaktown pulled up beside him. We had done it. We had won!

“Yeah Zander! Awesome job man!” We all congratulated him. 

We made it back to our team section and everyone 
surrounded us, whooping and hollering. We had done it. Tyler, 
Jeremy, me, and Zander. We had won. 

I woke up with a smile on my face. I felt a lot happier. Even the 
nasty colored tan ceiling seemed more cheerful than usual.

That day, when we had won that relay and that meet against 
Oaktown, was one of the happiest days of my life.

After the meet, Mom had taken Josey and I to Tate’s Sandwich 
Shop, our favorite place to eat, to celebrate our victory. I got 
my usual crispy chicken sandwich and Coke, while Josey got a 
perplexing order of sweet-n-sour wings with mayo on the side. 
Mom stuck with the same chicken salad she got every time. 
She hadn’t tried anything else here in years. Not since Dad 
died. 

He used to get a chicken salad sandwich every time. It had 
been our family’s spot, even when Dad was overseas. We 
would always Skype him here and we’d order a chicken salad 
sandwich in his honor each time. It would usually go to waste, 
since neither me nor my sister liked chicken salad very much. 
And Mom only liked it on certain days. 

After he was KIA while on tour in Afghanistan, nothing seemed 
the same anymore. Tate’s was no longer a happy spot. It was 
a sad one. Because that’s where we went to see Dad. And 
Dad was no longer in this world. It took us a while, but we 
eventually came back.

It was mostly me who did it. I went there to think and feel 
closer to him after he died. I became such a regular that after a 
while, I would walk in at four o’clock after school, and my 
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order, a crispy chicken sandwich and chocolate milkshake 
would already be on the counter. 

Eventually, Mom noticed that I had been putting on more than 
a few pounds, no doubt because of my daily milkshake and 
sandwich. She marched me right into Tate’s and told him he 
was no longer allowed to serve me on my own. Then she 
marched me right back out and smacked me on the arm. 
“What have you been thinking? You know that’s not healthy!” 

And she enrolled me in swimming classes the next day. 

Loud voices outside my door brought me back from the depths 
of my memories. 

It was Dr. Bellamy “Are you sure you haven’t seen anything? 
No cigarette butts, ejuice, or anything? We’ve been seeing an 
influx of patients with the same symptoms your brother has for 
the past couple of months. They’ve all vaped at some point in 
their life. Are you sure you haven’t seen your brother do 
anything…?”

I strained, trying to hear the person’s response. “Umm...let me 
think.” It was Josey. The school day must have ended by now. 
And then I began to panic. She couldn’t know about my 
vaping? Could she? That one time--that had been almost a 
year ago. She wouldn’t remember that. Oh man. If Mom found 
out, it didn’t matter that I was practically dying in a hospital. 

She would yank me out of bed and ground me until all that I 
had left was me and maybe a stone slab to sleep on. Don’t say 
it! I wanted to cry out to her. Except I couldn’t. Dammit, I was 
just about done with this stupid tube. 

“Umm… Well there was this one time,” my sister answered. 
Gosh darn it Josey. Of course she remembered. She didn’t let 
anything escape her careful notice.

“Yes?” Dr. Bellamy continued to prod her.

“Well, I saw something in the mail--now looking back on it, it 
was probably JUUL pods, but I never said anything.”

“And how long ago was this?” 

“March, I think…” Once again, my dreams swam up and pulled 
me away into their swirling whirlpool. Josey’s voice grew 
quieter and quieter, and then I couldn’t hear anything at all.

“Hey Jack! Come over here!” Ethan yelled.  I jogged over to 
where he, Jayden, and a few other of my friends were standing 
in a circle around the basketball hoop. I elbowed into the 
middle of the group, and was immediately hit with a cloud of 
minty-citrusy smelling smoke. I coughed and sputtered while 
Jayden and a few others snickered.
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“Shut it guys,” I grumbled. “What’re you doing?” I don’t know 
why I asked that. It was pretty obvious anyways. I was 
surprised that no teachers had come up and busted them. 

“What d’you think we’re doing, stupid?” One of them replied. 
Luke. I hated that kid. Always trying to suck up to Jayden, 
trying to prove himself to him in order to be part of his inner 
circle.

“You want one?” Jayden offered. In his hand was what looked 
like a small black flashdrive. Except it wasn’t. 

“Naw, I think I’m good, man.” I shuddered. The thought of 
inhaling that stuff into my lungs… It was practically a cigarette, 
right?

“You sure? It’s only once--you just have to take one hit, see 
how you like it.” Jayden pushed. I hesitated. 

“But it’s just like smoking. You’ve seen what happens to 
people’s lungs when they smoke.” 

Jayden snorted. “Dude! This is nothing like smoking! It’s just 
steam--perfectly harmless and it tastes good.” He took a hit to 
emphasize the point. 

“Are you sure?” I asked, a little wary.

“C’mon! It’s perfectly fine. Like, people use this stuff to get off 
of smoking, not the other way around.” 

“Plus, Reese is over there watching you. How’s it going to look 
to her if you don’t take one like the rest of us?” Luke just had to 
but in, didn’t he?

I glanced over my shoulder. Reese was indeed watching us, 
though I’m pretty sure she was looking at Jayden and not me. 
Despite the fact that she was surrounded by a group of 
chattering girls, I could pick her out easily. Her pretty brown 
hair was gathered in a poof ball on top of her head, giving her 
the illusion of being even taller than she already was. I could 
practically feel her dark eyes burning two holes into my back. If 
she might be paying attention to me, maybe…

I mean…my mom had always told me to stay away from 
smoking--but if what Jayden said was true, one couldn’t hurt. 
Could it? And I was pretty sure I had heard that vaping was a 
safe alternative anyways. Besides, I could smell all the flavors 
that they exhaled, and if that didn’t intrigue me a little bit, then I 
didn’t know what would. It was only once. That’s it. No one had 
ever died from smoking one cigarette, right? And certainly not 
from vaping. 

“Fine. Sure. I’ll do it.” I held out my hand, ignoring the lingering 
hesitation and voice in my head telling me this is wrong. 
Jayden slapped the JUUL into my hand and whooped, 
slapping me against the back.
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I pressed the button five times, just like I’d seen the others do 
dozens, no hundreds, of times before. 

And before I knew it, I was bringing the tip to my lips, opening 
my mouth, just slightly. I felt the cool metal against my lips, and 
then pushing down all my fear and hesitation, inhaled.

Once again, the ceiling was the same old beige. I heard the 
beeping of the machines hooked up to me, and the raspy 
breath of the ventilator. Awareness slowly returned to me, and 
as I woke up, I felt a pressure on my hand. Glancing over, I 
found my mother clinging to my fingers tightly. She looked like 
she’d fallen asleep, and beside her, was my sister. 

I tried to summon up anger at seeing her, but I couldn’t. I was 
just too relieved that she was okay, that I was still alive, to be 
angry at her for telling on me. She too, was sleeping, 
peacefully, on one of the hospital chairs that matched the color 
of the throw-up walls. I tried to feel as peaceful as she looked, 
attempting to ignore the tube stuffed down my throat. 

I was just about to nod off, when Dr. Bellamy strode in. “Good! 
Good!” she exclaimed, cheerfully. “You’re awake, Jack.” 

I am. I thought in my head. My mother stirred awake beside 
me, and I finally felt anger, except towards Dr. Bellamy. Mom 
was just starting to get a good rest. If I knew her, she’s been 

up and about worrying for me for the past two? Three days 
that I’ve been in the hospital? 

Mom sat up and brushed herself off. She looked a little 
embarrassed to have fallen asleep. It’s okay, I wanted to tell 
her. But of course, I couldn’t. 

“Okay, we have some good news. Well, not exactly good, but 
Jack is stable now—he’s out of the hot zone.”

“Well, that’s good,” Mom said, brightening considerably. Josey 
started to wake up as well. “So what can you do to help him?” 
Mom asked.

“At this point, all we can do is keep him on the ventilator and 
pump him with fluids and antibiotics, since there is an 
underlying pneumonia in him.” 

Mom didn’t seem very satisfied with this answer. She started to 
ask another question, but Dr. Bellamy interrupted her.

“Excuse me, Mrs. Beckett, but I’m going to need you to leave 
the room for a few minutes. I have some questions I need to 
ask Jack privately.”

“Leave?” Mom asked, both horrified and insulted at the same 
time. “No. I’m not leaving! That is my son, and he just—well, I 
don’t know what he just did, but I need to be here to find out.” 
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“Please, Mrs. Beckett, your son is fine, as of now. I just need to 
ask him a few questions. It’ll only be a few moments, and 
anything he says, or writes, can help us get to the bottom of 
this. I promise, you can come back directly after.”

Mom’s face fell, knowing that the doctor was right, but I still 
wasn’t exactly okay with this. What kind of question was she 
going to ask me?

After my family left the room, she began.

“So, Jack,” she said, holding out the whiteboard to me, “Have 
you ever vaped before or used an e-cigarette or JUUL?”

My hand froze, smudging the nervous doodles I’d been 
making. What to say, what to say? Could I lie to a doctor? 
Wasn’t that illegal? Oh God. 

“It’s okay to tell me. I’m not going to get you into trouble or 
anything. We need to know because it can help us figure out 
what exactly is going on in your body.”

I decided to use the small lifeline she’d thrown me, however 
unintentional. 

How would vaping cause this? I scribbled. 

Dr. Bellamy’s face lit up. It was obvious she loved explaining 
odd, medical things. “Well, in the last few months, we’ve been 
seeing these cases of people come into hospitals in severe 

respiratory distress. Nobody has been exactly sure what’s 
going on, since it affects almost all age groups and genders, 
but there’s one thing they all have in common. Vaping. We 
looked into it more, and it turns out that isn’t just a happy 
coincidence. Severe lung damage can be the result of using e-
cigarettes. We’ve started to call it EVALI, which stands for e-
cigarette or vaping product use-associated lung injury. 

“It has a lot of the same symptoms that you seem to present, 
such as shortness of breath, a chronic cough, not to mention 
your high fever. We’ve also done x-rays of your lungs, and 
they seem to be filled with a sort of filmy substance that looks 
like cotton candy that has been mirrored in other patients who 
have EVALI. So, if you’ve ever vaped before, please tell me 
because it can really help narrow down any other possibilities 
and we’ll be able to treat you more efficiently and you’ll be able 
to recover much faster.”

I hung my head. She had me there. I didn’t want to spend one 
more minute than I had to with this tube and in this hospital. 
Slowly, like a sloth, I spelled out a word. Y-E-S.
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Before It's Too Late

Brief summary:

Maggie is an exchange student from Australia who's home is 
most likely a pile of ashes by now. Her country is on fire and 
it's not letting up. Mere hours before she was supposed to 
leave for the U.S., her father and her were forced to evacuate 
their home, making the potentially devastating decision to 
leave behind their sheep--their livelihood. Maggie's father 
pushed her to still continue on with the exchange, despite 
everything that had happened, but she's not sure she made 
the right choice. Sage is a bubbly seventh grader who is 
excited for the Australian exchange student to arrive. She's 
finally excited to have something interesting happen to her 
(and is secretly hoping that the girl might become the big sister 
she never had--having four brothers is no joke). When the 
exchange student arrives, she reveals shocking information 

that leads Sage on down a wormhole on the Internet and 
completely knocking her world off its axis. As both Maggie and 
Sage come to terms with the shocking realities of climate 
change, they might just create a movement to push for a 
solution.

Excerpt:

Before It's Too Late

Sage

“Sage!” my dad called. “She’s here!” 

I tossed my phone on my bed and bounded down the stairs. 
My dad was waiting by the front door as my mom and the new 
exchange student, Maggie, lugged suitcases up our walkway. I 
could see the minor lanyard hanging from her neck as she 
walked up, left over from her plane ride. 

“Hi! I’m Sage, nice to meet you!” I stuck out my hand for her to 
shake.

Her grip was firm. “Nice to meet you, too! My name’s Maggie. 
Thank you so much for letting me stay here.” Oh my gosh! Her 
accent! It was exactly like the movies. So...Australian. 

“No problem, sweetheart! We’re so happy you’re finally here. 
Sage can’t wait to show you around!” my mom cut in. My face 
reddened. Sometimes, my mom was a little too much. She 
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didn’t have to treat me like my little brothers! I was in seventh 
grade, for Pete’s sake, not a fourth grader, like Robby and 
George! 

Maggie nodded, the movement causing her chocolate curls to 
bounce around her neck. “Lead the way, mate!” she replied. 

“Okay… so here is the kitchen—obviously.” I gestured towards 
the room full of pots and pans and who knows what else. I 
don’t bake or cook. The last time I tried, I set off the fire alarm, 
and that was only pancakes. 

“Oh perfect!” She clapped her hands together, smiling, “I love 
cooking!” She glanced at me hopefully, “Do you think your 
mom would let me try?” 

“Yeah, I think that would be okay. No one ever really cooks in 
my family except for Nick, and he’s in college now.”

“How’s your brother doin’ then?” Maggie asked. “I haven’t 
talked to him in a while.”

“He’s good. He told me to say he’s sorry he wasn’t able to say 
hi.” 

“It’s alright. Tell ‘im I said hi, too!” 

“I will!” We usually FaceTimed Nick once a week. He’d left for 
college near the end of the summer, and he’d only been back 
once, for winter break. Granted, that break was almost a 

month long for him, but it still was hard to see him only once in 
a while. We were used to it, though. Two years ago as a junior, 
Nick had done a semester abroad in Australia, and he’d stayed 
with Maggie’s family. We returned the favor by having her stay 
with us when she decided to apply for one to come to the U.S. 
She was supposed to arrive over break, but then the fires 
broke out all over Australia, and it delayed her flight almost two 
weeks. 

She had to evacuate her home a week ago. The fires were 
getting too close to their home, so they were forced to leave 
under short notice. Last they’d heard, their house was still 
standing, but that could change any day. While staying at her 
aunt’s apartment in Adelaide with her dad, she decided to 
exchange the missed plane ticket for a new one so she could 
finally come here. Since Maggie had to leave most of her stuff 
at her house, she only had one small suitcase. She was rolling 
it behind her now as I gave her a tour of the house, and I 
swore I could smell a whiff of smoke wafting off her bag. 

“So this is your room,” I said, breathless from climbing  all the 
stairs up to the third floor. I gently nudged open the door, and it 
opened into a small room that was dwarfed by the seemingly 
big white twin set against the wall. Maggie crossed the room to 
look at it.

“It’s so pretty!” She exclaimed, “I love the comforter!” We had 
dug up an old paisley one from the basement, my old one from 
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when I’d used the twin. A few years ago, my parents had finally 
given me a big bed. 

“I know! That used to be mine,” I said, glad she seemed to like 
it.

“I like your style,” Maggie gave a thumbs up.

“Do you need any help unpacking?” I asked, feeling a little shy. 
She seemed so, I don’t know, older. I didn’t want her to see me 
as a little kid, so I tried to act mature like my mom would.  

Maggie looked down at her tiny little suitcase and laughed. 
“No, I think I’m okay. I didn’t bring much.” 

“Was it scary?” I inquired, before I could check myself. My 
hands flew up to my mouth in horror, “Oh I’m sorry! I didn’t 
mean to ask that. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want 
to.” My mom had specifically told me and the twins not to ask 
her about the fires unless she brought it up first. So much for 
trying to be mature.

“No, it’s okay. I don’t mind talking about it that much. 
Sometimes it helps to talk, you know?” 

I nodded like I knew what she was talking about, but I didn’t, 
really. The scariest time of my life had been the day my mom 
brought George and Robby home from the hospital. Everything 
changed. I was no longer the youngest, spoiled, only girl. Now 

my mom had not one, but two little babies to care for. I didn’t 
understand it at all because I was only three at the time. 

But Maggie... I couldn’t even begin to imagine what it must’ve 
felt like to see her entire childhood--all those memories--go up 
in flames. 

“It was terrifying,” She began, “We had known that the fires 
were really bad this year, and that they could potentially head 
our way, but we didn’t expect it so soon.” She took a deep 
breath, steeling herself to relive the memory, “It was the middle 
of the night and my dad came running in and shook me awake. 

‘Go! Go pack a bag! We have to go to Aunt Shari’s now.’

“I can remember I was so scared and freaked out. I barely 
knew what was happening, but we had prepared for this and I 
already had a bag half packed. I grabbed that and filled the 
rest up with snacks and my dog Miki’s food. And then I 
grabbed her and we went outside to throw it in the truck. Out 
there, it looked like it was almost daylight. The entire world 
seemed to be on fire, and everything was lit up with an orange 
glow. It was like Armageddon.” She chuckled morbidly, 
“Thankfully, we had just sold most of our lambs to a 
slaughterhouse, so there were only a few sheep we had to, 
um, leave behind.”
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“You had to leave behind your animals?” I remembered Nick 
telling us about all the sheep he helped wrangle while staying 
with them, watching them out in the fields, feeding them, 
shearing them...he showed us some of the baby lambs in the 
spring, and they were adorable. I couldn’t imagine leaving 
them all behind. When I looked up at Maggie, it was obvious 
she felt horrible about it, too. 

“Yeah… we had to leave them all behind. We couldn’t bring 
them with us to my aunt’s.” Her voice cracked, “I--I unlocked 
the gate so they could escape if they could. We have no way 
to know if any of them survived until this is all over.” A small 
tear escaped down her cheek before she could wipe it away. 

“I’m so sorry,” I said, moving to sit on the bed next to her, a 
little uncertain how to comfort her. Should I hug her? Just sit 
next to her? I’d never had to go through this before. 

She stood up and scrubbed off her face before turning around, 
“It’s okay. We don’t even have it the worst. Some people have 
been killed. And had to watch their homes burn down.” 

“Yeah, but you’re still allowed to feel bad. I can’t even imagine 
going through that. It’s awful for anyone.” 

She offered me a weak smile, “Thanks. I needed to hear that.” 

“How come the fires were so bad this year?” I asked.

“A combination of things,” Maggie sighed, a big, worry-filled 
one, “I read up on it at Aunt Shari’s. Usually they all start the 
same way, lightning or accidental camp fires gone out of 
control, but these ones were worse for a lot of reasons. Really, 
it was a perfect storm. Right now, we’re in the middle of a 
drought, and then you know, climate change.”

“How did climate change cause a fire this big?” I wondered. I 
thought climate change was all about rising sea levels and 
hurricanes.

“Well, it’s all kind of related. Climate change has been causing 
CO2 emissions to rise--a gas that traps heat in the 
atmosphere--” I nodded, we had started learning about this in 
school, “and that higher emissions causes the planet to warm, 
which causes longer, more severe droughts. These droughts 
dry out the land and kill the plants who keep the soil together 
and moist, consequently, it gets even drier. Basically, we had a 
really hot and dry year because of a really severe drought 
worsened by climate change., When the fires started, they had 
a lot of dry fuel and almost no moisture to keep them from 
spreading so fast.” 

“Wow! That’s a lot. You could be an expert on this,” I remarked, 
still trying to digest everything she had just told me.

“Yeah, I guess,” she laughed. “After I learned that climate 
change had something to do with my home being destroyed 
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and all these people and animals being killed, I got a little 
passionate about it and started to read into it more.” 

My interest was piqued. I hadn’t realized how much climate 
change really affected people. It had always seemed so big 
and far off--everyone talked about it like it was not an 
immediate problem. I didn’t really understand. All these adults 
never seemed to do anything about it. I decided to research 
more--I needed to see if anyone was doing anything about 
this. 

“That’s a good idea,” I replied, “Thanks for telling me about 
what happened. Are you sure you don’t need any help?”

She chuckled, “No, I think I’ve got it.” 

“Alright.” 

I flew down the steps and into my room. Grabbing my iPad, I 
began to research. 

***

“Sage! Dinner!” My mom shouted. 

My head jerked up. I looked at the time. 6:35. Oh my gosh! I 
had been reading about this for...almost four hours. And what a 
four hours it had been. I had read everything from UNICEF 
pdf’s on climate change’s effect on children--a little more than 
creepy for me to read, considering how I was part of the group 

they were talking about, to what countries around the world 
were doing to prevent, which was shockingly little. 

If I had read the right articles, and I was certain I had--NOAA, 
CNN, United Nations, BBC were all pretty credible sources, 
then in thirty years, life was going to look very different for the 
world unless we did something about it. 

And no one seemed to be taking it seriously. 

Maggie

The sunlight felt so warm and nice on my face as I woke up. It 
seemed like a nice day outside; I couldn’t wait to go out to the 
barn and feed the sheep. I probably wouldn’t even need a 
sweatshirt! 

Then my hands brushed against the unfamiliar comforter, 
nothing like my cozy warm blanket. And then I remembered. I 
was in the United States! I pulled off the purple paisley covers 
and stepped onto the floor, my back popping as I stretched. My 
body felt so well rested! It was like I had slept for a week 
straight. 

I quickly got dressed, making sure I wore my fluffy socks and 
headed down the steep steps. There, I almost ran into Sage as 
she shot across the hallway.
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“I’m so sorry!” she exclaimed as I helped her up from where 
she fell.

“It’s fine, no worries.” I replied. My stomach rumbled. “I think 
I’m going to get some breakfast.” 

“Breakfast?” Sage said, “It’s almost dinner! You slept for a 
whole day!” 

“Really? Wow, that explains a lot, then.” I was amazed! I didn’t 
think I’d ever slept so much before in my entire life. 

Sage laughed, “Actually, I was just going to see if you were 
awake.” 

“Perfect timing then, right?” 

“Yeah, I guess. I read a little bit more about climate change, 
you know.” 

“Oh?” I replied. She seemed a little anxious. I wondered what 
she’d discovered.

“And so, I was reading these articles and I’ve been thinking, 
like, why hasn’t anyone done anything about it? I mean, it 
turns out it’s not such a recent thing after all. People have 
known about it for years.” She said passionately. “It’s like 
they’re all a bunch of ostriches sticking their heads in holes 
thinking, ‘well if I can’t see it, then it can’t affect me.’” 

I had to stifle a laugh, because she had explained it perfectly. 
That was exactly what the world was doing- ignoring the 
problem in hopes that it would go away. 

“Well, news flash, everybody. Climate change is not just going 
to ‘disappear’.” Sage continued to rant, “You actually have to 
lift your heads out of your tiny little holes and do something 
about it!”

I placed my hands on her shoulders. She was breathing hard 
and her face was flushed from all the talking she’d been doing, 
“Mate, you should speak in front of a crowd.” I told her.

“I would, but no one is going to listen to me!” She wailed, “I’m 
only in seventh grade. What can I do to help solve this 
problem? No one can do it just by themselves.” 

I had to admit, she did have a point there. “Alrighty then. Do 
you want to sit down and talk about it?” I asked her, “Because 
I’m happy to listen to anything you want to tell me and help 
with whatever you want to do.” She nodded. 

We went downstairs to the living room and sat down on one of 
the blue leather couches. It was freezing, despite the wail of 
the radiators around me, so I was glad I wore my fuzzy socks. 

“Okay, so what were you thinking?” I asked her, tucking my 
cold feet into my legs. 
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“I don’t know,” she replied. “I guess I’m just really upset about 
this. It bothers me that there isn’t really anyone doing anything 
about it.” 

“Yeah… I know a lot of countries haven’t really worked hard on 
preventing it, but have you read stuff on Greta Thunberg?”

Sage’s entire face lit up. “Yeah! She’s awesome! I was reading 
about how she organized a global climate strike. And there 
were other kids doing stuff too. I wish we could do something 
like that. It just seems impossible.”

“Yeah, that’s true.” I tried to think of what Maggie the older 
sister would say. Would she state her own opinion? Would she 
comfort Sage? Downplay all of her very valid emotions? Ugh. 
This was all so confusing. Why did Nick think I would be any 
good at this? I had absolutely no clue what to say. I was still 
dealing with my own emotions, churning up in my head like a 
smoothie in a blender. Scared for my dad and our future, grief 
for all the animals that are being killed, disbelief at the fact that 
I was actually halfway across the world in another country, 
helplessness in the face of all that was going on—my burning 
country and just the hugeness of climate change in general. 
How were we supposed to tackle this big issue? Even a huge 
effort would only take a chip out of it. I felt like we were trying 
to dig a tunnel to China using  spoons that weren’t even silver, 
just plain aluminum. 

I flopped back on the couch, exhausted from just thinking 
about it. “Honestly, Sage, I wish I could tell you that I had any 
ideas, but I don’t. It seems like everything we could possibly do 
is still not enough.” 

She flopped down opposite of me. “I know. Look what Greta 
did—organized all those protests and rallies—and look what’s 
changed. Practically nothing. All those old geezers running the 
world’s governments are just ignoring it, since they’ll be long 
dead by the time it happens anyways.”

I burst out laughing. I had thought the same thing too, on many 
occasions, but never so bluntly. 

She chuckled cynically, “It’s like they don’t even care about us. 
At all. They’re all so concerned about stupid stuff, like whether 
or not we should be cloning things, when in twenty years, 
they’ll be lucky if there’s even anything left to clone! They’re 
not the ones who’ll be growing up in the middle of global 
warming, it’ll be us. Their children won’t be the ones trying to 
live a normal, happy childhood, it’ll be our kids. Heck, in thirty 
years, when they say changes will become irreversible, I’ll be 
43 and not even half my life will have gone by. It’s honestly just 
really scary.” 

As she kept talking, I felt myself getting more and more 
anxious. Listening to her, it made me want to march right up to 
Canberra, or the White House, I guess, since that’s closer, and 
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yell at all the representatives with their heads stuck in holes 
because they were too afraid of “upsetting the balance” to 
prevent this problem.

But of course, I couldn’t do that. I would probably get arrested, 
and then where would we be? Sighing, I stared up at the 
ceiling, racking my brain for something we could do to help 
spur the world into action.
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Tongue-Tied – A Feeling
Poetry
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett

Tongue-Tied – A Feeling

Her hair golden at this hour
 
Her eyes of calm water
 
Her lips of aloe vera
 
Something hardly encapsulated
 

In any sort of medium
 
I try to make it up for her
 
By writing something great
 
But I find myself tongue-tied
 
The little I say archaic and rudimentary
 
Never of much depth
 
So I go back to the mines
 
Hopefully I find something
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A.P. Psychology
Short Story
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett

A.P. Psychology

The ringing of the bell began yet another excruciatingly boring 
day in psychology class. Matt slouched in the back of the 
room, mindlessly kicking the leg of the chair in front of him.

“Will you stop doing that, asshole?” Matt looked up to see the 
scrunched face of Lily Atkins.

“What?”

“Stop kicking my damn chair.”

“Anything you’d like to say, Ms. Atkins?” Lily snapped around 
and locked eyes with Mr. Caldwell. He was a man who was 
bald on the sides of his head, with only a faint mop of hair on 
top. His eyes hid behind a pair of round spectacles, which 
would slide down his nose over the course of the day. “Ms. 
Atkins?”

“Matt won’t stop kicking my chair.”

“Matt won’t stop kicking my chair…”

“Matt won’t stop kicking my chair, sir.”

Mr. Caldwell preadjusted his glasses and smiled at Lily. Then, 
he moved his gaze past her and onto Matt. “Mr. Watkins, 
would you like to respond?”

Matt sat up in his chair. “I did not consciously kick her chair, 
sir.”

“Oh, so your subconscious did that then, hrm?”

“Yeah, it was my id and stuff.”

Mr. Caldwell turned to write something on the chalkboard 
behind him. “Now I know that this is an Advanced Placement 
Psychology class and all, so I have to watch what I say about 
the founders, but I think Freud was wrong about a few things, 
one such being the concept of id. Now according to Freud…”

Matt slid back into his slouch and began mindlessly kicking the 
leg of Lily’s chair.

The bell rang again and the psychology class began again. Mr. 
Caldwell rambled on about memory. Matt kicked Lily’s chair, 
and Lily pressed her pencil just a little bit harder against her 
paper. On the other side of the room, Mark Zeibwitz stared at 
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Amanda Gyfakolus. He didn’t think he was attracted to her or 
anything of the such, but she was hard to look away from. Mr. 
Caldwell was off-lesson anyways. He stared at her hair. It was 
long, curly, and most likely bothersome to the skin. Amanda 
constantly grabbed at the hair to get it off the nape of her neck. 
He stared at her shoulders. She wore a pink t-shirt advertising 
school soccer. It was a little too big for her. He stared at her 
back. She definitely had scoliosis at one point. Her posture 
was fine now, but he could tell that there used to be problems. 
He stared at her butt. Mark Zeibwitz wasn’t into Amanda, but 
he stared nonetheless; it was something to do.

The bell rang yet again and Mr. Caldwell was just walking 
through the door. Matt kicked Lily’s chair, Lily pressed her 
pencil harder into her paper. Mark stared at Amanda. Amanda 
wore heavier clothes. In the front of the room, Jacob translated 
his Spanish homework. His older brother gave him old notes at 
the beginning of the year, so he didn’t have to worry. Next to 
him, Sam Jones neatly wrote down every word Mr. Caldwell 
said. Jacob had offered Sam pictures of his brother’s notes, 
but Sam was paranoid of plagiarism or something, and 
continued to write. He finished writing a page of notes and 
moved the sheet on top of other sheets of notes. After class, 
he would put those sheets in a folder and label it with the date. 
Then, he would put the folder in a binder with the unit. He 
would slide the binder into a cabinet labeled A.P. Psychology. 
Then, he would prepare the next day of notes.

The bell rang again and Mr. Caldwell walked in with two fingers 
binded to a strip of foam-coated metal. For the first time in 
months, he just sat at his desk and told the class to do work. 
While the metal on his finger tapped against the desk, Matt 
mindlessly kicked the leg of Lily’s chair. Lily pressed the pencil 
onto the paper hard enough to break the lead off. She grabbed 
a pen, and then went back to writing. Mark stared at Amanda. 
Today, Amanda wore a sweatshirt with the hood up, concealing 
her hair. Jacob translated his Spanish homework while Sam 
copied the words from his textbook on top of one of his sheets 
of paper. Hannah Bauer and Emily Baker sat at the table 
behind Sam and Jacob. Hannah pulled out a sheet of paper 
and wrote down the name of everyone in the class. She put a 
check next to Mark’s name, a check next to Amanda’s, a check 
next to Matt’s, an X next to Lily’s, an X next to Sam’s, and a 
question mark next to Sam’s. They went through the entire 
class. Then, when satisfied, Hannah pulled out another sheet 
and wrote out the class roster for her Biology class, then she 
did the same for her German class. Hannah continued to put 
checks and Xs next to the names of every student she knew. 
Emily intently watched her work. When Hannah exhausted her 
list of classmates, Emily tallied the votes.

“And you’re sure all these checks will vote for me?” Emily 
asked.
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“Yeah, and some of the Xs might too, unless they know we’re 
friends. A lot of people have… strong… opinions to say the 
least.”

The bell rang again and Mr. Caldwell rubbed his matted hair as 
he fumbled with a stack of papers. He told the class to take 
notes from their book and sat down to read the document. His 
binded fingers hovered over each line, making his face 
increasingly uncomfortable. Matt watched him mouth the 
words god damn bitch. He stopped kicking Lily’s chair to watch 
Mr. Caldwell read the words in front of him. Lily noticed the 
lack of kicking. She wanted to turn around, but decided against 
it to avoid bringing attention to herself and to avoid it starting 
again. Mark stared at Amanda, who today was wearing an 
overcoat over a tank top. He couldn’t see the tank top from 
where he was sitting, but he knew she walked in with it on. 
Amanda awkwardly shuffled in her seat. Jacob finished his 
Spanish homework and fell asleep. Sam finished his note-
taking before class and pulled out an unfinished monologue. 
He grabbed out another piece of loose-leaf and began to jot 
down ideas onto the blank paper. When he found a joke to be 
funny enough, he transferred it to the monologue. Behind him, 
Hannah wrote out Emily’s campaign speech. Emily sat intently, 
watching Hannah’s hand bring words together in a way that 
she had never seen before. After a while, she turned away, 
and looked around the room. She saw Mark staring at 
Amanda, and watched him stare. He turned his head to look at 

Emily, and the two were locked in a gaze. After a while, Emily 
smiled, waved her fingers, and turned back around to watch 
Hannah write.

The bell rang and Mr. Caldwell didn’t show up. Matt and Jacob 
had read in the papers that he was dead. His ex-wife claimed 
that he hit her. Amanda had moved to sit next to Matt to avoid 
Mark’s eyes. Lily had threatened to jab her pen into Matt’s eye 
if he didn’t stop kicking the leg of her chair, so he stopped. 
Mark stared at Emily to pass the time. Hannah wrote Emily’s 
victory speech while Emily silently watched her hand move to 
form letters into words. Jacob read his A.P. Psychology book to 
pass the time. Sam continued to write notes, albeit more 
concise notes, and afterwards worked on his monologue. The 
bell rang again, ending the class.
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Big Shoes to Fill
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Big Shoes to Fill

Strappy sandals, worn out sneakers, and the black dress 
shoes she wears to work line the linoleum floor of our 
mudroom. Her Indian dress shoes hidden behind white cabinet 
doors emerge once a year for Diwali. The lonely pair of 
stilettos tucked into its rightful cardboard box is shoved deep 
inside the closet. She claims she is “too old” to wear them. My 
mother passes the high heels down to me, saying, “You’ll grow 
into them.”

Although she’ll never admit it, she has a lot of shoes for me to 
grow into. A pair of size eight stilettos awaits, along with the 
rest of her dreams. “Go do the things I’ve always wanted you 
to do,” she says.

There is a mountain of shoe boxes in our garage, standing 
about as tall as I was when I was five. Each one houses a pair 
of shoes destined to be mine. The yellow box with the running 
shoes says, “Dream big.” The blue box with the heels 
screams, “Go further!” The red box with the sandals tells me, 
“Make her proud.”

She counsels me in the car, while we’re driving, like I'm a 
boxer and she's the corner man. She tells me I have to be 
louder, more direct, more confident. 

 We go to Applebee’s for dinner one night to celebrate me 
finishing 8th grade. The waitress asks me, “What would you 
like to drink?”

I respond with “Coke, please,” but she doesn’t hear me. She 
asks again. My mother answers for me this time. The waitress 
walks away, and my mother scolds me because apparently, I 
was too shy. We practice talking to cashiers and store workers 
after that because supposedly I need it. 

I try to be like her. She’s strong and confident. She doesn’t 
take bs from anyone. She fights for what she wants. She’s 
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ambitious. She always tells me, “Don’t settle for being 
mediocre, Anjali. Strive for excellence and success will follow.” 

It’s not as easy as it sounds.

One time she was telling me about this idiot at work and how 
he tries to mansplain things to her every chance he gets, and 
she says, “Don’t be like me.”

I’m sorry. Don’t be like you?

I thought that I was growing into your shoes. I thought that I 
was doing the things you’ve always wanted me to do. I thought 
that I was   I thought that I was… But then you clarify. “Don’t 
be like me. Be a force to be reckoned with. Be stronger. Don’t 
care so much about other people like me. Dream big. Dream 
bigger.”

You want me to do more than just wear your shoes, as if those 
aren’t big enough.

When I was little, I used to put on your red lipstick, jewelry, and 
those stilettos you used to wear and strut around the house. In 
that moment, I was powerful. But eventually the lipstick 
smeared, and the shoes fell off. 

Now, the stilettos fit. You took about a million pictures of me at 
homecoming wearing them and commented on how I was 
getting too old. I’ve grown into them.

They still don’t feel like mine.
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Sincerely,
Humor
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Sincerely,

To the person who wishes me nonexistent,

I know you don’t hate me as much as you say you do. Just like 
you walk the Earth everyday, I’m only doing what I was put 
here to do. I’m subject to your antics, your groaning and 
moaning. "Why do you have to be here? You're ruining my 
life!" Excuse me. I'm not the one ruining your life. If anything, 
it's that boy you keep talking to. What's his name? Jason? 
Yeah, he's bad news. I’m just looking out for you. If you knew 
better, you would have been running for the hills the second 
you laid eyes on him. He called me ugly! He said that you 
should get rid of me as soon as possible if you wanted to be 
with him! I turned red at that. Maybe it was anger. Maybe it 
was embarrassment. Oh, not embarrassed for you or myself, 
but for him. Honestly, you couldn't have been more lucky to 
have me. I give you a different perspective on life. So before 

you go cursing my name and whatnot, understand that I give 
you a worldview that you would just be missing without me. 
And I understand that I can hurt you sometimes; it’s really not 
my intention, but it’s inevitable. It comes with every great 
friendship. We’re friends right? I would classify it as a 
friendship. You give me a life, take me to all the parties you go 
to, and I… Well, hold on a second. I… Um, I… Ah! I weed out 
all the bad guys. Like Jason. He would have just ended up 
severely hurting you in the end. If he can’t accept you with me, 
then he can’t have you at all. Am I right or am I right? I’m right. 
Speaking of parties, I was just wondering. How come 
everytime we go to a party you cover me in glitz and glamour? 
Am I not good enough for you or something? It’s like you pop 
out the concealer and powder, and in a matter of minutes I’m 
completely different. Oh my god. Is this about what Jason 
said? Look, I know I’m not the best looking, but if you go on 
believing every person who walks up to you, you’re never 
going to get anywhere. Trust me. So, next time let’s go au 
natural. I know you’re going to huff and puff about it because I 
know you’d never leave the house like that, but it’ll be good for 
us. I don’t know how you even breathe under all that product. 
Anyway, you should know that I really appreciate you letting 
me stay. I know other people would have pushed me away. 
Like Kelsey for example! One time I tried to sleep over. She 
got rid of me in the morning, saying that I was too irritating! 
Can you believe it? I know you would never do that. You’re 
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such a kind host. I hope you can see that I’m really just trying 
to help. Hope we can make up? 

Sincerely,
The zit above your left eyebrow

(Not to be confused with the one above your right)
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A Break in Time: July's People and the 
Interregnum
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

A Break in Time: July's People and the 
Interregnum

Scattered across my bedroom floor, three binders filled with 
information about photosynthesis and cellular respiration lay 
idle, begging to be fingered through once more. Next to it, a 
notebook with the periodic table of elements and a detailed list 
of physics formulas catch my attention. I pick it up, flip through 

the crinkly pages, and reminisce on my past science classes at 
HB. Inside, homework, notes, and endless doodles decorate 
each page. Seeing such memories makes it easy to envision 
myself sitting in the uncomfortable metal chairs while listening 
to the clicking of computer keys on Microsoft PowerPoint. I 
almost miss it—the distinct smell of lunch wafting up from the 
atrium, the frustration of teachers after realizing their Expo 
Markers are out of ink, the stress of knowing there is a test in a 
few days. But then I remember that I am on summer break—a 
transitional time in which I can rest, recover, and gain the 
mental strength to propel myself forward for the upcoming 
year. Snapping out of this foggy haze at once, I stack up the 
binders to be put away. But this time, I make sure to store my 
previous memories with them.

Every year, the dwindling days of summer vacation never fail 
to bring on a flurry of emotions. Just as how individual 
snowflakes gently fall and accumulate into one cohesive pile, 
my feelings of worry, stress, and excitement seem to roll into a 
giant snowball before the start of school. Questions constantly 
tug at my brain, pulling me in all directions: Will I like my 
teachers? How much work will I have? Am I even smart 
enough to be in AP level classes? Each unknown sits heavily 
atop the other, building a snowman of uncertainty that is 
dressed with a looming fear of the future. At times, I yearn to 
go backwards, to travel to the places where I was once 
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comfortable with myself and my surroundings. Yet, I am 
reminded by this interregnum—a transitional time to seek 
personal growth—that we must dig deep (as painful as it may 
sometimes be) to overcome challenges and tackle 
uncertainties. Indeed then, the interregnum is a space that 
often inflicts both internal hurt and pain. But more importantly, 
it offers time to heal those opened wounds and ultimately 
nurse us to become the best version of ourselves.

I often think that the characters of July’s People struggle with 
new situations presented to them as a result of the 
interregnum period. It is quite evident, as Gordimer makes it a 
point to immediately differentiate between two contrasting 
lifestyles within the first few seconds of the text. Her use of 
descriptive language to compare the stark differences between 
a white house and black villager hut highlight the changing 
times, as well as the mental distress brought on by a new 
lifestyle. She provides two perspectives: one of July, the slave: 
“The knock on the door. Seven o’clock. In governor’s 
residences....” (1) and the other of the Smales: “The knock on 
the door, no door, an aperture in thick mud walls, and the sack 
that hung over it looped back for air...” (1). Placed together, 
these two images starkly contrast one another and emphasize 
the symbolic transfer of power that has occurred. Now that all 
barriers are physically gone, everyone has the ability for social 
and political mobility. Just like the nonexistent door of the hut, 
the interregnum has created a space of fluctuating control—a 

place where unhinged power can freely move back and forth. 
But this moment also reveals another layer of textured 
complexity: how evolving, uncertain circumstances can impact 
our personal character. While the Smales are slowly straying 
away from a civilized lifestyle, July and his people experience 
the exact opposite, gaining power and finding new freedoms in 
their everyday life. Perhaps the lack of structure has allowed 
for such transformations. Like the rain that weakens the mud 
huts of a village and thus lack a solid foundation, the 
interregnum has defined a time where individuals who once 
had nothing now have the keys to the world—and in July’s 
case, quite literally. Rather than exist as a period of inactivity, it 
allows individuals to gather the needed items to prepare for a 
new regime. Seen with July, this character is able to gain a 
sense of control over the Smales family by providing basic, 
materialistic possessions. In a way, there is this odd reversal of 
roles taking place, whereas the black slave is now the one who 
can provide for the wealthy white family. When their radio 
begins to falter, he comes to the rescue: “Here, I bring for you
—He tossed up in his palm and presented to her two small 
radio batteries” (55). Later, he once again is able to deliver: 
“Salt! He had brought salt at least” (55). By getting the family 
to believe that, “He did bring things...” (56), individuals like July 
who once saw no opportunity for freedom now have the 
chance to seize control. These subtle character 
transformations, each reflected off of the uncertain times, 
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emphasize the importance of power when none seemingly 
exists in the world.

The interregnum is an emotional wringer. From the lowest 
depths of pain, to the highest peaks of joy, experiencing such 
uncertainty can definitely impact our personal growth in both 
positive and negative ways. Maureen, for example, is trapped 
in time and constantly eludes to her old life. Rather than enjoy 
each moment, she seeks a past that no longer exists. On the 
other hand, July embraces each unknown and uses the 
current situation to his advantage, gaining privileges that might 
have never been offered to him had he not welcomed the 
Smales into his village. Thus, I can use these characters and 
their experiences with the unknown in application to my own 
life.  Each summer, I can’t sit in my bedroom and yearn to 
retake freshman biology once again. That part of my life is 
over. I have to use my own version of an interregnum instead 
to go school supply shopping, to ask my sister questions about 
certain classes, and to complete extra practice in order to 
prepare for more challenging material. Essentially, it is more 
than a space of emptiness, as proven by Gordimer’s work. 
Rather, it is a space of transition, of change, and of learning. It 
taught us that we can’t run away, like Maureen; we can’t be 
skeptical, like Bam. Instead, we have to adapt and accept, like 
July. We have to love and appreciate where we are, where we 
came from and where we are going, because things can 

change so quickly. So for now, we have to live each moment 
like it’s our last.
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My Reflection
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Chaviva High School
Instructor: Ariella Landy

My Reflection

Run; the word rings in my mind over and over. The wind 
throws my hair side to side as my feet push me faster. My 
heart racing, I feel every breath pound in my chest, running 
faster than ever before. I feel the sting and pull in each of my 
calves, every step, then refocus on the tension in my abs 
moving forward. Watching the world wash away and melt 
around me keeps my legs darting faster. Fast-paced, loud, 
pounding music fills my ears, drowning out my surroundings. 

The beats also cloud over my thoughts, giving a small reprieve 
to my worries. My legs refuse to slow down, wearing out the 
soles of my sneakers laced up my feet.

The side of my hand wipes the sweat from my forehead as I 
relentlessly push forward. Running is my time alone, time to 
breathe finally. I squirm from the feeling of eyes on me, but I 
sprint faster, hoping to avoid them. I turn my head back 
slightly, glancing over my shoulder, no one is there, then 
refocusing only on the road. Not looking back again, I'm trying 
to continue flying through the wind.

A small, old bridge stops me mid-trail, luring me in close. I slow 
down, veering off the paved path and into the uncut weeds. 
Kicking away broken branches and dead leaves, I slide my 
way through. The fast-beating melody halts, coming to sudden 
a pause as I yank my headphones off my ears. A wave of 
silence is thrown over me, an unknown reality. My fingers 
gently embrace the cold, stone railing, and I slowly tilt my head 
over the edge. My mind fills with fresh air, wondering, are there 
secrets buried in this silence?

The sound of flowing water draws my thoughts down into the 
depth of the lake. I look down, watching the eyes of a girl I 
don't know stare up at me. Who is this girl staring, scrutinizing 
my face?
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Voices begin to chatter, ringing in my head; they say they know 
all about her. She's the one with it altogether. The go-getter. 
The perfect one. Their mouths run on and on, talking up her 
body as if they own its parts. They pick her apart, analyzing 
every piece, commenting from height to teeth. Each has their 
own opinions, but they collectively agree, she is Beauty.

Studying her face, I know that she's not that perfection they all 
know. I see the flat, heat crisped hair, known as golden. The 
acne scars behind the caked face, known as perfection. Grief 
under her bags, pain hidden behind the eyes, known as 
diamonds.

Sadness taps me on the shoulder, reminding me there was a 
girl she used to be. Everyone didn't always know her; I guess 
they didn't care. Her eyes used to shimmer with the light of a 
hundred stars. How did that fire die? When did she start caring 
about the stain on her lips and forget that her feet used to 
never stop dancing barefoot in the wet grass? Who told her 
that her tight, bouncing curls needed to be tamed and now 
need to be pencil straight? Her mouth used to unapologetically 
stand up for herself, fighting for a life she full-heartedly owned. 
Now they whisper lies that aren't her own.

Tears gently fall off my face, rolling slowly down the smooth 
stone. When did she lose herself, leaving her essence behind, 
for a cruel world to mold? I longingly tilt my neck over the 

bridge, desperately searching to find anything left, a piece in 
her face that's left undamaged.

An untamed fire lights anger in my soul, seeing the cuts of the 
world's judgment slashed in her face. Expectations set for her 
to fail, unreachable measures of success she needs to meet, 
hold her down. Demons trap her; they’re holding her neck 
pressed against their blade made of social stigma. She doesn't 
know how to get out, how to escape.

I look back into the gentle waves knowing they are speaking 
just to me. Whispering unheard secrets to the hole consuming 
my heart. She used to love her natural beauty, but she gave it 
over for an image of a girl that wasn't her. She took over the 
ideals pushed on her, but they weren't her own. Looking back 
in, I see the girl she could be. The girl she deep down wants to 
be. She wants to find her part, her role in the chaos around 
her. Seeing past standards she was confined to, she thinks 
there's more: more to give, more to live.

No one will know the damage that has been done to this frail 
skin. They will never see the wounds I need to stitch, bruises I 
need to let heal. I need to climb mountains, but I want to see 
that girl’s eyes in mine. I hope the universe will one day see 
there's more in me, more to me than they see. Yanked by the 
tape measure around my waist, I won't stay gasping for air; 
there's more to me than that. Strapping back up the old lasses 
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that used to be a chain, I understand there's so much work left 
for me to do.

The road's end is still not in sight, but I'm in a new race alone 
now, breaking away from the strings that used to move me. I 
close my eyes for a moment enjoying the wind brushing 
through my hair. Soon enough, I'm darting back down the dirt 
road, never looking back.
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Good Morning, Mr. Lennox
Short Story
Grade: 12
University High School
Instructor: Lee Fallon

John Bolton’s Departure from The 
White House

The soft “ding” of an elevator reaching its destination began 
the day of 32-year-old Marvin Lennox. Accompanied by his 
foremost acquaintances, a pounding headache and the 
strangest feeling that something bad had happened the night 
before, he strode into the forest of cubicles that made up 
Sneedly Holdings. His coworkers greeted him, one by one.

Lenora’s cheery greeting of “Heyo!” 

Jordan’s reserved acknowledgement of, “Lennox.” 

Natalie’s flat gaze of disapproval.

Ethan’s overly familiar and enthusiastic, “Morning, Marvin!” 

The recognitions passed over him and he regarded them as 
any well-adjusted member of society would, with an 
appropriate greeting of his own. To Natalie, he gave a nod. He 
had only a faint idea as to why her gaze held the disapproval it 
did, but he decided as always to pay it little mind. En route to 
his obligation, he encountered a brief roadblock, as his boss 
quietly slipped into the path to his cubicle. 

“Cheers, Marvin. I’ll be sending over your spreadsheets in a 
few. We’re a bit behind today, so it’d be great if you could get 
the first few in by 10:00. Thank you kindly!”

“My pleasure, boss!”

The first of many casually unreasonable requests he fielded 
that day. The boss was as cunning as ever. It didn’t matter 
much to Marvin, as his work was monotonous enough that he 
could eke some enjoyment out of it. However, it still lacked 
flavor. Maybe there was another reason he kept coming back 

Honorable Mention
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to the office, but he couldn’t place a finger on it right now. He 
took his place in his cubicle. The day now began in earnest.

At around 10:30, the fire alarm went off. One after another, the 
laborers rose, stretched out, yawned, and slowly filed out of 
the building. It seemed to be a drill. The slightly watered-down 
but persistently strident ERRH-ERRH of the fire alarm filled the 
crisp morning air, drowning out the coffee conversations of the 
birds and the crickets. Lenora walked hurriedly over to Marvin 
and leaned towards him.

“They tell you about this one?” she said in an urgent yet 
hushed tone.

ERRH-ERRH

Marvin casually cleared his throat, dodged her peculiar gaze, 
and adjusted his tie. “No, no, I don’t believe so.” 

ERRH-ERRH

“That right? Huh.”

ERRH-ERRH

“Yeah.”

ERRH-ERRH

 “Yeah.”

ERRH-ERRH

Marvin slicked his hair back. 

ERRH-ERRH

ERRH-ERRH

Lenora continued to look around shiftily, seemingly waiting for 
something to happen. 

ERRH-

The fire alarm stopped, and they filed back into the building. 
Marvin returned to his seat, wrapped up the last of the 
spreadsheets he had been assigned for the morning, and hit 
himself with the flyswatter he kept handy to wake himself up a 
bit. 

“You ok there, buddy?”

“Oh, don’t worry about me, Ethan, I’ll pull through.”

He wasn’t supposed to see that.

The afternoon proceeded without incident. After taking a little 
time after work to finish his assignments, he headed out.

***
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The Drowned Seagull Bar and Grill was Marvin’s. Of course, 
he didn’t own it, nor did the owner of the establishment 
particularly enjoy his presence in the bar. But the owner knew 
the passions of alcohol. Marvin’s unique energy, which 
emanated from a makeshift throne composed of a chair on top 
of a table in the center of the room, both incited and subdued 
the passions of the drinkers when he entered the bar. He could 
control the room, and although the owner didn’t like how he 
manhandled the furniture or acted like he owned the place, he 
both paid for his drinks and didn’t burn the place down. Thus, 
the owner raised no issue. From his tabletop throne, Marvin 
watched as the short, stout, balding middle-aged man 
regarded him with silent contempt. He paid it no mind, as he 
needed a drink. Marvin turned his attention to another man, 
small and rather submissive.

“Marcus! Bring me a martini! We must lay our plans, and I 
refuse to begin without the proper arrangements.”

Imagining himself a much more imposing man than he really 
was, Marvin rose from his perch in a slow and deliberate 
fashion. “War committee, to me.”

Around the table which held Marvin’s throne, a group of people 
clad in the white shirts and bland gray ties of office workers 
assembled. Among them was Jordan, along with Ethan and 
Lenora. Each of them clutched a tankard of beer with white 

knuckles. Inside The Drowned Seagull Bar and Grill, the 
wheels of change began to turn. 

As soon as the martini arrived in Marvin’s hands, he emptied it 
and the glass was promptly carried off. He promptly began the 
meeting. 

“Jordan. A summary of today’s progress.”

“Very well, Mr. Lennox. Boss was in the break room a lot today, 
so I wasn’t able to do anything yet, but don’t worry. Soon, we 
will be able to take decisive measures.” 

“Never mind the break room assignment, I have something 
else for you which you will likely find much more interesting. 
Lenora?”

 “Our technological fortifications have been breached. Any 
minute now, they will find our intelligence database. I believe it 
may have been that traitor, Natalie. Worry not, however. Our 
protection protocol is sound. As soon as any information is 
compromised, it will be resent to my home computer and all 
data in cloud locations will be deleted. Our plans remain free 
from outside meddling. In other news, I have the item you 
requested yesterday.” She produced a flash drive from her 
pocket and handed it to Marvin.
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“Much appreciated. Our intelligence is some of the best across 
the company’s international network. It would be catastrophic if 
we were to lose our foothold. Ethan, the infiltration report.” 

“At 10:00 AM today, boss received our spreadsheets. 
However, she didn’t look at them. Instead, she was watching 
Die Hard on her iPad. She finished Die Hard at around 12:30, 
while completing work at a pace of about 1 spreadsheet an 
hour. After lunch, her pace improved, jumping to around three 
spreadsheets an hour, but her overall progress remained 
negligible.”

“The legality of this information…?”

“Completely against workplace policy.”

Marvin smiled, pleased with this turn of events. His rebellion 
was one of small actions. There was no higher goal, other than 
to make the next day a little more entertaining and posture a 
little bit with the little control over their own lives that each of 
them had. However, in their drunken heads, theirs was an 
effort ordained by God to overthrow the vile forces of big 
business. Each minor action became a monumental effort 
towards a brighter and better day. Marvin climbed down from 
the table and made his way to the bar, motioning for Ethan to 
follow. 

“Ethan”, he said. “I’ve got a plan, and I believe you would be 
well suited to its execution.”

“You don’t say!” Ethan’s energetic personality lent itself to 
Marvin’s grandiose plans. “What’s the plan, bossman?”

“I’m going to have Jordan infiltrate the copy room tomorrow 
sometime between 9:00 and 10:00 am. In this time frame lies 
your assignment. I know Natalie. She’s going to confront me 
about the copy room not having what she needs and come 
over to my desk, because of what she knows. When she 
leaves, take note, and empty the contents into her C-disk. She 
won’t notice immediately, but when she does, take stock of the 
reaction. This is vitally important to our wartime efforts. After 
you finish, return the flash drive. I wish you luck, soldier.”

“Roger, bossman, leave it to me.”

Tomorrow would be a good day. 

***

Marvin’s day began once more with a splitting headache and 
once more with the strangest feeling that something weird had 
happened the night before. He seemed to leave his memories 
at the bar frequently as of late. He got out of bed, made 
himself some coffee, packed for work, and left his apartment. 
He followed the rest of his routine step by step until he was in 
his cubicle, safely and dutifully completing his work. His job at 
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Sneedly was one he himself described to friends and family as 
“making rich people richer.” He felt no particular attachment to 
the trade, but he had the right degree to do the work and no 
particular reason to leave the work behind or do something 
more meaningful with his life. Every time he thought he might 
do something else, he realized he would need to get good at 
something else if he were to continue making money. These 
kinds of thoughts about his job often plagued him in the 
morning hours. For a second, he thought maybe it was the 
people keeping him there. 

Perhaps in response to his quiet ruminations directed at no 
one in particular, Natalie entered his cubicle.

“What did you do?”

Marvin raised his eyebrows.

“The printer. Why are there no cartridges?”

Anticipating the verbal exchange to come, Marvin concluded it 
wasn’t the people that kept him there. Natalie was always 
accusing him of stuff, like unplugging the copier, not buying 
enough donuts, or a temporary lapse in the office’s internet. 
He never did any of these things, and plenty of evidence 
pointed at his coworkers rather than him, but still Natalie 
confronted him. Whenever he tried to gain clarity from his 
coworkers, they’d laugh and tell him not to worry about it. 

However many questions he had about the patterns of his 
office life, he held them back in favor of watching the 
meaningless dilemmas develop into something interesting

“I’m sorry, but I couldn’t tell you. I replaced them yesterday.”

Holding back an exasperated sigh, Marvin returned his 
attention to his computer.

“You can’t hide your complicity that easily.”

It wasn’t over. Natalie seemed to treat every minor 
inconvenience within the office as an offense of a strict legal 
code. Whether there was one or not, Marvin was unaware. 
Turning his back from her and avoiding her gaze, Marvin 
attempted to convey through his body language that he 
needed no part in this investigation, but Natalie refused to let 
go. 

“At around 9:30, Jordan entered the room and left with a 
suspiciously large bag.”

“And this concerns me how…?” 

“It always concerns you. I know you’re somehow behind it. 
What did you tell them?”

“Natalie, I’m sorry, but shouldn’t you be discussing this with 
Jordan? I have to make my deadline, it’s in 20 minutes.”



435

“You always say that. Deadlines this, deadlines that. What are 
you, a mindless machine?”

“For all intents and purposes, we-”

“Don’t you give me that.”

She stormed out of his cubicle. Confused, Marvin watched her 
go. He rubbed his head to temporarily relieve his pounding 
headache. Her assertions seemed to originate from something 
bigger, something happening outside of his control. Something 
was definitely going on that he wasn’t fully aware of. He at 
least knew based on pieces of memories from nights at the 
Seagull that he told people things, but could never remember 
the specifics of these things, nor what they entailed. As of right 
now, the only thing he could think of which could give him solid 
ground to work on was a fleeting memory of a flash drive that 
had been handed to him by Lenora last night, and nothing 
about the copy room. It was a curiosity.

Equally curious was the exchange Marvin witnessed come 
afternoon in the men’s bathroom. As he walked in, he saw 
Ethan and Jordan standing side by side at the urinals. Hushed 
mutters turned to silence as they registered Marvin’s presence. 
The two men uniformly zipped their flies, paced across the 
room to the sinks, washed their hands, and gave curt nods to 
Marvin, who regarded them with a detached curiosity. Breaking 
cadence, Ethan passed suspiciously close to him and flashed 

him a thumbs-up whilst sliding something into his pocket. 
There was confidence in his stride. Was this related to the 
accusations Natalie baselessly lobbed at him earlier? That 
signal meant something to somebody, but nothing to him. He 
produced the item Ethan had slipped in his pocket. It was the 
flash drive. Not knowing what else to do with it, the flash drive 
found a home within his briefcase. He would check it out later. 
Although he wasn’t satisfied by the lack of answers to the 
numerous questions which plagued his mind, he returned to 
his work, thinking nothing more on the subject. He’d long since 
given up asking questions, preferring to enjoy the ride rather 
than ask how it worked.

***

Natalie King despised Marvin Lennox and had since the first 
time he had invited her out to drink with the rest of the regulars 
at the office. As it happened, Marvin was part of the reason 
why she was penning her letter of resignation to Sneedly 
Holdings at that moment. That night when they had first gone 
out, she realized why strange things kept happening at the 
office. Why pens went missing, why the printer was always 
broken in a different way every time she went to the copy 
room, why the power went out at random intervals on the 
hottest summer days. One to hold her liquor as well as her 
dignity when she drank with friends, she sat in an appalled 
awe as Marvin’s evening display took over the bar. What was 



436

more shocking to her was the fact that nobody ever objected. 
They even followed his directives during the day, when Marvin 
himself was so hung over he could barely remember what he 
had asked of them the night before. She would have gotten 
them fired if she could have. But she could never prove it, and 
they got their work done. Despite all of their habits which 
constantly got on her nerves, they did what was asked of 
them, and didn’t raise any complaints. 

But the thing Natalie hated most was the feeling which drove it, 
which she imagined she understood better than anyone else 
involved. They saw no value in hard work and they barely 
valued their job. Was it so hard to just forget about everything 
and do the work, without putting thumbtacks on the boss’s 
seat? They were adults, for Christ’s sake! Why didn’t they act 
like it? And sitting in the center of them all was Marvin, doing 
his job perfectly fine, and, according to the boss, doing it better 
than her. It annoyed her to no end.

 She had worked hard for her job. She hadn’t coasted, taking 
any and all opportunities to move forward and get a well-
paying job, to provide for her mother, to keep a roof over her 
head, and most of all, to maintain sanity. She didn’t like her 
work, but it was rigid, structural, and consistent. She could 
always count on the monotonous tasks to keep her busy, to 
give her a sense of purpose, anything to drive out the thoughts 
of inadequacy which plagued her. Yet, despite all of the value 

she placed in it, she was fully committed to her decision to 
quit. The breaking point had been earlier that day. When she 
had opened up her C-drive to access something she had been 
working on in the early afternoon, she found nothing but cat 
pictures overlayed with inspirational quotes telling her to cheer 
up, let life’s unfairness go, and move on. 

Assholes. She intended to do just that. 

Natalie was resigning because of them, but in the letter she 
lied by saying that other opportunities at bigger companies had 
presented themselves. She did have another job lined up, but 
it was very similar to the job she currently held at Sneedly, at a 
company down the road, and paid less than what she was 
currently making. The lower pay would make her life harder, 
and she wasn’t even sure if she would escape entirely from the 
types of people she was trying to avoid. But she knew that 
Marvin was a unique kind of personality. No one save her 
could hate him while he was sober, and no one appealed to 
the ridiculous fantasies of the intoxicated 9-5 office worker 
better than he did while drunk. He was unique, and precisely 
the kind of unique that she was trying to avoid. Natalie 
proofread the letter, printed it out, then slid it in her briefcase, 
to present to the boss in the morning. 

***
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Natalie resigned that day, to Marvin’s surprise. The look she 
gave him on her way to the elevator that morning as he walked 
in left him feeling confused all day. Contrary to her normal 
looks of disapproval, this one held exhaustion and 
disappointment, similar to the look a mother reserved for her 
disobedient child after a long day at the zoo. His confusion 
regarding the look faded with the alcohol he consumed that 
night. Normally the alcohol pushed away such thoughts, but for 
some odd reason he didn’t feel like drinking as much tonight. 
He was without a doubt responsible for her leaving, but it 
wasn’t regret that he felt. He didn’t exactly like Natalie, nor did 
he hate her. Rather what he felt was somewhat closer to a 
long-awaited and well-deserved catharsis. His thoughts swirled 
around in the pudding that was his mind. When inebriated, he 
saw himself as fighting against corporate evil. When sober, he 
watched the results of his words from the night before. But he 
wasn’t fighting against evil, he was fighting against his own 
boredom. Marvin didn’t know what it was that he wanted from 
his life. In his half-drunken state, the chair on the table was no 
longer a throne. The people around him weren’t his war 
committee. They were his coworkers, and at one point, had 
been his friends. As his delusions faded, so too did the 
attention of the people around him. In a matter of minutes, he 
was on the street, throwing up. 

That night, the owner of the bar got his wish. Marvin Lennox 
had found his answer, walking home nauseous, ready to vomit 
the thoughts in his head onto his letter of resignation.
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on growing up
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

on growing up

during 5th grade, i lost myself
and instead of recovering the me whom i had known my entire 
life,
i returned to myself, a new rendition,
battered by the stones society threw at us
in hopes of redirecting our naïve aspirations we longed for in 
the atmosphere
to the ones we could scavenge for on the forest floor.

no longer was tree climbing cool
no longer was the reaching and fearlessness of mounting a 
dozen branches astounding,
for the fear of grasping for something
without knowing whether or not it would hold you back 
far outweighed this.

flower petals provided false hope as delicate affirmations
but flower petals withered with the seasons
and the beauty of a lie could only last so long
i shifted my gaze to the forest floor,
blending in with all the bushes, twigs, and bleak, grey rocks 
alike
only to then realize
that i had begun to pick one up
and raise it towards the sky

Honorable Mention
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Poems on Winter
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Poems on Winter

Winter Air

White sprinkles dusted the frosted candyland
Sweet smells of fresh mint circulating in the
Crisp air above the crunch of boots, where
Snow gazed back in the reflection of the sun
Twirling feet beneath the endless glimmer, with
Swirling gusts of frosted flakes.
In harmony, we rolled three spheres
The top, smoothed with a
Bright orange carrot, in the height of
Winter, with the cold, crisp
Air 

Winter Despair

Stale grey air
Amidst long cold stares
From the reflections of the muddied snow
From below our long faces

Unclear timestamps
Lost in the passage of blizzards
Unending maze of months
Gained in shivers

White sheets stacked atop of white sheets
Ones that tear from our heated shelter
White sheets that clog the cars, streets,
With sounds of the slosh of wheels

Months slipped in the frozen realm, with
Lingering faith to reclaim lost balance
Gather your twigs and branches, and
Kindle the flame- it’s time to regain our lost senses

From below our long faces
From the reflections of the muddied snow
Amidst long cold stares
Stale grey air
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FaceTime: A Modern Sonnet
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

FaceTime: A Modern Sonnet

I wake up only to grab the cool screen by my bedside, 
Halfway there before the cloudiness clears from my eyes.
Kuntha and Kunyi are waiting on the other side of this smooth 
glass. 
Mirror images through metal tubes, five hundred miles away. 

Downstairs, the grandparents appear at our kitchen table: 

The top half of Kuntha’s head, a glimpse of Kunyi, her hair still 
in curlers.
They chatter in Thai: you understand, while I give 
A report on our life. You don’t want to talk. 

I love to talk to our family, but I hate this Sunday morning habit 
of ours.
I know it is not your fault that past pains still boil inside
We both know family traumas are not easy to hold.
Still, it makes me sad.

I just hope that I always want to talk to you, Mom. 
I really do.

Honorable Mention
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Interregnum: From Possession to Perspective
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Interregnum: From Possession to 
Perspective

It’s been about six months since I’ve gone to my Dad’s house. 
Six. Half a year. 1/35th of the time I've been alive. Of course 
there’s been a pandemic, and of course it wouldn’t be safe for 
me to go over there. Both of my parents are doctors, and both 
see COVID patients. If I linked their houses together, the 
chances of us all getting sick would double, and those chances 
are already higher than most of us are comfortable with. 

And of course, my parents don’t really want their houses to be 
linked. They split eleven years ago, when I was six. I still 
remember my mom’s hands shaking on the car wheel, my dad 
already gone when we got home. I found him in an apartment 
thirty minutes away. I try not to talk about it anymore. 

***

This year in my world literature class, we read Nadine 
Gordimer’s July’s People. It’s a brilliant work that imagines a 
different history for the breakdown of apartheid in South Africa. 
But what stuck out the most to me about the book was its use 
of one central term: interregnum. Derived from Latin, it refers 
to the era between two systems of rule. 

Interregnum. I rolled the term around in my mouth, the sound 
hidden from my classmates by Zoom’s mute function. I liked 
the way it felt: a hard box, burst open by the touch of the t, 
dissolved into water and then trapped in my mouth by the soft 
close of an m. 

I swallowed, then picked up my phone. 

“You are not a government, or a country,” my friend texted. 
“The term doesn’t apply to you”. 

At first, I thought she was right. But as the Covid-19 shutdown 
continued, I kept coming back to it. Interregnum. It embodied 
my uncertainty, and my anticipation for what was to come. 

***

I was probably seven when I realized that my parents were 
bartering for my time: a weekend here, and weekend there. 
Everyone wanted the week of Christmas, and no one wanted 
the week when I had to go to the dentist. 
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I was mostly fine with the system: Monday and Wednesday for 
Mom, Tuesday and every other Thursday for Dad. The 
weekend was for whoever didn’t get Thursday. On any 
weeknight other than Friday, my Dad had to get me back to my 
Mom’s house by eight. 

But at some point, the trading was a bit much for me. 

“I have to work that day, could it be next weekend?” 

“No, that’s our med school reunion, remember? 

“How about we just flip flop for the rest of March?” 

“That’s fine, and then I’ll just do a double weekend at the 
beginning of April, okay?”

My time felt like a commodity in a marketplace, and apparently, 
prices were rising fast. I was standing right there, freezing cold 
in front of the flung-open door of my Mom’s house (my Dad still 
refused to step inside), and my time was being negotiated for. 

***

The sky darkened as I drove with my sister to the car wash. 
We arrived, waiting for the big white doors to open, and the car 
suddenly got very quiet. I realized that she had turned off the 
Frozen soundtrack, and she was staring at me from the 
driver's seat. 

“When you learn to drive, will you ever come back here?” 

“Here” meant a lot of places: Medina, my Dad’s house, but 
also that moment, sitting in the car together. We had finally 
started to bond with each other, after years of living one wall 
too many apart. 

I didn’t know what to say. It wouldn't be true to say that I hadn’t 
thought about it: getting my license and speeding down the 
highway, never having to spend time in that beige hell ever 
again. 

But we weren’t there yet. I had a couple more years until I 
would get my license, and I wasn’t ready to deal with it. 

“Of course I’ll come back.” 

***

At the beginning of high school, I stopped going to my dad’s 
house on weekdays. I would still make the two-hour journey 
there every weekend, but with play practices and singing 
lessons, I no longer had time on the weekdays. 

In my mind, this is when the interregnum began. It started 
slowly at first: an isolated decision one day that we weren’t 
going home. But slowly, it became a more frequent 
occurrence. I would get into my Dad’s car after school, praying 
that I wouldn’t have to drive all the way to Medina. That I 
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wouldn’t have to deal with that. As I got busier, my prayers 
were answered. I didn’t go to my dad’s house on a weekday 
for a couple of years. At that point, I thought the interregnum 
was over. We had found a new schedule. I was happy this 
way: repossessing little bits of my time. Now I got to spend 
them how I wanted to: with my dad, far away from Medina.

***

I guess this pandemic just pushed me further down the path I 
was already walking on. I already had a fluid relationship with 
the time spent at my Dad’s house; the strict schedule had 
started to disintegrate, and I was going to my Dad’s house less 
and less. I thought that the interregnum was over: I would 
divide my time like this forever. But I had the same false 
perception that the Smalses had had: I believed that an 
interregnum could exist within a pre-interregnum system, and 
that system didn’t have to be entirely uprooted. But as I was 
reading July’s People, I came to realize: for this interregnum to 
mature, my whole system of expectations would have to 
change. The idea of the “schedule” had to disintegrate as a 
whole, and I had to float through the debris until a new system 
could be built. 

So this pandemic was truly where the interregnum began. The 
question is no longer the changing of the schedule: it’s the not 
knowing whether I will ever go to my dad’s house again. It’s 
going from feeling like my parents own my time to not being so 

sure. Interregnum is not about the change itself: it’s about past 
expectations and uncertainty when those expectations aren’t 
met. 

In my interregnum, I still expect my dad to call, to tell me to 
come over because Lauren will be home. Carla’s making chili 
and Brandon’s got another girlfriend who may (or may not) be 
a satanist. And I will get in my car and drive for an hour, 
singing on the highway with the windows cracked open. 

Maybe I’ll always expect that. And maybe that’s entirely 
normal. Because secretly, I feel like a piece of me is stuck in 
every interregnum that I’ve ever passed through. It’s a piece of 
me that clings to my expectations of how the world should 
work. A piece of me that will never forget what it feels like to be 
absolutely certain.
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Desk
Poetry
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: James Garrett

Desk

My desk 
too many things are 

littered 
skittering 

across my desk 
a bug. 

Pens and books 
and ink 

words that 
are written 

but unseen. 
A watch is 

stuck 
in a single moment 

true at some point every 
single day. 
The beauty 
of disorder 

ineffable until 
now.

Honorable Mention

JULIAN 
GUGGENHEIM
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At the Edge
Flash Fiction
Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

At the Edge

The sun melts into the orange-pink sky. I feel the sea breeze 
blow my hair, each strand moving like seaweed in the ocean. 
My body is numb. It feels as if a colony of bees made home in 
me. I stare at the trees just feet away. I close my eyes. My 
heels, now lining up with the edge of the cliff. My back, 
supported by nothing but the abstract space of the world. I feel 
my heartbeat slowing. My mind is an empty abyss. It feels 

nice. I am free for the first time in my life. Suddenly, I hear 
footsteps.

He stares directly into my gray-green eyes. Oh, he was 
worried when he couldn’t find me. He wasn’t supposed to find 
out. But of course he had found me, after all, I spent countless 
hours with him on this very cliff, staring into the ocean, 
dreaming of escaping reality.

“Mara, what the hell are you doing!” He says. The cool wind 
blows his wavy brown hair. I’ve always thought his hair was 
gorgeous.

I don’t answer. I simply stare back into his gray eyes. He 
doesn’t move an inch. He has always been my best-friend, the 
only person who understood me. It was as if we had an 
invisible red string of fate attached at the bridge of our noses.

This society I live in is too harsh. I was born into a world where 
at birth, everyone is assigned a word count, a maximum 
number of words you are given to use in a lifetime Some 
people are blessed with plenty of words, while others like me, 
only have a few. Each time you open your mouth and speak, 
your word count ticks down like that of the hand of a clock. The 
sound of someone carelessly using their words sounds like a 
ticking bomb. Once your word count reaches zero, you lose 
the ability to speak and write. Once, I saw this happen to 
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someone in the middle of an argument. Their mouth looked 
like a black hole, no words coming out. I could see the regret 
in their eyes. This was the government’s attempt to force 
citizens in being more careful of the words they speak. In a 
way, I understand it is necessary. Nowadays, there are too 
many false accusations and criticisms. I’ve noticed that people 
really don’t pay attention to what they are saying, and in the 
end, often create an unsettling ambiance. I could always feel 
the air tensing after something unsettling was said. After all, 
words are powerful. They can be more powerful than a gun, 
with the power to change the events of time and the mood of 
the people.

“Mara, please step away from the edge.” I hear him say, 
quickly snapping me out of my thoughts.

I don’t step away. I mutter to myself, “I never asked to be born 
in this world.”

“Mara please, if you are planning to do what I think you are 
please step away from the edge.”

I plant my feet even harder onto the ground. I have always 
been known to resist. A flock of birds flies over us, their cries 
being the only other sound besides the gentle ocean waves.

He walks closer to me.

I try and shift my weight back, but he manages to grab onto my 
hand. He stares deep into my soul. His eyes are as dark as the 
night sky with emotion tumbling within.

“Please let me go.” I say. He must be too fazed to speak. He 
was one of those lucky people chosen by the government to 
receive an unlimited amount of words. Might I say that most 
women didn’t have many words to spare. He was chosen to be 
the next leader of this world, and hence, given the privilege of 
a freedom to speak as he wished. He always complained 
about this, but I wanted to be him.

“Clarence, I only have a few words left. Regrets, too many. 
Suffering, too much. No freedom to speak. Sea is free, misery 
no more.”

I feel rather calm. The ocean became my freedom. The 
thought of being a sea creature always was on my mind. I 
wouldn’t have to talk and I could freely swim through the water 
without the norms of society getting in the way. I could swim 
freely without yelling too much and wasting my words. I would 
be separate from the people of this world that I oh so despise.

Humans can be evil and manipulative creatures, including me.

“Hey Mara, cut it out. You’re not serious right?” He said sternly, 
still not taking his gaze away from my eyes.
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“Serious.” is all I could muster to say. An internal alarm was 
ringing within me.

I only had two words left.

I dug my gaze into his eyes, saying quietly, “Carpe diem.” I 
quickly turned around, mustering all the power I had left to 
yank my wrist away from his grip. I see him attempting to catch 
me again, but from the force of the turn, my body fell 
backwards into the glistening sea.

The red string of fate snaps between us.

How ironic it is. His words couldn’t change my mind at all. The 
human mind doesn’t waver, once it’s made its mind. Goodbye, 
cruel, controlling, world. Goodbye, words. Goodbye, my old 
friend.

Freefall. I felt the air moving upwards around me as the weight 
of my body fell in the hands of gravity. Taking one last look at 
the stars in the sky, I smile and shut my eyes, falling into the 
water.

Finally I am free.
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Words Taught to Me by Social Media
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 11
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne

Words Taught to Me by Social Media

Acceptance noun /əkˈseptəns/ 1. Sitting in the living room 
telling my mom I needed to get Snapchat because all the other 
kids in the sixth grade had it. Desperate to be accepted. 2. 
Looking around the room, every single one of my friends' faces 
lit up by the illuminating glow of their phone’s blue light. 
Slightly disgusted, but only to soon follow suit. 3. Posting not 
what I like, but what I think others will like. Uploading photos of 
myself where I look skinny and simply deleting the raw ones of 

what my body really looks like from a regular angle. Making 
sure there is no room for judgement from others on my life. 
Chipping away my personality to become a pawn in this game.

Skepticism noun /ˈskeptəˌsizəm/ 1. Seeing news posts on 
social media claiming Barack Obama was assassinated only to 
see his personal social media show that he is very much still 
alive. 2. Questioning everything seen. Whether it’s real or fake. 
A celebrity's face, her lips, even her own body. Trying not to 
believe everything. 3. “This detox tea will make you look like 
Ariana Grande”. Knowing that the product won’t but hitting 
“add to cart” anyway. Just in case it does.

Fake adjective /fāk/ 1. Scrolling through Instagram only to see 
a new post from Khloé Kardashian, my favorite from the family 
I might add. Except the woman in the picture was not the 
Khloé I remembered. She was similar but held different 
features; a smaller nose, more defined jaw, bigger lips. Khloé 
was pretty before, why did she feel the need to change. 2. 
Post upon post of girls spreading awareness about social and 
environmentalist issues trying to be “activists”. If you are just 
going to make a Snapchat post and then sit idly by all for 
show, I’m not fooled. 3. Another day, another celebrity showed 
her amazing body. The background around her obviously 
warped from editing the image to appear bone thin. Making me 
question my worth, wondering why I can’t look like that image.
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Obsession noun /əbˈseSHən/ 1. Free time. Lots of new found 
free time on my hands. Filled with hours on end of seeing the 
latest posts catching up with other people's lives. All except my 
own. 2. Believing I am actually friends with celebrities I follow, 
knowing information that only friends could know. Like what 
Chrissy Teigan was cooking her family for dinner that night or 
Gigi Hadid's list of beauty products that every girl needed. 
Even though they were shared to the whole world. 3. 
Romanticising regular people’s lives, desperately wanting mine 
to look the same. Vacationing somewhere tropical, buying 
expensive products and partying six days a week. Even if it’s 
not best for me personally.

Sexism noun /ˈsekˌsizəm/ 1. Post after post of young men 
thinking it's okay to degrade women. Saying wives are meant 
to cook, clean, and be slaves to the kitchen, serving men. 2. 
Body Shaming, saying they would never date a woman over 
120 pounds. For many women that “ideal weight” is extremely 
underweight and unhealthy. Just when you think we're evolving 
as a society, people feel the need to degrade others by making 
them feel insecure about qualities they can’t control like bone 
structure and even skin color. 3. The young girls, like myself, 
growing up on social media. Filling their heads with feelings of 
inferiority. Allowing men to comment on their appearance and 
tell them what they can and can’t do. Claiming women can’t be 
funny or do simple everyday tasks like driving somewhere on 
their own. Making women question their intelligence and 

forcing them to become completely aware of every move they 
make, wishing they could be invisible.The platform and 
community not condemning these men for their actions. Taking 
huge steps towards the wrong direction.

Emptiness noun /ˈem(p)tēnəs/ 1. The void created within 
myself. The need to be everything I'm not. This gaping whole 
filled by spending my time on a toxic platform only for the hole 
to get bigger. 2. My Phone filled with posts from people having 
the best night of their lives, laughing and living life like a movie, 
while I cancel plans just to stay home. How could friends like 
me if I don’t even like myself at times? Morphing my life into 
matching what I see on social media, everything I hate 3. In 
public, not knowing what to do with myself. My social anxiety 
creeps in like an unwanted fruit fly, flying into the house. With 
no other ideas, I pick up my phone, begin to scroll through 
every social media imaginable. Creating an addiction. 
Wondering why I set myself up for such failure? Longing to 
make an escape from these virtual walls.



450

Self Destruction
Poetry
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Scott Boehnen

Self Destruction

Autophobia
He wakes up with a jolt early that morn
Carried away by a horrid dream
That slips his mind just as quickly as it was born.
He lies awake, eyes red and heart-pounding
His head throbbing like a prodding thorn
Still troubled from heavy drinking the night before
In pain, he slips slowly out of the covers

And slides his feet on the carpeted floor.
As his advance in stability smothers
To return the empty home to silence.
Tingling toes under callused feet
Greet the old man in a spinning room
That forces him back into his seat.
In a struggled haze the man tries again
To counter his wretched state and be elite
For in his eyes, this is the hardest part of the day
In a genuine contest
The man overcomes his haze 
And makes his way to the window in the west
To be met by his thick wooded property
Lit by poised moon still at rest
That does not notice the man
Still consumed by the dark
The man can barely see the rocking chair in the corner
Whose stable frame studded with birch bark
He made long ago when he was a different man.
Now from then the difference is stark
For his ways have changed for the worse.
As he stands thinking back on his past
From the empty house comes a startling sound
That fades but comes again at last
Like a child sobbing over spilled milk
But alien and much too fast
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And now the old man shakes.
Heart pounding, his mind clears of its stupor.
He listens closer for the sound to come again
But like water droplets in a sewer
He can only hear his heartbeat echo in his ears.
He wonders if it could be some sort of looter
But why me, I have nothing to show, he thinks
Gaining courage, he pushes himself to the door
To where the light switch is.
Being careful not to trip on the clothes strewn on the floor,
He finally makes it to the doorway and feels for the fixture
And flips it on with his count of four
But to his surprise, there is nothing there.
Relieved, the man lets out a sigh
And begins to hate himself for his foolishness.
But suddenly there comes a cry
That cuts through the air from the stairway closet.
The man rubs his eyes as if to deny
That this is reality and not another nightmare
But soon he discovers that it is all real
As the cry it comes once more.
And to his bones a chill he can feel
That rattles him to his core.
He cannot move to see what’s the deal
He just looks down from the top of the stairs
 Moments pass and the man shouts clear

“Who’s down there?” from the second floor
But with no answer, he begins to fear
The thoughts that he had before.
To his nightstand he runs and gets a bat placed near
And makes his way towards the door.
Deep into the darkness peering
He stood crazed at the top of the case
Doubting, debating, wondering, and fearing
But the silence is left unbroken.
Soon, he feels his time is nearing
Which pushes him to venture down the steps
Each creak fills him with fear he’s never felt before
Knowing his fruitless days could diminish
With the threat of this mystery to explore.
In time he comes to the final step
“Who’s there?” he calls once more
To no reply, the dark beckons him onward
Turning the corner, there is a streak of blood
That carries on to the closet under the stairs.
Terror seeps in, weighing down on him like mud
For the door is open a sliver but he cannot see.
Using the bat, the man hits the door with a loud thud
That sends it squealing on its hinges
The door swings viciously back
And claps against the papered wall.
A sudden rustling comes from behind the coat rack
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And echoes down the dreadful hall.
Soul growing stronger, the man gets ready to attack
And kill this creature once and for all.
But to his surprise, it is merely a young boy
Crying with his face clamped into his knees.
Crouching, the man asks, “what makes you so coy?”
But the boy doesn’t answer his pleas.
In the dim light, he can see bloodstains on the boy’s corduroy
That drips down onto the floor below
And kneeling down the man reaches out his arm
And taps the boy on the shoulder
Whispering, “Don’t fear I won’t do you no harm.”
Then the boy’s head shoots up and he shoves the man back.
Plowing into the opposing wall, the man shrieks in alarm
As the boy stands and begins to walk towards him.
But it is clear that this is no person
As the boy’s face is impaled by mirrored glass.
And what this creature is, the man is uncertain
For he can only see is his own reflection in its face.
“Please don’t hurt me!” he stuttered with the exertion
But the boy just knelt down and stared at the man.
Crippled from his fall the man cannot run away.
He just sits there staring into the creature’s face,
But he stares more at himself in dismay
As oozing blood begins to cover his reflection.
In terror, he yells for the thing to go away

But it just stands there and its face gushes rivers of blood.
The man becomes mesmerized by its mirrored face
And his reflection that turns deep red.
He is encapsulated and drowns without a trace
As he is left within his head.
No longer can he move at pace,
The thing’s power leaves his legs dead.
He squirms to look away
From the horrors that are reflected
But he is transfixed, the boy is here to stay.
The man screams out in agonizing pain
But there is no one to hear his dismay
From the looming trees outside
He reaches out to grab the thing
But his hands pass through its face.
Now he’s trapped in some satanic ring
As he’s entombed by his own embrace.
Looking into the bloody glass he feels the sting
Of his life slipping away from him.
Alone with his blood-stained reflection
There’s no hope to run and hide
His fear wasn’t the boy but his own dejection
From the life he left aside.
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Stormy Day
Brothers in arms
Both cannot see
That one will become
What the other will never be.
Looking on through glass eyes
As they descend cherry grained hills
That stain the seasonal horizon
With the storms of the winter
Clashing with the skies of summer blue bands
To carry out the day in bloody dance
Ending with one slouching lifeless in the sand
Left for the birds to peck
And the worms to eat
At the battered face and aching feet
Of the man who once was.
Now lost in bitter defeat,
Comes the brother of lost blood
From the lost blood of another.
And as their storm finally breaks
The sun lights the way for more thunderous clouds
Of shame that no coat of battle can shroud
As brother kneels over brother at day’s end.
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Dewy-eyed Daydreams
Flash Fiction
Grade: 12
Trinity High School
Instructor: Gina Ramirez

Dewy-eyed Daydreams

The car rumbles beneath me, sounding like hoofbeats upon 
the paved speedway. I stare out the window, lazily tracing the 
darkened treeline we whiz past. The radio drones in my ear 
through the broken speaker, an annoying fly that won’t buzz 
off. Streetlamps pass overhead, branches in a suburban 
jungle; I wonder if I could swing from them, as a monkey 
moves through a canopy. Rivers of growing grass gleam under 
the intermittent lights, but I look away when it illuminates a 

dark mound on the side of the road. I convince myself it’s just 
a sleeping animal. My attention flows to my sister who sits 
ahead of me, wreathed in inky shadows. She finds solace in 
their muted presence, content to exist without attention. The 
moon beams upon my skin, though I wish to turn nearly 
invisible in the dark too. Our dad sits in the driver's seat, the 
rearview mirror only reflecting the vaguest form of his face, but 
I imagine him with a knight’s helmet on, steering our white 
stallion across the state to save our grandma, the damsel in 
distress. We’re going to visit her in a too-bright hospital, filled 
only with cold metal and hard edges. But Dad says she’s 
alright, and I envision her frail, but formidable build reclining in 
a hospital bed. She’s strong, she’s fiery, and despite her hair 
being stark white, I picture her head framed in a vibrant 
orange, like my friend Autumn’s. A girl who is stubborn and 
very much alive, like Grandma. Hope buds in my chest, a 
dewy drop of faith: she’ll be okay. Hoofbeats pound 
triumphantly in my heart, but then oncoming headlights cut 
through the windshield, revealing, in a single second, 
everything in their sharp light: my sister’s pale face, my 
father’s worried eyes, our simple, ordinary car, and my child-
like reflection, flashing in the window. I close my eyes against 
it, against the reality surrounding us in the dark, believing we’ll 
all be okay...
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sura 4, ayat 29
Poetry
Grade: 12
Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

sura 4, ayat 29

i. 
"And do not kill yourselves, surely God is most Merciful to 
you."
— Qur'an, Sura 4 (An-Nisa), ayat 29

O, Allah, most Merciful
spare me from this terrible fate that is life

disentangle me from the shackles that are existence in this 
cruel world
i am your slave, your devotee
spare me!

ii.
my delicate fingers graze the blade in one hand
around my head, a silk scarf adorned with the most intricate 
designs
conceivable by only the most skilled of hands

hands. 
to commit the greatest Sin 
i use my hands
to pray to Allah, the most kind, the most compassionate
i use my hands

with the blade clutched tightly in my fist
i raise the weapon to my neck
slice the scarf off of my head
slice the head off of my neck

ameen
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god is good
Poetry
Grade: 12
Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

god is good

god is good!
i want it quick and painless
no blood unless from a gunshot wound straight through the 
head
can you feel it when you overdose? 

god is good!
what is left for me here i have lost everyone
they are all better off without me i am nothing but a burden
when i am finally gone they will all know peace

god is good!
do the mentally ill go to heaven
i want to go to heaven i am tired of this world
life was hell don’t punish me for hell oh please god please

god is good!
no amount of prayer will save me i am too far gone
freedom is sweet and tastes of happiness and joy and love 
and oh god please please please 
freedom! i will be free soon soon soon i will be free!

ameen.
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the real war is waiting
Short Story
Grade: 12
Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

the real war is waiting

“You ready, old man?” Eddie teased, slapping Quinn on the 
back with such force he almost fell over.

“Yeah, yeah,” he muttered impatiently. “I’ll need a fix after this.”

“A fix! You’ve been spending time with the Americans I see! 
Quinny suddenly turns sixteen, boy thinks he’s a man now.”

“Ah, shove off!” Quinn grouched. “And don’t say that so loud, 
they won’t let me in if I’m underage.”

Eddie chuckled, “I forgot, ‘suddenly turns eighteen.’ Must’ve 
just slipped my mind.”

Quinn shook his head angrily, moving forward in the line of 
young men. 

“Quinton James?” the man before him called. 

“Y-yes sir, that’s me!” Quinn said quickly, holding out his 
documents.

“Eighteen, eh?”

“Yes?” he responded nervously.

“Ay, happy birthday! I see no complications, you just wait for 
the doctor, then. Edward Cowe?”

Quinn sighed in relief, taking back his forms from the registrar. 
By god, if only Eddie could keep his goddamn mouth shut. 
Always talking, that boy.

Someone behind the boys scoffed loudly. Quinn turned to face 
him. He was older, possibly in his late 20s.

“Don’t be getting all excited, nothing to look forward to other 
than training for your death,” the man told them, placing his 
hand on Quinn’s shoulder as Eddie finished registering.

“Now, sir,” the registrar said cautiously. “That’s not the attitude 
we want to have when in the midst of a war.”

“Oy, I think that’s exactly the attitude we need to have,” 
someone else in the crowd of men shouted.

Eddie pushed the hand off of Quinn’s shoulder and led him 
back to the waiting area with a protective arm.
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“Brings out the very worst in us, doesn’t it?” he mumbled.

“I suppose it does, doesn’t it, Ed.”

And together they waited.

***

Three months had passed since Quinn and Ed’s experience at 
the military recruitment office. Both chose to become a part of 
the Royal Air Force. Living on a base was something of a fever 
dream; none of it felt real. 

Quinn dragged his belongings into a tent with his ID on it. It 
was nothing like his camping trip in primary school.

“Ay, you seen beaches like this in Sussex, Quinny?” Ed said, 
pointing out the entrance of the tent toward St. Brides Bay, 
which glittered below the afternoon sun. 

“Sussex is on the coast, Cowe,” their tent-mate, Higgins Jr., 
grunted as he shoved his trunk below the musty cot. “Nothing 
special about Wales, not even the women. White and dull, just 
like home.”

Higgins Jr. always brought the conversation back to women. 

Quinn shrugged, “Nothing special.”

In reality, he was awestruck. He’d never left the London area, 
let alone England. And despite growing up in East Sussex his 
entire life, Quinn had never visited the beach.. The water was 
a brilliant blue, laced by a cliff coast and white sand beaches. 
It was almost as if he were on a luxury vacation. The putrid 
stink of the tent and officers shouting commands outside 
brought him back to reality. He was trapped. Beside him, Eddie 
sang quietly under his breath, slowly getting louder as he 
moved toward his friend.

“Oh, give me land, lots of land under starry skies above,” he 
belted, pulling Quinn close. “Don’t! Fence! Me! In!”

 

***

After seven weeks of basic training and then another two of 
flight simulation, the newly-minted pilot officers were severely 
underprepared.

Yet they were getting briefed for their first of ten required 
missions.

“This isn’t training anymore, lads,” the Marshall warned. “The 
plan is you go over France, there’ll be some others, so I’ve 
heard; Australia, Canada, Americans even. You get shot 
down…”
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“Americans, you hear,” Eddie whispered, elbowing Quinn 
teasingly. 

“Yes, and you know what I don’t hear? How to not die. Now 
quiet!”

Of all squadrons, he had to be in the same as Eddie. Two 
years ago, he would've considered it a blessing. Now? It was a 
distraction. Not only was Eddie the worst influence on Quinn 
since American television, but it added another weight, another 
responsibility, onto his shoulders. Thinking every moment was 
his last put him under enough stress.

“James! Cowe!” the Marshall barked.

The crowd parted, some pushing the two boys forward. 

“Good luck,” one sniggered. 

“Yes, sir?” Eddie answered cooly, though his hands were 
shaking.

“This isn’t the schoolyard, either you listen, or you die! There 
are no second chances!”

“Yes, sir!” they responded stiffly. 

Once the attention was off them, Eddie elbowed Quinn once 
again, “He let us off easy.”

“This isn’t a joke, Eddie. This is war!”

War, what he asked for. What he begged his parents to lie for. 

“Ay, I know! It’s just easier to make a joke than sit and be 
scared, ya know.”

***

“Well, hurry then, you think we have all the time in the world, 
do you?” Eddie shouted over the roar of the plane engine. 

Quinn fumbled with his vest, the only thought running through 
his mind being we are incredibly unqualified for this. 

“Thank you for your words of support, I’m so privileged to be 
sharing another near-death experience with you,” he muttered 
to himself, climbing into the designated navigator area of the 
plane. 

Eddie laughed obnoxiously loud, pulling himself into the seat 
above Quinn, behind the pilot, “Ah, what are the odds, my 
friend! Born together, now we die together!”

“Way to be optimistic, Cowe,” a lad from Cambridge, 
Lawrence, shouted from outside.

He was nervous, though. They all were. Their division was 
nearly all volunteers who were young and inexperienced. 
Quinn knew for a fact that more than half were below the legal 
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age, including him. Nobody was ready, yet they’d all decided to 
value their manhood over their lives. 

“This is it, boys,” the Marshall boomed over the ruckus. “The 
first mission. It’s been an honor training you. May you do your 
country proud.”

“I’ll miss the old man, all his charm and wit,” Eddie joked. 

“Won’t we all,” their pilot, Duncan, muttered as he fumbled with 
the controls. 

“Me as well,” Quinn sighed. “I’ll also miss those American 
television shows, maybe even my father.”

“Ah, I knew you had it in ya, Quinny! Nothing more special 
than a cynical joke before your untimely death. Accompanied 
by your bestest of friends, of course.”

“Yes, of course.”

“You ready, boys?” Duncan asked.

The other two air gunners, Bunsie and Winfried, whistled in 
response. From behind Quinn, their much older bomb aimer, 
Rowland, grunted. Duncan took that as a yes, and they took 
off. 

***

“We aren’t gonna make it! She’s going down!” Quinn shouted, 
the panic evident by the quaver in his voice. 

“Why is it a she?”

“Ed!” Rowland and Bunsie screamed in unison.

“Ach, well, I’ll be damned if we crash over a croissant factory! 
You see those planes over there, Jerries?” Duncan asked.

“No, Americans, Canada possibly,” he answered, pacing his 
breaths. 

He wasn’t ready to die. Everything began to hit him like a brick 
wall--he was going to crash, be a disgrace to his country. 
Quinn was going to meet his demise with Eddie in the seat 
above humming Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy. 

“Will you shut it, Ed! Ah, the wing!”

They began spiraling toward the ground at an alarming speed. 
Quinn’s hands were shaking so violently he imagined any sort 
of safety measures would be useless. It was the end. 

“Calm yourself, Quinny,” Rowland, hissed over the com. 
“Winfried, any incoming?”

“Jerry at three o’clock! You think you can keep her up until 
we’re out of sight?”
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Quinn took a deep breath in an attempt to steady himself. It 
was ineffective. 

He was too young. 

***

“Straighten’ up and fly right, straighten’ up and fly right…”

Ed was delirious. 

He’d been singing the same damn song over and over for what 
seemed like forever. Quinn assumed it was a coping method. 
They were going to die, in France of all places. Around them, 
nearly a dozen other planes had been shot down as well. The 
Jerries were coming.

“You boys alright?” an older gentleman asked the boys.

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Well, get up, then. Unless you wanna end up in Ol’ Hitler’s 
stew.”

“Doesn’t sound very appealing, does it Quinny,” Ed mumbled, 
dusting off his trousers as if it would make a difference. 

“No, Eddie, I wouldn’t say it does.”

The other airmen were almost all American, except a few from 
New Zealand and the crew from Lawrence’s plane. They 
recognized Charlie, a boy from their training base. 

“Oy, Charlie! Where’s Larry?” Ed asked.

The younger boy pursed his lips, and only then did Quinn 
notice the splatter of blood across his cheek. He’d jumped, and 
Lawrence wasn’t behind him. One down.  

The members of Quinn’s plane were visibly upset but didn’t 
say anything. What would they say? They were warned that 
not everyone would make it; death was inevitable. They were 
forced to move on.

A group of a hundred men wasn’t necessarily inconspicuous, 
especially in the flatlands of France, but they moved slow. Any 
sound, from the din of an oncoming plane to the buzz of a bee, 
sent Quinn’s heart rate soaring.

“Strip off your uniforms, now!” the same gentleman who had 
helped them up hissed. “Throw them in the grass and move! 
Just a little further and the boys will get us back to England.”

Quinn didn’t know who “the boys” were, but he was eager to 
find out. If it meant he would get to return home and this 
nightmare would be over, he was all for it. He hastily removed 
his jacket and trousers, leaving him in nothing but a white 
undershirt and his boxers. The rest of the men did the same. 



462

Eddie grinned, “If we’re going to die, at least we’re surrounded 
by beautiful lads in their bare undies.”

Quinn rolled his eyes, too terrified to utter a single word. 

“You’ve spent too much time with the boys, Cowe. It’s time to 
get you a girl when we return home,” Charlie whispered. 

Quinn couldn’t believe they dared to have a conversation in 
the middle of this. 

“Of course. But I have standards- she must be beautiful and in 
her bare undies.”

***

Seven weeks had passed. Seven wonderful, stress-filled 
weeks hiding out with the French Resistance. Quinn, Eddie, 
Charlie, and an American boy who went by Giddy hid in the 
farmhouse of an old French couple. They’d learned the signs 
of a raid, the sound of the metal-toed boots of the Gestapo. 
They would be going home soon.

That was until they were caught. 

The boots had never gotten so close to their hideout--a small 
hollow beneath a wooden trapdoor concealed by a barrel of 
hay. Suddenly the hay was kicked off the trapdoor with such 
force that the dirt around them shuddered. Quinn grabbed 

Eddie’s arm, his teeth chattering so loudly he wouldn’t be 
surprised if it were heard all the way in Berlin. 

“It’ll be alright, Quinny,” Eddie whispered shakily.

He’d just finished speaking when the trapdoor bust open, and 
the young boys were face-to-face with the barrel of a Gestapo 
luger gun. 

***

After three days in a cattle car, Fresnes Prison seemed like 
heaven on earth. Quinn couldn’t believe this was happening to 
him. It never even crossed his mind that so much could go 
wrong, yet it did. He’d begun to crave death more than 
freedom. 

Quinn had been beaten, starved, and isolated at Fresnes, but 
the worst was yet to come according to the older men in the 
car. He hadn’t bothered to listen to the legal aspects, but he 
did know that he wasn’t supposed to be going where the men 
were being sent. One-hundred sixty-eight of the allied airmen, 
or so the older man from New Zealand had told them. Quinn 
had come to think of him as a leader. 

As per usual, Eddie was beside him, passed out. His stomach 
begged him for food, but he couldn’t comply. They’d been 
given two pieces of stale bread and an unusually flavored 
liquid to last them through the trip. Where they were going, 
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Quinn wished he knew. By the looks of the New Zealand 
fellow’s expression, it wasn’t good.

“Quinny,” Eddie rasped. “You suppose we’re almost there?”

“Couldn’t tell you, Ed,” he responded quietly, eyeing the 
German soldier in the corner.

“Well, I rate this service zero stars. You tell the major that, will 
you?”

 “I will as soon as we get home, Ed. Go on back to sleep.”

***

“-this is unacceptable! Under the Geneva Protocol, we are 
given the right to a trial and a place in a prisoners camp!” the 
New Zealand man shouted as the airmen were shoved out of 
the boxcar.

Quinn immediately knew there was something wrong. This 
wasn’t like the prisons for POWs. It was worse. The air stank 
of death and burning flesh, a scent Quinn had been lucky 
enough to not face until then. Still, he recognized it somehow. 
This wasn’t a prison; it was somewhere you went to die.

“Terroflieger don’t get trial,” the German soldier sneered. 
“Kommen!”

A whole lot of men from six total boxcars, all allied airmen, 
were bunched together and forced to move toward a building 
farther in the area.

“What is this place?” he asked the man next to him.

“Hell.”

***

“Hairlessness suits you, Quinny,” Eddie wheezed out a laugh.

The sound was entirely foreign to Quinn; he hadn’t heard a 
laugh since they’d arrived at the place which he’d soon found 
out was a prisoner camp called Buchenwald. He’d also found 
out that they didn’t belong there. “They” being the 168 airmen 
who’d all been captured and sent to this camp. They called 
themselves the Konnzetrationslager Buchenwald Club. Eddie 
called them the “Hey, we aren’t dead!” Club. 

Men were falling ill by the minute. The New Zealand man had 
dysentery. So did Eddie, but he wouldn’t admit it. But when 
they slept outside and only had one pair of striped trousers, it 
was undeniable if you were continually shitting yourself. 

“Just sat in mud is all, don’t you worry about me, Quinn,” he 
would tell him weakly.

“You called me Quinn, Ed.”
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“Oh, so I did? Better off then, I don’t know a single grown man 
named Quinny.”

***

The morning Quinn woke up without Eddie by his side, he 
immediately broke down. His best friend had grown so sick to 
the point that he could barely move; what else would they have 
done besides executing him?

“James! James, calm yourself!” 

Quinn turned to see Bunsie and Winfried from his plane, yet he 
was unable to comprehend. They were saying his name, 
weren’t they? Yes, they were. They were grabbing his hands 
and trying to talk, but Quinn couldn’t speak. Eddie, his light, his 
life, it was gone. 

“He’s not dead! Quinn? Quinton? Quinny?”

The waves of emotion began to die down. What did he just 
say?

“He’s not… dead?”

“Infirmary took him while you were asleep. And there’s more 
news!”

They seemed to be in an uncharacteristically positive mood. 
Quinn couldn’t imagine being happy anymore. Nothing but 

sadness and anger. He was always angry; why did he train just 
for it to be of no use in the end? What was the point? There 
wasn’t a point. Who’s talking to me now?

“-convinced the damned Jerry fackers to take us to a POW 
camp. We leave tomorrow, suppose we’ll have to walk, with 
those chicken legs of yours I doubt you’ll make it a mile but-”

“What about Eddie?” he interrupted, finally able to focus on 
what his plane mates were saying.

“I suppose they’ll transfer him when he’s better, now that the 
Americans know we’re here. I doubt they want to get in even 
more trouble for not following protocol.”

“Tomorrow, we leave?”

Bunsie actually smiled, “Yes, Quinny, tomorrow we leave.”

***

“One-hundred fifty-six!” a German soldier called out as the 
men prepared to march.

One-hundred fifty-six of the one-hundred sixty-eight men. 

To Quinn, they had achieved the impossible--staying alive. By 
his side were Charlie, Bunsie, Winfried, Duncan, and Rowland. 
There was a long road ahead of the young men. How long? 
Quinn wished he knew. They were going to make it, though. 
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They had to. And by the time they reached the new prison 
where they would be treated like humans rather than dogs, 
Eddie would already be there. He would be healthy and 
singing his favorite tunes. 

“‘Heard there’s ten or so left in the infirmaries,” someone 
behind them said to a friend.

“Phillip tells me that two have died, one just this morning. 
Young one, I bet, never seen Phil so shaken up. Can’t 
remember if he’s one of ours or the Brits.”

“God bless his soul, these kids are too young for this.”

“I don’t think there’s anyone old enough for this, buddy.”

Quinn didn’t know what to think. Was it Eddie? He wouldn’t 
know until he reached the new prison. Hopefully, his old 
friends like Higgins Jr. would save him, and he’d go home. A 
German soldier shouted something, and the crowd of men 
began shuffling forward out of the gates of Buchenwald. 

“You lot go on ahead,” he told his mates. “I need to wait in the 
back.”

Bunsie opened his mouth to protest, but Duncan stopped him, 
sending him a knowing look that Quinn didn’t bother to 
decipher until years later. It was a look of pity; they believed 
him to have gone crazy. Maybe he had, it didn’t matter.

Alone he waited as men passed by, hoping Eddie would place 
a hand on his shoulder and they’d walk together to freedom. 
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portraits and obituaries

There was so much outside his neighborhood. An entire 
world of diverse people, foods, landscapes. Things he 
would never see. His name was Daniel; he was a dreamer. 
He envisioned freedom, the blaring horns in New York City 
and the deafening stillness of the countryside. 
Somewhere the land was perfect for portraits rather than 
obituaries. Instead, he only saw East LA. A bubble of 
lawlessness and poverty and contempt. The only place he 
knew held more corpses than living humans. 

Death was a thought he resented. It would consume him, 
gnawing away at what was once a dreamer, a soul, till it 
was nothing. He'd become an empty, hollow shell. 
Unluckily, he resided on South Vermont Avenue, otherwise 
known as Death Alley. It was seared into his 
subconscious, for it could befall him any second. 

Daniel fell asleep to the sound of howling and blasts that 
made the windows on his house rattle. Not every day, but 
at least once or twice a month, someone was murdered. 
Merely for breathing. Daniel lost his older brother, Luca 
and his father to gunshot wounds. His Pap though, he was 
in a gang, The Westmont Wolves. Daniel never addressed 
him; he’d killed too many people. Pap’s hands were 
bloody, flesh tattooed with the outcries and tears of the 
loved ones he had slain with no reason, just for the 
pleasure of it. Daniel believed he deserved a fate much 
worse than death.

Luca was innocent; much more than a dreamer, but an 
innovator. His death-- no words could express Daniel’s 
feeling. He had witnessed it first hand. 

“Happy birthday, you little bastard!” Luca sneered, elbowing 
him in the stomach. 

Daniel groaned, but the humor in his brother’s voice somehow 
eased the discomfort. Luca was too immeasurable for their 
town. He didn’t ponder in the future, but what he was granted 
in the present. ‘Never frown, Daniel-chan. As there is still a 
giant bag of potato chips right underneath your little nose.’ he 
would say. 

“Fifteen. I think I made it!” Daniel snickered. 
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The road was otherwise barren, excluding a few members of a 
gang. They weren’t the native students from the school but 
instead grown men. The authentic band, South LA Snakes.

“Ellos no son de aquí,” He hissed, nudging his brother.

They are not from here. Luca grimaced, nodding. He grabbed 
Daniel by the arm and spun back in the opposite direction. 
This couldn’t be happening, the brothers recognized everyone 
in Westmont. The last time distinct faces emerged-- It was the 
last day he saw his Pap. As cold-hearted as that man was, 
José Aguilera was still and would always be his father. 

“Hey, where you boys goin’?”

“Don’t answer,” Luca mumbled through grit teeth. 

“Did anyone ever teach you manners, lil’ lowriders. We got 
beans!” one laughed vigorously. 

“Ay caramba, we got us a problem, boys!” another shouted 
mockingly.

Daniel could hear their treads approaching. A home was just 
down the road. They passed the food store, the laundromat. 
Almost there, he thought, breathing heavily. 

Just when he thought they were going to make it, he was 
halted mid-run by a wrench from his collar. The two brothers 
shifted, coming face to face with three men. They were beer-

bellied, stained tanks hardly reaching beyond their stomachs. 
A perfect definition of big-headed white trash. 

“We don’t want trouble, man. We’re just out getting some food 
for our Mamá,” Luca sought to clarify, but he didn’t get to 
finish. 

He was knocked over, where immediately Beer Belly stepped 
upon his chest. Luca didn’t oppose but alternately had the 
beginnings of a smirk develop on his face. 

“What you laughin’ about? You think this is funny? I’m ‘boutta 
knock those Goya’s outta you!”

Concluding words should be cherished, inscribed on a 
gravestone where the world would respect. Luca’s were 
undoubtedly remarkable. 

“Try me, Crisco.”

The sound was deafening, reverberating off of every nearby 
surface. Luca Aguilera laughed for the last time, the only thing 
Daniel heard. 

It was as if the whole universe had collapsed beneath his 
feet. He was confined to a never-ending sensation of 
desolation. Daniel's best friend had fallen victim to the 
same fate as their Pap. He became one of them, 
distinguished by his tomb rather than feats and attributes. 
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There was one mirror in the house. It was a reminder that 
things weren’t too bad, for three hundred years ago that mirror 
would’ve been priceless. As a child, he’d believed one day he 
would observe a mighty, grown man. Someone who never 
wept when in distress, a commanding bearing no matter where 
he stood. Instead, the glass displayed a boy, scuttled cheeks 
and bird-like limbs that matched rods. Glazed over eyes made 
him appear ghoulish. There was no man, just a fragmented 
little kid. 

“Go outside, míja,” Mama whispered as she crept up behind 
him. 

He didn’t want to confront the world again, deal with all the 
shocks his town held in store. There was only one remaining 
reason he stepped out the door, and that was a particular 
meeting with an exceptional someone. 

Daniel breathed in the morning air. It wasn't invigorating, but 
rather a concoction of cigarettes and marijuana. It was a 
skunk’s pungent odor with a hint of acrid vapor. The weather 
was chilly for the first time in weeks, a cooling breeze causing 
the rusted bucket to tip over with a shriek. 

At that point in his life, Daniel was presumed to accept his 
prospects and embrace the 'culture' of LA, but he took it in with 
revulsion. 

Down the road was the laundromat, off-limits to civilians as the 
LAPD investigated the recent assassination of seventeen-
year-old Luca Aguilera. 

“A tragedy,” an old cracker sighed. “Of course, LA needed one 
less Border Bunny, heard he was nothing but trouble.”

The officer agreed, “God, this town. May the Lord bless ‘em, 
fifth death in two months. Two damn months, Betsy! The rest 
of LA is better off leaving them to deal with this alone.”

Daniel wouldn’t risk countering. America boasted their justice, 
though those with a shortage of melanin managed to soar 
higher beyond the social status. He’d grown up deeming he 
was inferior because of his heritage. At that point in his life, he 
knew nothing was going to change. The darker kids would 
ultimately fall at the hands of the lighter in Westmont.

It took precisely ten minutes and thirty-seven seconds for the 
ambulance to arrive. By then, Luca was merely a figure. Daniel 
pleaded that perhaps, by some miracle, his brother would be 
alright. All of those beliefs were shattered when the paramedic 
leaped out from the truck. 

“Oh my god,” he murmured, bewildered by what he saw. 

There were two boys, a dead teenager, and a newly minted 
fifteen-year-old, sobbing like a child. Daniel couldn’t repress 
his emotions. That laugh would forever be a part of him. Every 
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time he glanced at Luca, he felt it again. Like a broken record 
permanently performing in his remembrance. 

Another girl jumped out, much more prepared for what 
welcomed her. She promptly shouted commands to the 
additional three to take Luca inside an ambulance. She then 
returned to Daniel, wordlessly pressing for an explanation. He 
assumed she would realize he wasn’t ready to talk about it. 

She dropped to her knees, peering up at him as though he 
were a kid again, “I’m Leianne. If you don’t mind, I’m going to 
ask a few questions. What’s your name, love?”

“Daniel Aguilera.”

“Did you-”

“No. I didn’t shoot him.”

“Who is he?” she asked, voice soft. 

“My brother, Luca.”

She nodded, grabbing his hands and directing him to another 
ambulance that had recently arrived. Daniel’s head was 
spinning. His brother was dead. He’d never hear his laugh in 
person, that obnoxious crack of his jaw, or even his yells when 
Juan, their younger brother, went through his school bag. 

Vitals. Accelerated heartbeat. Appears to be unscathed. 
Exhibits indications of a chokehold. 

Interrogation. Can you describe the men for us? What were 
you boys doing out alone? Were there any other known 
witnesses?

“Could you give us your mother’s phone number please?” 
another woman requested. 

“She doesn’t have one.”

“Home phone?”

He shook his head. Leianne grimaced, scribbling recklessly on 
her clipboard. Daniel just remained, helpless to the inevitable. 

“Time of Death: 2:04 pm, September 30.”

Luca beamed down at his sketchbook wistfully. Daniel could 
sense his breath on his shoulders. 

"You're improving," he murmured, squinting to grab every 
detail. 

Daniel grinned, "Practice, cabrón. The same picture every 
day."

Luca nodded, chuckling softly. He ran his fingers across the 
pages. The lead stained his pale, cold skin. Lifeless.
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"I just have one suggestion- maybe removing something."

“I know, the dog never shows up anymore, but-”

"I need to go, Daniel. I can't stay here any longer. Take me 
out."

The scene was so explicit, a row of small shops considered to 
be the town center.  Daniel sketched every brick on the 
decaying walls, the evanescent graffiti spelling illegible terms. 

Then there was Daniel himself, leaned over his sketchbook 
with full focus. Beside him sat the hazy, inanimate Luca. 

He knew this day would come, the day his imagination 
would be overruled by reality. One day the damn truth 
would finally arrive, rending his last few scraps of hope to 
shreds. 

“Daniel?”

He turned expectantly, hoping it would be a paramedic. 
Instead, a young woman greeted him. She was most likely a 
student at their school, as she appeared to have been crying. 
Everybody adored Luca. 

“I’m Catalina, Luca’s girlfriend? I wanted to say I’m- I’m sorry.”

Girlfriend. Luca never spoke about a girlfriend at home, and 
they told each other everything. Although, they seemed to 

have strayed the last few months. It was a likelihood that Luca 
was spending his time with a girl.

“Thanks.”

He awaited her to move elsewhere, but instead, Catalina 
embraced him. It didn’t feel uncomfortable, but as if she really 
worried about him. 

“Luca- That little- always talking about his brothers and how 
much he hated them. But I knew he loved you guys,” she took 
in a tremulous breath. “He loved everyone.”

Now, there was a new scene. Daniel, the wall, the shops, it 
was all still there. Luca was not. There would no longer be 
a smiling brother with a gaping hole, right above where 
his heart was formerly beating. 

The entire ambiance modified. Once again, Daniel was a 
member of the real world. The scents returned, along with the 
heart-wrenching wails of children and stray animals. 

“Daniel, hurry! I have to be back home in twenty minutes!”

He couldn’t be hurried. It was the most important day of the 
year, and he desired to be dressed appropriately for the 
occurrence. Daniel didn’t own a polo, let alone a suit. But there 
was an old button-down that he wore for school parties. 
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“Calma! I’m coming Cat. Take a breather.”

The trek to Westmont’s only graveyard was burdening. The 
October heat seemed to suffocate him, but Cat’s closeness 
kept him going. 

The parcel of earth was crowded with the corpses of loved 
ones, best friends, and even adversaries. Luca was in the rear 
left corner, only distinguished by a petty sign with his initials. 
They would never be capable of providing a gravestone, 
though he was worth considerably more than that. 

The pair laid a dandelion from their yard on the soil. Weeds, 
despite being loathed by countless gardeners, were still 
beautiful and popping with color and character. Cat put her 
arm around Daniel’s shoulder. He rested his head on hers, and 
they remained there longer than her twenty minutes.

“You were talking to someone,” Mama announced as he 
shuffled in. 

Daniel shrugged, “It’s not important. I can talk to the trees if I 
want.”

“You said cabrón, Daniel. Who else do you call that?”

“Everyone!” He could recognize the hurt in her eyes as he 
shouted. “It’s nothing, okay? Luca was just… visiting?”

Juan perked up, “Ha! You really think he’s here? Who’s the 
real cabrón! Calling everyone else a dumbass!”

“Luca was there! You wouldn’t know because you never cared 
about anyone!” Daniel quarreled, shoving his ignorant brother. 

“I care!”

He scoffed, “Yeah. About your drugs. Eight years old and can’t 
spell a damn word except for weed.”

"This isn't healthy, míja," Mama's tone was laced with worry. 
"Luca was never there. He isn't here, okay?"

"You're screwed up!" Juan shouted, taking a puff of his smoke.

It has to be- It is real. 

"Luca?"

He never answered.
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There and Gone

Adrian was ripped from sleep when a loud and filthy curse 
coming from below his open bedroom window reached his 
ears. He shot up in his twin bed, heart pounding and eyes 
searching. A quick survey of his surroundings had a heaving 
sigh escaping him when he realized what had woken him. 

“I swear, if it’s another drunk…” Adrian murmured to himself in 
a hoarse voice, rolling his eyes. His sluggish movements were 

a whisper against the soft covers and sheets that he so 
desperately wanted to crawl back into as he made his way to 
the dirty window feet from his bed. It took him a few moments 
of rubbing the fatigue from his eyes before he was able to 
actually focus on the sight before him.

And what he saw below was definitely not a drunk. 

A girl, maybe a year younger than his age of seventeen, was 
leaning against the worn grey paneling of the house, fingers 
gripping the scratched edges like they were some sort of 
lifeline. Her face was contorted in a grimace of pain as blood 
flowed freely from her nose, washing her dark skin with 
crimson. He could see the droplets falling onto her bulky 
leather jacket, blending into the mottled and black material 
before they dripped onto the dead grass beneath.

Adrian just watched in alarm as her arm wrapped around her 
side and clutched at her ribs in what must have been an effort 
to soothe the aching. With a hiss through her teeth, she 
pressed her temple into the wall and closed her eyes. 

Her brief moment of rest forced him into action. He didn’t 
bother putting a shirt on before rushing out of his room, the 
house empty with his parents away taking care of his ailing 
grandmother. Feet slamming down the carpeted stairs and, 
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eventually, onto the cracked sidewalk leading to his driveway, 
Adrian’s breath was a rasp when he reached the girl. 

“Hey! Are you alright?” 

Her head snapped up at the sound of his voice, and action he 
could tell she immediately regretted from the groan she just 
barely contained. He took it in, along with all of the details he 
could now see up close. He marked the tangles in her sable, 
curly hair and the smattering of cocoa freckles dotted in 
between those gashes on her face. He couldn’t help but notice 
that, just like him, her features were sharp. In fact, a significant 
amount of her features matched his. 

And her eyes…

He expected there to be fear in her swirling eyes, or the gaze 
of a victim. Instead, he found one more akin to that of a 
predator. Despite her battered state, her look was hard. He 
could feel it raking over him as it gathered all that he was in a 
single glance. 

This girl was ready for a fight. 

So he made sure she knew that he wasn’t there for one when 
he said, “I just want to help. I promise.” She was completely 
silent, her expression unchanging. He continued, “Where are 
you hurt?”

The girl ignored his question and responded in biting words, “I 
don’t want or need your help. Everything’s fine.” 

Everything was not fine. 

She attempted to push herself off the paneling, only to 
collapse back onto it with a gasp and a shudder. The 
resolution in her, it seemed, refused to dim. 

She tried again. And failed. 

He knew his voice had taken on a pleading edge when he 
coaxed, “Please. Just let me patch you up. I won’t to leave you 
out here.”  

Everything was still for a moment, and he watched as she 
assessed him one more time. Then, she grumbled, “Fine.”

So he aided her in the limp to his front door. The girl--he still 
didn’t know her name yet--peered at the golden numbers on 
the shining blue wood. When they passed over its threshold, 
her attention stayed on those symbols, head turning to keep 
them in her view. She only looked forward once they reached 
the kitchen.

The kitchen stool scraped against the dated tile floor as he 
eased her onto it. Within seconds, Adrian was on her, pressing 
a tissue to her nose and brushing rubbing alcohol from the 
nearby first aid kit on her cuts. 
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Bruises bloomed under the blood he wiped away along her 
chin. 

With every new injury revealed, Adrian felt like the sounds 
around him--the creaking and aged floorboards, the clock 
ticking on the wall covered in peeling wallpaper, the gentle 
sweep of the cloth against her skin--grew steadily louder. Each 
one edged him toward thoughts he’d rather not experience 
again, pushed him towards breaking the silence purely for the 
sake of his own sanity. “Seeing as I’ve just let you into my 
house, what’s your name?” 

“That was your decision… But, okay,” she retorted. Though her 
head was tipped up, he caught the weariness in her eyes. “I’m 
Diana.”    

He shook off the roiling feeling that the mere mention of that 
name set off deep within him, shook off the histories it dragged 
to the surface. 

Recovering only slightly, Adrian made sure Diana looked into 
his own brown eyes when he inquired, “Is there anything else 
you would like to tell me?” He gestured to the injuries. 

As far as he could tell, Diana wasn’t one to go down from just 
one punch. No, Adrian was sure that whoever had hurt her 
looked the same--worse, even. 

He wondered if they were the ones who truly needed the 
handful of bandages Adrian was liberally applying. 

In a sickly sweet voice, Diana insisted, “Not particularly!” 

Adrian sighed and rolled his eyes. “Alright, then,” he muttered. 

Diana rolled her eyes right back. “What’s your name, anyway?” 
Her tone had finally taken on a casual note, and Adrian 
practically felt some of the tension lift from the situation. 

“Adrian.” 

Diana stiffened, but it was gone in seconds. Still, looking at the 
muscles clench, the jaw tighten… It was like peering into a 
much more feminine mirror.

Adrian decided to ignore it all. Ruminating on it would get them 
nowhere. 

The bleeding had finally stopped. He took only a few minutes 
to bandage the rest of her face, then led her to the nearest 
bathroom and basically ordered her to change into the shirt 
and sweatpants he had found in his mother’s laundry basket of 
clean clothes by the door. 

In the meantime, Adrian put a shirt on. 

He shouldn’t have been surprised when, minutes later, she 
came out wearing her jacket over top of the ensemble. Her 
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hair was tamed, meaning she successfully fished his mother’s 
brush from the unbelievably messy bathroom drawers. 

Her entire appearance seemed softened--including her 
previously daunting expression. Gone was everything that 
gave way to the lion’s heart that beat in her chest. She was 
even wringing her hands in apprehension. With her eyes 
shifting around the room, she said, “Thanks for the help, 
Adrian, but I really can’t stay any longer.” She swallowed, 
shaking her head. “There are… people after me, and I would 
hate to bring that to your door--”

A knock sounded. The interrupted Diana only blinked in 
response. When she opened her eyes, that same hardened 
girl returned just as quickly as she’d left. Something 
indescribable lit up and danced like a flame in Diana’s eyes. 

Their heads snapped to that beautiful front door. 

Only to see it kicked off of its hinges. 

And rushing through that gaping opening that Diana has stared 
so keenly at came a heavily-set man in black garb. Scars 
decorated his light skin, though that wasn’t what Adrian paid 
attention to. Instead, Adrian glued his eyes to the pistol 
clutched at his side--and the pure fury in his eyes. 

His chocolate skin went bloodless. 

The man’s gaze was on Diana. He looked her up and down, 
chuckling drily, “You’re out of time, Diana. And we both know 
there’s no point in fighting.” 

His voice set Adrian’s skin crawling. What was happening?

Adrian was sure he wasn’t breathing when, not even bothering 
to continue his little monologue, the man lifted the gun, aiming 
it at her chest, at her still-beating heart. 

And Diana pulled out her own, a flash of metal that she 
immediately directed at the man. The moonlight shining 
through the window illuminated every part of her: the clenched 
fist at her side, the cuts and scars across her skin, even her 
coiled hair that seemed to absorb the light, not reflect it. 

Those enduring eyes. 

The strength within her. 

His chest ached in profound familiarity that he had no idea how 
to sort out. 

Diana, like a burning and flickering cold flame, said in a voice 
as quiet as the night surrounding them, “That’s where you’re 
wrong, Jameson. I will never stop fighting.” 

The beat of his heart was a pounding in his veins so loud that 
he didn’t hear, didn’t comprehend the first shot. Or the second 
one. 
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He saw them, but all he could do was watch as two bodies 
dropped and blood spilled. It left the wood beneath them slick. 

Diana shot first. The man--Jameson--didn’t have the chance to 
respond before she sent a bullet into his heart. Yet, he did 
have the chance to ring his own death knell. 

Diana’s head had barely turned to give Adrian the barest of 
smirks and a whisper of a smile when she staggered back. 
Adrian saw those burning eyes gutter out and roll to the back 
of her head before she even collapsed to the ground.

Adrian didn’t realize he was screaming, shouting, wailing until 
the effort of it left his head spinning. He didn’t feel himself 
gripping Diana’s wrist to feel for a pulse or when he tried to 
staunch the blood that was quickly covering his hands. 

Diana didn’t move. 

There was nothing left of her. 

He ripped her jacket from her body, trying to get closer to her 
heart, to bring her back, but something glinting interrupted his 
fervor. Adrian pulled out a shining paper from her inside 
pocket, rubbing a bloody finger over the corners. 

It was a picture, covered in creases--one he had seen a 
thousand times walking past its ornate frame on his way to the 
kitchen. Two toddlers sat, playing with alphabet blocks 

together. The girl and boy looked so similar; they could have 
been twins, though one was only slightly smaller. Smiles lit up 
their faces, untouched by the depravity of the world.

Adrian’s hand shook as he turned the picture over. On the 
white back were words he also knew well. His name. His 
parents’ names. Their address. One word circled multiple 
times, apart from the rest.

Family. 

The world dropped from beneath him as the sight forced a 
whimper from Adrian’s chest. 

The truth fell on him like a heavy weight as he realized who he 
was truly trying to save.

The fighter who had been on the run. 

The girl who had been beaten. 

The sister who had been taken.

His sister. 

This picture, these words… she had been looking for them. 
She had been there and gone, and he hadn’t known, hadn’t 
realized that his own sister--
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Adrian collapsed over Diana’s body, a cracking sob violently 
ripped from his chest. Through his tears, he tried to memorize 
the feel of her jacket as he clutched it against him, and he 
didn’t move.
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The Perfect Utopia

What makes the perfect society? Is it strength through fear? 
Strength through benevolence? Strength through wisdom and 
intellect? While ultimately, there is no firm answer to this 
question, Thomas More and Plato attempt to provide models 
of a perfect society in Utopia and The Republic, respectively. 
Despite these two societal models differing down to their very 
core values, they also have some surprising similarities, such 
as their approach to war. Furthermore, both would be 

considered radical in today’s society as they both incorporate 
values and elements of society that we do not approve of or 
like. Regardless of the differences, the most fundamental 
component of a society is its values. From these values come 
the modes of governance and religion, working to regulate 
society by serving as vectors disseminating the 
aforementioned values. Finally, government and religion bring 
about employment of the people and benefits such as welfare 
and equality. Successfully combining these three tiers of 
societal components, however, does not mean that the society 
will be stable. In evaluating the constituent elements of society, 
it is impossible to look at them in a vacuum, because no matter 
how resource-rich or isolated these societies are, they must, 
sooner or later, come into contact with the rest of the world, 
whether due to trade, conflict, or just purely by accident. Thus, 
the stability of the society must take into consideration the 
potential effects of outside influences and whether they would 
present a danger to the society in question. It is because of 
this consideration that a society based upon the values, 
government, and religion from Utopia would lead to a more 
stable and successful society because it gives greater heed to 
human nature and accounts for peoples’ need for agency.

Before diving further into why the core of Utopia would lead to 
a better society, it is important to first explain why Plato’s 
Kallipolis, as represented in The Republic, is unsuitable to 
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serve as a foundation upon which a society is built. Plato’s 
society is based around four essential virtues: wisdom, 
courage, temperance, and justice. While the first three virtues 
are fairly self-explanatory, the fourth, justice, differs greatly 
from the modern understanding of this word. Justice is 
explained as “keeping what is properly one’s own and doing 
one’s own job” (Republic 434a). While this is true at the 
societal level, whereby people are trained and allowed to work 
in only one position, it also extends to the individual, because, 
as Plato believes, the individual is a microcosm of the greater 
society. The three parts of the soul – reason, spirit, and 
appetite – are similarly governed by these laws in guiding 
people to be virtuous and preventing them from being led 
astray. This justice, however, is rooted in the idea of the noble 
lie, where the caste system is explained through a lie about the 
metal composition in children’s hearts; essentially, a decree 
from god. Plato himself acknowledges that this isn’t 
necessarily feasible, having Glaucon note that “‘Not in the first 
generation, but you might succeed with the second and later 
generations’” (Republic 415d). Plato quickly glosses over this 
point, quickly moving to explain the lives of the Rulers and 
Auxiliaries. However, this is perhaps one of the most critical 
points to consider, as the entirety of the society’s stability is 
based upon the chance that the entire populace would believe 
this lie, or that the non-believing population would be 
negligible. Furthermore, although children are inculcated with 

the four values as well as this lie, the mere existence of 
foreigners presents an uncontrollable destabilizing force to 
society. As noted before, foreign presence is highly likely, and 
though Plato suggests that the Kallipolis will simply turn away 
those people, the issue still exists in the form of stories and 
physical material left over before the rise of the Kallipolis. 
Simply put, there are too many potential sources of influence 
that could destroy the foundation of an entire society to simply 
ignore this flaw and accept the other aspect of the society. 

In Thomas More’s Utopia, his vision of society presents for a 
much more open and inclusive state. In fact, it is this idea of 
openness and inclusiveness that forms the governing idea of 
the Utopian society: community. Contrary to Plato’s justice, in 
the society of Utopia, everybody is everyone else’s business. 
No business is hidden from view, all doors are unlocked, and 
there is no private property. If people are always within one 
another’s view, it creates less incentive to break the laws or 
societal norms, also working to stabilize society. In addition, 
there are communal resources from which people request 
what they need. Furthermore, people move houses randomly 
every 10 years and grow bountiful gardens, again a sign of 
friendly competition as well as reinforcing the idea of a 
propertyless society. This core value of community ensures the 
stability of society because it creates a sense of togetherness 
within the people. In More’s view, one’s pride comes from a 
feeling of superiority over others. By eliminating property, it 
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both eliminates the prideful and the jealous. These two groups 
of people are liable to create class conflicts because the 
jealous will always want to attain the status and materials of 
the prideful. It redirects peoples’ internal motivations from one 
that pushes someone to be individually successful to one that 
works for the benefit of the state. 

Alongside this elimination of pride comes the elimination and 
disdain for any symbols of wealth. Instead of wealth equating 
to power and pride, wealth is associated with excrement, 
slaves, and children. The chamber-pots, both public and 
private, as well as slaves’ bindings are made of gold and silver 
in order to render them worthless. In addition, children are 
given diamonds and pearls found on the shores, eventually 
giving them up as they “see that none but children use such 
baubles” (More, 56). This use of “precious materials” not only 
strips the value from them, but more importantly, destroys the 
risk of any potential inter-societal conflict related to wealth or 
money. Most importantly, however, is the implication that 
money does not equate to power, and vice versa. Instead, in 
Utopia, the upward and downward mobility comes from 
learning. This means that besides the priests, who are 
specially chosen to be learned people, the other governmental 
positions – Syphogrants, Tranibors, and Prince – were 
originally part of the general populace, but were recognized by 
their neighbors for their dedication to learning and philosophy. 
This merit-based system for choosing leadership not only 

ensures that the most learned and philosophically wise are the 
ones to lead the society, but critically, encourages all members 
of society to learn and think critically during their leisure times. 
This system of self-initiated education and merit shows that 
education is of the utmost importance in Utopia and that 
knowledge and wisdom, not money, is the most important 
resource for a successful and stable society.

The government of Utopia is well suited to lead its population 
because of its pseudodemocratic structure rooted in 
meritocracy. While the rigid structure of Plato’s Kallipolis tried 
to limit social mobility, with the Philosopher Kings writing laws 
and managing the policies and the Auxiliaries enforcing these 
laws and serving as military generals, More allows for a much 
more fluid form of government. In Utopia, groups of thirty 
families choose a Syphogrant each year, and ten of these 
Syphogrants choose Tranibors who meet every three days to 
conduct the affairs of the state. Finally, the Syphogrants all 
vote for a Prince through a secret ballot, who, unless 
suspected of subversion or suppression, holds that position for 
life (More, 43). While the elected leaders themselves may not 
be as experienced as those in Plato’s Republic, they do not 
have to be because of the education that the general populace 
receives and is encouraged to pursue independently. 
Furthermore, this more democratic form of government 
prevents insurrection among the general populace. With any 
society with a rigid hierarchy comes the risk of dissent within 



481

the citizenry because they feel that their rulers do not 
understand them or are working for their own benefit. Plato 
tries to avoid through the training of the Philosopher Kings, but 
nevertheless, no matter how educated, wise, and philosophical 
the leaders are, there will always be people who are jealous 
that they are not able to participate in their government. 
Certainly, there are potential benefits to this closed nature of 
government, such as preventing people from taking too much 
power, the communal nature of Utopian society, alongside its 
core values, instills in the people a desire for the promotion 
and betterment of the greater good rather than the individual. 
Furthermore, by limiting the elected officials to only one year in 
office, this allows citizens to easily and quickly remove people 
that are not well-suited to govern. More also addresses Plato’s 
other concerns regarding democracies. Any matter brought up 
that concerns the populace, whether within the councils or the 
entire island, cannot be debated the same day as it is brought 
up, nor can a resolution be decided upon until multiple days of 
discussion (More, 44). This rule of government is extremely 
important because it guards against both potential tyranny 
from the Tranibors as well as the brash and often misguided 
reactions of the populace. By forcing multiple days of 
deliberation, it is almost assured that the decisions that are 
made will be in the interests of the state. Further, by consulting 
the entire population, it serves to prevent any power grabs. 
With this limited pseudodemocratic meritocracy, along with a 

limited set of laws and governmental powers, Utopia fulfills 
both the Platonic ideals of Philosopher Kings while also 
avoiding potential for dissent and jealousy for power within the 
general populace.

Because of the limited laws of Utopia, there is essentially no 
need for a distinct and carefully structured judicial system. This 
also means that there are no lawyers. Instead, whenever a 
person is accused of breaking the law, both sides are brought 
to argue their cases by themselves in front of a judge, because 
this way, the truth will be revealed. However, the laws 
themselves are not very interesting nor are they radically 
different from the laws of the 1500s. What is interesting, is the 
relationship between laws and the religion of the state. In fact, 
in order to understand the religious system of Utopia, it is 
essential to first understand its use in Utopian society. In 
Utopia, there is no state religion. Instead, people are allowed 
to practice whatever religion they want as Utopus, the founder 
of Utopia, wanted to end religious conflict in Utopia. 
Regardless of the practical and doctrinal differences between 
each religion, they all have a common theme of a single 
supreme being, similar to Christianity (More, 84). The central 
purpose of this religion, however, is not to spread the values of 
each religion; rather, it is used as another layer to maintain 
peace and order in Utopia. Those who believe in religion are 
very likely to believe in some sort of afterlife where the status 
of the soul in said afterlife is determined by the actions of their 
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lives on Earth. Thus, religion is another form of social control in 
Utopia. Atheists are not treated kindly because they do not 
conform to nor respect this social control due to their disbelief 
in an afterlife, meaning they are less inclined to follow the 
norms and laws of Utopia. By intertwining religion with the 
government, More creates a powerful governing dyad that 
ensures its citizens stay in line. Again, More’s increased 
freedoms with regard to religion gives people more agency in 
the society, increasing the likelihood they appreciate what they 
have and the society around them. By giving people agency, 
society itself becomes more interesting and diverse because 
people are allowed to take on unique identities, something that 
is central to our self-awareness. 

This agency extends to peoples’ jobs and roles in a Utopian 
society. Everyone is initially trained to master a single job, with 
the option of switching to another family if one wishes to 
acquire a new job. The primary role of the Syphogrants is to 
ensure that everyone has a job and that no one is sitting idle 
(More, 45). Furthermore, all citizens of Utopia are required to 
spend at least two years farming to ensure that there is always 
enough food for the entire population. For those that break the 
laws or are criminals transferred from another nation and are 
thus slaves, they are put to work for the benefit of the state. 
This prevents massive costs for incarcerating people as well 
as improving the infrastructure of the society. Moreover, 
foreign slaves are treated almost as well as Utopian citizens, 

on account of their lack of moral education. These defined 
roles and job guarantee, along with the freedom to choose 
what job one does, provides for an extremely productive 
society, more so than that of the Kallipolis, because people are 
allowed to do what they enjoy the most. This agency also 
feeds into More’s allowance of unique identities as well as 
creating variation in peoples’ lives. Most people would agree 
that doing the same job everyday is extremely boring as well 
as demotivating. However, in Utopia, people are permitted to 
introduce variety into their lives through acquiring new skills, 
avoiding this demotivation that could cripple the production of 
resources in the state. 

The final aspect of Utopian society that would help towards a 
perfect society is the progressive welfare provided by the 
community. While in the Kallipolis, those that are not able to 
work, whether due to illness or age, are killed to prevent any 
burdens on society, in Utopia, all that are sick are cared for in 
the public hospitals. For those who are in so much pain they 
no longer want to live, euthanasia is permissible by the state. 
Finally, each community gathers for a common dinner provided 
by a single family, with this responsibility rotating between the 
constituent families of each community. These benefits 
provided by Utopia go a long way to treating people more as 
human beings with agency rather than functional robots. This 
humane treatment is what fundamentally differentiates Utopia 
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from the Kallipolis and ultimately makes it a more stable and 
successful society. 

Thomas More’s Utopia provides for a much better society 
because it does not rely on isolation and is much more 
humane and inclusive in every part of society. Ultimately, the 
success of a society depends on its stability, and in order to be 
stable, the society must be inclusive and humane while also 
being structured in such a way to motivate people to act for the 
common good. While the fundamental flaw of Plato’s Republic 
is the impossibility of its coexistence with other nations, its 
treatment of people as order-obeying machines rather than 
actual people also represents a major issue in Plato’s 
philosophy that people need neither agency nor variety in their 
lives. Only More’s Utopia provides for both agency and variety 
at all levels of society, meaning that from top to bottom, it 
would be a much more agreeable and enjoyable place to live 
for its citizens, reducing the likelihood for dissent and 
increasing stability, which is why it forms the core of a perfect 
society.
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Our Biases Undermine Our Patriotism: 
Why America's Response to COVID-19 
is Failing

COVID-19 cases are rising. Fast. Exponentially. And yet, there 
are still people who don’t wear masks, go to “COVID-19 
parties”, and believe the whole thing is a hoax. There is still 

pushback despite multiple scientific explanations and health 
experts telling people to stay home. And though some do wear 
masks and socially distance, I’ve seen plenty of my friends go 
to the beach to know that there are varying levels of caution 
everyone is practicing. Point blank, the virus isn’t taken as 
seriously as it should be right now. Why? Because everyone 
has bias. Yes, everyone. And it’s undermining our patriotism.

Bias now has a negative connotation attached; people think 
that if someone or a news source is biased, then they must be 
telling lies, can’t think straight, and it’s all part of an agenda 
from the opposing side. This happening is a slim chance but 
having cognitive bias is inherently human. Simply put, biases 
come from mental shortcuts, or heuristics, that we take when 
making decisions. It’s not necessarily bad—we have adapted 
to reach decisions quickly in dangerous situations or with 
information overload. What we’ve been exposed to—our 
hometown, classmates, teachers, books, movies, TV shows—
and what we identify as make up our thoughts. To understand 
individual biases, we need to understand the context of 
someone’s life. However, bias can be damaging, like it is for 
the current pandemic.

Optimism bias is hurting us. It’s when people believe they’re 
less likely to experience misfortune than others. We 
sympathize with COVID patients and some of us socially 
distance, but deep down, we still feel exempt from the virus. I 
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feel it. Everyone feels it. This way of thinking makes us feel 
good, safe. We don’t want to imagine ourselves sick, our 
families sick, nor want to manifest it. But this overpowers the 
safety of others. Because of this belief, some people won’t 
wear a mask and spread the virus. They won’t take it seriously 
until they have a personal connection to it when it’s too late. 
We cannot let this happen.

Confirmation bias happens when people favor information 
that confirms their beliefs and discredits the ones that don’t. 
People don’t like to be wrong or to be blamed. With this bias, 
the main goal is defending their beliefs regardless of doubt. I 
think a lot of us have felt this before. For example, when I was 
younger and disagreed with my mom, I would fight my side 
even when I found flaws in my logic and she had valid points 
because I had already invested into “winning” and couldn’t 
bear to lose. We like being right. It’s hard to let go of our 
beliefs and admit wrong, especially when we’ve defended it for 
so long. Instead, it’s easier to blame others. This is where self-
serving bias plays in. It’s when people blame external factors 
for bad things and applaud themselves for good things. They 
can’t accept being wrong so they instead turn to someone else 
for the blame.

One of the places I see these biases play out the most in the 
COVID-19 pandemic is with President Trump’s and his 
supporters’ words and actions. There are far too many people 

claiming that it’s an overhyped flu, that masks don’t work, and 
it’s not a big deal when multiple doctors have stressed the 
urgency of the situation and multiple studies have proved 
masks work. A few months ago, President Trump posted a 
picture of him wearing a mask with the caption that it is 
patriotic to wear a face mask on social media. Before, he 
refused to wear a mask, criticized President-elect Joe Biden 
for wearing one, and downplayed the seriousness of the virus. 
Logically, his words don’t match up—why is wearing a mask 
now patriotic when it wasn’t before? 

To answer that question, there is no good reason. For the 
confused folks, that logical fallacy has everything to do with 
bias. Trump is well aware masks work, but because he pushed 
the narrative that wearing a mask did nothing and invested so 
much of his efforts to support that narrative, he couldn’t admit 
wrong. Why would he? Admitting wrong would make him lose 
supporters. So no, his approach was changing the narrative 
that wearing a mask was patriotic and he was one of the most 
patriotic people without claiming that he had made a mistake.

Another example is the repeated blame to China and Trump’s 
belief that he is doing a great job in the US. Though COVID-19 
originated in China, he references the “China virus” and the 
“kung flu”, phrases that hurt the Asian American community. 
He doesn’t acknowledge his failings of the handling of the virus 
on his side. As president, he had great control over America’s 
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response and he only speaks about what he believes he did 
well. It’s important to highlight the wrongs. For example, he 
claimed it was “under control” when it wasn’t, did not prepare 
when briefed earlier about the virus back in 2019, opposed 
lockdowns and wanted reopenings too soon, and opposed 
health experts including Dr. Anthony Fauci, the government's 
top infectious disease expert. He claims he is doing a good job 
handling it when he himself caught the virus. In a way, it 
seems Trump has no choice but to say he’s doing a great job. 
It seems like it’s the only way to keep his support. If his 
supporters hear him point out flaws in the US system under his 
presidency that he created, the presidency they believe to be 
best, they’ll believe he turned his back on America. 

The wrongs are never fixed if they are never acknowledged. It 
only hinders improvement and patriotism. Patriotism is support 
and devotion to one’s country. Patriotism is wanting the best 
for the US, improvement, and a country that breathes the 
principles that America was founded on—equality, freedom, 
and care for its citizens. Highlighting failures is the first step to 
improvement. Highlighting failures is not betrayal for one’s 
country, it’s patriotism for one’s country. I would even argue 
that being blind to flaws and not fixing them is true betrayal. 
You can only claim to be doing a good job if you try all 
methods of improvement, especially the hard ones.

Optimism, confirmation, and self-serving bias, is undermining 
our patriotism. It’s time to let go of our biases, to listen, to 
admit wrong, and to change, because it’s never late. It’s never 
late to try our best to improve America. It’s never too late to be 
patriotic. This is what patriotism is all about.
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Being an Epsilon: Suicide or Bliss

Brave New World illustrates a society in which hierarchy 
determines value. Huxley uses different characters like Roof 
and Helmholtz Watson to distinguish the differences between 
how different caste systems function and think. Although not 
being needed in a society, lower level humans like Roof get to 
live in ignorance and peace. Although the Brave New World’s 
state has faulty methods of teaching its youth and living 
uniformly, I would accept an offer to be an Epsilon in the Brave 

New World in order to have the innocence and happiness that 
comes along with the little responsibility and concern of the 
real problems that belong in the world, something that only 
Alpha’s must worry about.

Although I would accept an offer in the Brave New World, it 
has its flaws. Through hypnopedia, death conditioning, and 
excessive monitoring, the state actively looks to control its 
subjects. Hypnopedia, a process where the state repeats 
phrases in hopes to teach children in their sleep, seeks to 
brainwash already conditioned kids and reinforce their values 
over them. The goal for the next generation is always to hold 
the same values as the state. One phrase, “Everyone belongs 
to everyone else” is played over and over to reinforce the idea 
of community. Also, I believe that the idea of death 
conditioning is very flawed. When John was wrestling with 
Linda’s death, many young Alpha pluses came into the room to 
be conditioned to see the dying person. When grieving, Huxley 
describes John’s thoughts, “A sudden noise of shrill voices 
made him open his eyes and, after hastily brushing away the 
tears, look round. What seemed an interminable stream of 
identical eight-year-old male twins was pouring into the room. 
Twin after twin, twin after twin, they came, a nightmare” (201). 
The idea of this is for little kids not to fear death, as in their 
world, everyone dies suddenly at an age. Next, even when an 
outsider like John tries to share information that he thinks is 
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helpful to society, world controller Mustapha Mond exiles him 
showing that there is no understanding of different 
perspectives. Although maybe not their fault, the upper-class 
humans in the Brave New World are flawed by the state's 
teachings and ways. Even though this world is flawed, I 
believe that the flaws that are presented here only apply to 
being part of the Alpha class. I am critiquing the state’s system 
on developing the Alphas, which in turns leads to the Alphas' 
knowledge and actions towards the world. Yet, even with this 
flawed world, Epsilons are able to shine in plain sight. Although 
it may seem grim to live in a bad world, I argue that the ability 
to be an Epsilon will create a greater quality of life for me than 
I live now.

To choose a caste in the world, it is important to see the lens to 
which that person lives life. For example, the characters Roof 
and Helmholtz Watson demonstrate the different viewpoints of 
their caste system. Roof is the liftman for the elevator who 
transports people like Lenina up to the top floor of the building. 
Although his everyday job is looked down upon by people of 
higher status, he simply pushes the buttons in peace. He is 
unaware of his situation because of his Epsilon conditioning. 
Contrary to Roof, Helmholtz Watson is a strong superior 
member of the Alpha plus group. He looks and feels apart; he 
is handsome, strong, intelligent, but most of all, aware of his 
surroundings and society. From his conditioning, he can have 
as much sex as he wants and knows that he is doing the 

important job of teaching the young. Helmholtz is a lecturer at 
the College of Emotional Engineering, and writes slogans and 
rhymes. Yet, he doesn’t approve of the state or his job 
because he feels that his work is empty. Helmholtz knows that 
he needs to write about important topics like individuality but 
cannot. Although he possesses great writing skill, he is trapped 
by the topics that he cannot write about. He expresses his 
opinion, “Did you ever feel,” he asked, “as though you had 
something inside you that was only waiting for you to give it a 
chance to come out? Some sort of extra power that you 
weren’t using—you know, like all the water that goes down the 
falls instead of through the turbines?” He possesses the 
knowledge, but the state restricts him from expressing it. At 
this moment, Helmholtz realized that in order to spread 
interesting and realistic information, he must branch out of the 
bubble that the Brave New World has cast upon him. Watson 
cannot hold in his knowledge and shares some rhymes about 
solidarity and the beauty of being alone with his students. 
Although warned, he eventually goes a step forward and 
destroys soma during a distribution session with John the 
Savage, which leads to his exile. Because Huxley gives us the 
examples of Watson going mad, I would not want to have the 
choice of having the ability to do something, but being stopped 
from pursuing it.

Although being an Epsilon comes with mental and physical 
defects, they possess little responsibility in the grand scheme 
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of the world which provides them with innocence. Although 
Roof transports people out of the elevator and sees them go 
into the sunlight, he knows that he cannot go with the them 
because that is his job. His conditioning has prevented him 
from even thinking of exploring beyond his boundaries. In this 
world, everyone is useful in their own ways. As an Epsilon, you 
get to make your own happiness in your situation and don’t 
even have the mental capacity to think of wonders and 
problems like Helmholtz does. Although Epsilons have metal 
defects from birth, they do not know it and simply never have 
known any other way. Huxley describes Roof’s attitude when 
he is on the elevator, “He smiled with a kind of doggily 
expectant adoration into the faces of his passengers. Talking 
and laughing together, they stepped out into the light.” 
Although many might look down on him, seeing people in the 
elevator makes Roof happy. Many may argue that living this 
life would be boring and insufficient, but it is actually the 
contrary. By living a life that you have always known, you are 
unaware of what is better. As a member of this society, I would 
find happiness in the little things, even if it is as simple as 
pushing a button. After all, this is what humans do now, find 
things to be happy about in their daily lives. Often, people are 
happiest and relaxed because of this ignorance. Ignorance is 
bliss and this ignorance shaded Roof and Epsilons from the 
chaos of the Brave New World. One of the hypnopedic rhymes 
explains how everyone in society is useful, “Everyone works 

for everyone else. We can’t do without anyone. Even Epsilons 
are useful. We couldn’t do without Epsilons. Everyone works 
for everyone else. We can’t do without anyone.” This explains 
that even Epsilons are useful and states that everyone has a 
purpose in this world. After all, everyone, regardless of caste, 
goes through phosphorus recovery and gives back to the 
environment signifying that all castes have intrinsic value to 
the state, small or large. Being conditioned as an Epsilon 
means accepting your role and knowing nothing else, which 
will lead to happiness.

The decision to go or not to go to the Brave New World is one 
with benefits and negative consequences. Being an Alpha 
means living life to the fullest but staying in your lane. I would 
much rather be ignorant of the issues and try to find happiness 
in what I do in daily life like Roof, rather than know the harm 
that the Brave New World has and not be able to change it like 
Helmholtz. In our current world, I am able to see some real-
world problems but not do anything to solve them. I see 
starving people on the streets and know that a donation will 
not be enough. These feelings make me realize my fortune, 
but also fill my heart and mind with sadness and frustration. In 
my current life, I am relatively happy, but have many ups and 
downs. Moving to a flawed world as a functioning piece of 
society appeals to me. At a job, I will feel I am doing my work 
and succeeding, regardless of the chaos that goes on around 
me, because I am ignorant as an Epsilon. In the Brave New 
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World for Epsilons, you are free to exhaust your whole mind, 
yet Alphas are brainwashed to be contained. The same world 
can be great for one caste and terrible for another in 
retrospect. In my world, I could argue that I am less happy 
because I know about issues such as discrimination and 
poverty. Yet, the Brave New World offers an escape from 
reality, one that leads to eternal happiness rather than 
intermediate suffering like in this world.
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Taming Shadows
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Taming Shadows

sometimes I forget how old I am
and I’m left with sand sifting through the cracks
of knuckles and fisted palms
my name goes next
the syllables fall broken to the ground
I crouch to fit them together like puzzle pieces
but jagged edges turn round when I touch them
and no matter how I string letters together

they hover in the air and refuse
to become part of me again
 
I lean over the bathroom sink
so close to the mirror my breath fogs the glass
until my nose evaporates into pink condensation
and its only then with a gaping hole
running from eyebrows to transparent lips
that I know I am the reflection of the blurred thing
staring back at me because my four letters
would fit just right
curled up in the cavity
where my wind pipe should be
 
sometimes I come back to myself all at once
walking across an icy sidewalk
I slip with the weight of the words
finally deciding that their desire
to explore the world free from this
body
stubbornly melding itself to frozen earth
trapped in a prison of flannel sheets
is not worth braving
winter rain
 
sometimes the words remain floating
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just out of reach and
no matter how hard I stare into a fogged up mirror
or how much of my flesh dissipates
I do not recognize me
and I cannot get the words to fit into
their customized places between cheekbones
under eyes
I am something separate from myself
I cannot tame the shadow that
sits tangible, a soupy halo around me
filling up the cavity from eyebrows to transparent lips
becoming my windpipe
a shadow speaking through my own mouth

Shadow Love
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Shadow Love

I have dreamed that you
love me
when I wake I forget that
it was a dream.
How can such a beautiful
saga unfold
in just five hours?
Nights and nights with you are
contained between my sheets
I can almost reach your
shadow if I squint but
you are a reflection on a rippled
pond and your
nose is all wrong
hair too limp
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in my dreams I kiss your
shadow
because it has your name
and I am so blind
with you
I cannot see you clearly
only in the foggy mist
of a mountain morning
only in the dark of
a corner where your brown waves
blur the sounds.
 
I do not dream that you love me
for I do not love you.
I love the shadow with your name
that lives in the dark between my
sheets who
speaks through my own mouth and
has your face, but somethings off
and I love the you that loves me and
I love the residue of
my dreams of you
and I love the
empty air.

On Poetry
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

On Poetry

I cannot remember the first time I wrote a poem because to me 
writing is as natural and necessary as breathing. However, I 
can remember the exact moment when my haphazard 
stringing of words and rhyme became something greater. At 
my eighth-grade graduation, I read a poem I had written about 
my struggles with shyness and self-esteem. The metaphors 
were clunky and the line breaks were random, but it spoke 
truths I didn’t know I held. I had spent my childhood frozen, 
shyness trapping words half-formed on the tip of my tongue. 
Often, it felt physically impossible for me to speak, let alone 
express my true thoughts. The vulnerability of finally sharing 
those intimate parts of myself was exhilarating. By turning 
diluted prose into poetry, I had been able to stand before a 
gym full of people without the filters of expectation or fear of 
judgment and speak words that reflected who I was. In that 
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instance, my poetry stopped being a hobby and became the 
only way that I, the insecure thirteen-year-old that I was, could 
feel unified with myself and express that self to others.

When I remember my early days as a teenager, I see myself 
as a fractured being. My thoughts, my actions, and my desires 
did not connect. Not even I, who spent hours inside my head, 
understood what kind of person I was. However, as writing 
poetry has become an increasingly integral part of my life, I 
often find that I don’t have to think to write: the words flow out 
of my pen as if somewhere amidst its springs and ink there is a 
conscious being that knows more about me than I do. 
Therefore, with the help of my pen, I have begun to 
understand who I am: my sexuality, my creeping anger, my 
relentless shadowed dreams.  Throughout this process, I have 
learned that there are plenty of things I dislike about myself, 
but it is impossible to lie in poetry and the verses force me to 
acknowledge every part of me. Over time, my poetry has 
transfigured even the shadows of my dark forgotten thoughts 
into beautiful and lasting visions, and I have not only begun to 
understand myself but to accept the parts of me that, before 
the illumination of poetry, I chafed at and sought to distance 
myself from. Now, I no longer see myself as fractured, but as a 
unified person.

Beyond learning to understand and accept the private parts of 
myself, poetry has given me the power to express this self 

publicly. There is something about how poetry’s concise 
structure and necessity of language reflect the quiet in me that 
has allowed me to express things that would have been 
otherwise impossible for me to articulate. Because of this, 
poetry has become the only mode of communication in which I 
can express myself wholly. When writing in prose or speaking 
aloud, I find it almost impossible to let go of the judgment of 
my audience. However, there is something about the wildness 
of poetry and its purposeful disregard of grammar and reason 
that allows me to write liberated of expectation and turn every 
image into an unfettered truth. Therefore, by publishing my 
poetry, submitting to contests, or reading it aloud, I have been 
able to share the most genuine parts of myself with other 
people. I have accomplished something that would have been 
unimaginable to my thirteen-year-old self: my thoughts, my 
actions, and my desires no longer veer off on trajectories of 
their own, leaving me hanging, a fragment, the last semblance 
of a unified soul. I have become a whole person: a person who 
understands who she is, who can express even the darkest, 
most remote corners of herself, and who feels no fear in letting 
others hear her wo
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Who Am I?
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 9
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

Who Am I?

Once upon a time, long long ago before the time of chivalrous 
knights and before the birth of Christ and the marking of the 
year 0, when the world was just born there was a mysterious 
creature that was waiting to be awakened from its deep 
slumber. It lurked beneath the surface of the earth in a place 
so far and dark it was not able to see the pretty trees and 
flowers and tiny people that looked like specks of paint who 
walked above the surface. It could not feel the warm buttery 

sunlight on its skin nor smell the tart succulent fruits ready to 
burst and bruise or hear the comforting low hum of bees 
buzzing around. It craved the affection and love that brought 
warmth even in the cold harsh winters, the sounds of tinkling 
laughter of every age the young children to the elderly 
wrapped in blankets around a blazing crackling fireplace, the 
joy of wearing scratchy sweaters and decorating homes with 
twinkling lights, and the sweet magical goodness of chocolate 
that melted away even the bluest shades. 

Look at me! I’m here! It wanted to shout. But the creature’s 
pitiful shouts only echoed back in the endless abyss with no 
one sparing a moment to listen. The poor creature grew cold 
and cruel over time, desperation turning the once young and 
innocent into a monster filled with hatred and resentment 
towards the oblivious humans. 

Today nobody knows where this creature is or where it hides 
waiting patiently for the moment to pounce on its prey. All that 
is told is that on a beautiful island with emerald and turquoise 
seas so clear and the white sand so soft as silk in an 
enchanted forest woven with lush swaying greens, there is a 
cave behind the bewitching waterfall. The island cannot be 
found and whoever seeks it will perish. Foolish ones who find 
the cave by bad luck by the slimmest chance will meet a 
terrible fate so gruesome so frightful they will never be heard 
of again. The only remains of those foolish humans will be 
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their clean white ivory that the creature keeps in jars to record 
each of their histories. The creature so enticed by pain and 
fear it cackles in joy feeding off of people’s greatest fears 
taunting its prisoners to reveal their secrets. The creature is 
only a name that humans call because its real name is so old 
and ancient it has been lost even before the records of history. 
The creature takes many different forms, never the same. It 
can be a wealthy aristocrat covered in precious jewels, a fair 
young woman with luscious locks that reach the floor, an old 
crone so bony and thin, a handsome nobleman with refined 
features, a chubby child with long lashes and a cute button 
nose. It could be a biting breeze that freezes the air, scalding 
hot water that pools melting the rough rocks beneath, or a 
gentle balmy night’s breeze that wafts in the smell of home. At 
the center of the creature’s lair, there is a captivating mirror of 
gold that reflects a pair of closed eyes. The eyes like a pair of 
magnets attract humans to come closer and closer, and once 
brushed by the tips of their fingers the ancient eyes snap open. 
The eyes so horrendous and irresistible are known to be an 
indescribable color. It is not the color of piping hot chocolate, 
nor the color of crystal skies, nor the color of deep velvety 
greens, nor the color of the golden sunset, nor the color of a 
brewing storm or rainy day, nor the color of any color in a 
prism that showers the earth with vibrancy as the pure white 
light is refracted. It is the very color of the earth’s core the color 
of molten ore that scorches everything in its wake but at the 

same time so dark and icy like two black holes that reflect 
where the creature actually lives under the ground trapped in 
its various forms unable to escape its prison. In whatever form 
it is in the eyes are closed but the eyes on the mirror wander 
sweeping its bone-chilling gaze across its victim. The body it is 
in has a hideous smile perched on its lips twisted into a 
permanent sneer and from its mouth flows out a voice 
matching its form. A gravelly low baritone, a chirping soprano, 
a croaky hoarse voice, a smooth tenor, or a giggling babble. 

One eventful day when a foolish human stumbled across the 
island finding the cave, the human touched the gold mirror 
awakening the creature from its deep dark slumber. Realizing 
only too late that there was no escape the human was stuck. 

The voice coming from the mouth of its form asked, “O dear 
human. I will let you free to go. Once you answer my one 
simple riddle. However, fail to do so and your kind will receive 
a very special gift of mine.”

The human mocked, “Only a riddle? The legends say you are 
a frightening creature. What an absolute lie!”

The creature laughed, “O dear human. You will be an excellent 
addition to my growing collection!”

“Now answer the riddle! Three chances are what you get.”

“Go ahead. How ridiculous!” the foolish human said.
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“I am old yet I am young…” the creature started.

“I know! You are the devil!” the foolish human shouted 
interrupting the creature.

The creature snickered the ghastly voice echoing across the 
walls amplifying the monstrous sound. 

“You lost a chance.” It whispered.

The foolish human snorted, “Oh what a silly riddle. According 
to legends, you are trapped! You can’t get out! What could you 
possibly do!”

“I will continue.” the creature paused before starting again.

“I am old yet I am young. I am a story gatherer yet also a 
storyteller. I am cruel yet I am merciful. I am more powerful 
than any king yet I am treated with no respect. I come and go 
at the same time, never late, never early. I am a reminder of 
the past yet a warning of the future. I am despair yet I am 
hope. I am destruction yet I am creation.”

The human shouted out again this time more urgently as he 
panicked realizing the riddle was impossible to solve, “You are 
God!”

“Wrong again. Wrong wrong wrong!” the creature cackled in 
ecstasy. 

“Last chance! Who am I!” the creature demanded.

The human was no longer arrogant and cocky. The human 
was running out of time. The human’s hands were shaking, 
sweat dripping down his forehead, pacing back and forth trying 
to solve the riddle. 

“Tick tock. Your time is running out.” the creature called.

The human thought again and again but no thought came to 
mind. The human mumbled the words of the riddle but again 
and again, there was no answer that fits in. 

“Times up. Give me an answer.” the creature demanded.

“I… I… I don’t know.” The human replied face flushed the color 
of a tomato, head drooping down with humiliation and shame.

“Oh, poor human. I will give you one last clue.” the creature 
said pitifully clicking its tongue. 

“Once I travel I cannot be stopped, my momentum so great it 
will take more than an army to stop me.”

The human thought again. It must be something that holds 
great power but is considered insignificant. Cannot be 
stopped… Momentum… The more the human thought it only 
got more confusing twisting the vulnerable human’s mind in 
circles. Suddenly a thought bright as a light bulb flickered 
flashing before his eyes like a neon sign. 
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The human called out hesitantly, “Are you… Are you water?”

A slow smile spread across the creature’s face. “So close 
weren’t you. I may travel through water. But too late. Your 
three turns are up. Say bye-bye.” the creature purred 
maliciously.

“What! I do not understand. There is nothing more powerful 
than nature and water is used everyday everywhere! It can 
cause destruction but also create new lives!” the human 
screamed in frustration.

“That poor human is where you are wrong. I do not come 
every day. My coming is grand and majestic. I do not make a 
lousy entrance. I make myself known.” the creature shrugged.

“Well, that was a valiant effort. Best of the century. It’s a shame 
you have to go. I’ll still give you a parting gift. The gift of 
knowing who I am. And most importantly I left a gift for my 
favorites that are left roaming the place called Earth.” the 
creature spoke a dangerous upturn of its lips creating a perfect 
half crescent moon with pearly white stars. 

The human backed away in horror but there was no escaping. 
The creature came close so close only a hair’s breadth away 
and leaned in.

“I am ….” But the rest was never heard covered up by the 
shrieks of the human and the people all across the land as the 
creature’s present safely arrived.

The End

“But Grandma. What happened to the creature? Who is the 
creature? What happened to the human? What is the 
present?” the little girl whined in frustration.

“That my dear is up to you. What do you think?” the little girl’s 
grandma laughed smoothing out the little girl’s hair before 
tucking her in her bed. 

“I think it’s rainbows and unicorns. The creature gave them to 
everyone and they were so happy they screamed.” the little girl 
murmured yawning. 

“Of course it was my sweet child. Now go to bed.” the little 
girl’s grandma said, placing a loving kiss on her forehead. 

    As she left the room the little girl said, “Grandma? Don’t let 
the bed bugs bite.” and she closed her eyes, falling into a 
dream with rainbows and unicorns. The little girl’s grandma 
smiled the laugh lines around her eyes crinkling as she looked 
adoringly at her granddaughter.

If only she knew the little girl’s grandma thought as she looked 
out the window to the frozen empty streets without a single 
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sparkling light on December 25th thanks to the creature’s 
indeed special gift.
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Parkview Playground
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hawken School
Instructor: Terry Dubow

Parkview Playground

I was headed home
when I saw the royal blue castle
standing erect
on the side of the road.
I took a slight detour.
The joyride blues.
 
The ant hill tunnels that connected

each structure and its sun-worn paint,
The slide that held enough static electricity
to power all of Cleveland,
The bars I grasped so tightly—
my knuckles white with determination—
and their tendency to throw me to the ground,
now lost to a bulldozer.
 
The new arrangement,
stale with modern air,
attracts children like dogs to fresh meat.
Every inch of the metal frame covered by
a germ-infested hand or a light-up velcro sneaker.
It has its draws,
no doubt.
Three different merry-go-rounds,
a sandpit with built-in digging tools,
and a four-person seesaw.
 
New—not updated—
new.
And then I remember
the day of The Fall.
Running across the bridge,
pretending to be a knight.
My kingdom I loved so dearly,
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in an act of true betrayal,
grabbed me by my Winnie the Pooh shirt
and sprung me off the platform.
Into the air, and across the pebbled ground.
My stubby legs too weak to save myself,
my head broke open in amazement,
a mother covered in her child’s blood.

Waltz
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hawken School
Instructor: Terry Dubow

Waltz

It should’ve come naturally
like a dance.
Go through the motions,
1-2-3, 1-2-3,
And feel the music.
But I never could.
Something about my chemistry,
I focused too much on the steps
and not enough on the emotion.

When he asked me out the first time,
I said yes.
Step one.
We talked.
Step two.
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His hands on my hips,
my wrists securing his shoulders.
I tried to sway to the music—
feel it—
but it was plastic.
He called the dance there.
Said he wasn’t ready,
and relief made a home in my heart.

Take two.
Similar to the first.
Only I got stage fright this time.
Three steps in, I stopped the music
and apologized to the audience
for such an abrupt ending.

The last time he asked me out,
I stepped on his foot.
Like putting a deer out of its misery,
I soiled the waltz,
cocked the gun,
and pushed it right between my antlers.
The swelling of the music,
a crescendo,
and done.

March 24th
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hawken School
Instructor: Terry Dubow

March 24th

Blinds closed, TV off.
We knew what was coming.
I kept a hopeful facade.
 
Mom said it happened with no dignity,
just lying there on the floor.
He should’ve been in bed.
Theories taking the room
like a fire, consuming us.
I was most concerned with
the slippers, which were
strewn down the hallway.
Why would he—
then the sirens.
And by noon, the whole affair
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was over.
 
Knowing what we missed
and missing what we knew,
we got back in the car.
Drove to Home Depot,
got the supplies,
and fixed what we could.
Ripped the 70s carpet up and
scrubbed the residue off the hardwood.
Installed a new Kohler in the basement’s bathroom.
Forced his La-Z-Boy out the door,
and onto the lawn.
Same bones, new look,
I thought.
 
But when we finished,
and the house was ready for its price tag,
it was wrong.
No scent of Italian bread,
stuffed peppers, Gold Bond lotion.
Just floor cleaner
and Febreze.
And that’s when I knew
I had lost him.
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Evanescence
Poetry
Grade: 12
Shaker Heights High School 
Instructor: Meryl Haring

Evanescence

Mortality is a curse
We fester in its impending fervor by and by 
Aimlessly meandering to find the mythical twin flame, soul 
mate, true love
We are trained to long for the other half, the missing gear to 
our clock, for we are broken and pointless without it

It is a vendetta in disguise we have received

The fairytales and lies naw and tear at our hearts
We are tortured souls that are meant to feel incomplete

We live for adoration and validation 
And is that really so bad?
To want to be gazed upon with eyes of endearment and 
infatuation
To have a meaning and purpose in someone eyes 
Since you could never love yourself for only you know 
monsters that lie beneath the pulsating veins and blood
For if they knew the real you then they would never give you a 
second glance

We live only to be brought up and forever heart-broken 
because of society’s bluff
That love is temporary and is not an exception to the law of 
paradoxes
Naivete only will lead to disappointment so being cynical 
shields us from inevitable agony

In reality my heart is a riverbed
It is parched and thirsty for moisture, the lilies and cat-tails of 
my mind are withered and dying
I yearn for a rain to come one day but like people we can’t 
depend on it
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I refrain from trying to feel but I will never escape the 
unavoidable bleeding cry for love.
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The Dead in Life
Short Story
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Lee Fallon

The Dead in Life

Grey took a deep breath. He heard the faint rhythm of his heart 
beat, and as he sat alone in the doctor’s office he wondered 
how many more times he would hear it. The words of the 
doctor echoed as Grey tried to analyze what he had just heard.

“We regret to inform you that you have a rare form of cancer 
called acute myeloid leukemia. There is chemotherapy work 
that could be done to try to preserve your life, but at the stage 

the cancer is at, we doubt you have more than six months. We 
are very sorry.”

The shocking news left Grey tranquillized as he remained in 
the doctor’s office minutes after he was allowed to leave. Grey 
never thought he feared death, or the logic of it at least, but as 
he stared in the mirror, he felt the terror of death starting right 
back at him.

Grey has had to deal with death in his life before. His father 
was in the military but was killed in Iraq when he was 16, and 
his mom was killed by a drunk driver a five years ago. It isn’t 
something Grey discusses often, but having moved to 
Scottsdale from Winston-Salem one year ago, not many 
people know of his backstory.

When Grey was younger, he was a bit more outgoing. He 
wasn’t the most popular kid in elementary school, but he was 
well liked by his peers. Grey was nice, respectful, and followed 
the rules. Grey focused a lot of his time on hockey, since his 
dad did in college and wanted Grey to take on his “legacy”. 
Grey didn’t particularly like hockey very much, but his dad did 
and Grey never was bold enough to quit. Grey never felt very 
strongly about something. Everything he did was normally 
blindly following someone else’s action. If Grey’s friends 
wanted to play video games, they played video games. If they 
wanted to go to play kickball during recess, Grey joined them. 
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Grey’s friends weren’t inconsiderate; they asked Grey what he 
wanted to do but he normally responded with “I’m fine with 
whatever” and “I’m cool with anything.” Truth be told Grey was 
okay with his follow the leader mentality. Although he didn’t 
love his friend’s activities, he didn’t know what he really liked, 
but never had the courage to explore what his true calling was. 
Throughout high school Grey earned good grades and went to 
Wake Forest for college since his parents went there. He 
graduated with an accounting major. A little while later he got a 
job in Scottsdale, which he doesn’t mind. Grey certainly 
doesn’t have a passion for accounting, but he does good work, 
just like how he always has.

Although Grey’s dad was overseas a lot, Grey’s father 
influenced him. Grey’s dad was tough and courageous, and 
Grey wanted to be like him. However, this didn’t always work 
out well since Grey didn’t know exactly what being tough 
meant. In 10th grade, Grey was playing in a Hockey game 
when he was checked from behind and received a concussion. 
Although he was disoriented, he thought of his dad who at the 
time was fighting in Iraq. His dad didn’t have injury timeouts in 
War, and Grey decided that he was going to be courageous 
and continue to so he could make his dad proud. Dizziness 
and nausea began to plague his mind but kept skating. Not 
even a period later, Grey collided with a player on the 
opposing team and went unconscious for a minute and a half. 
Grey grew confused since he was courageous, yet ended up 

in the hospital. Grey often turned to his dad for guidance here, 
but he couldn’t be reached. Two weeks later, Grey was 
informed that his dad was killed by an Iraqi attack. Since that 
day, Grey has resisted to reflect upon his emotions. They were 
something scary, and last time Grey tried to be “courageous,” 
he was injured. Since then, when Grey has felt strong 
emotions, he tries to get rid them by pushing them far into his 
soul where they cannot be recovered, frozen in the ice of the 
coldest depths of his heart.

However, that ice melted a little the day he found out he had 
cancer. There was not a particular emotion that overcame the 
rest—he felt conflict among himself. Grey’s fiancé, Bella was 
the only thing in the world that ever gave him true purpose. A 
man with no purpose is a lost man, and Bella is what keeps 
Grey from losing himself. She is full of color— outgoing, 
charming, funny, and caring—unlike the man she loves, who is 
bland. But sometimes puzzle pieces weirdly fit, and they get 
along well.

Since the death of his father, Grey has thought of his life as a 
painting canvas. He likes to keep his canvas simple, with 
cautious colors and simple patterns, if anything. With no spirit 
or risk, there is no contrast, nothing that stands out, nothing 
bold that could be scary. Grey left his hometown of Winston 
Salem because he could not contain his canvas’ simplicity. 
Thoughts and memories of his parents and people who knew 
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them and people who knew the boy who used to be more 
innocent full of life infiltrated his mind, and the pain of his past 
bled on his canvas. He had to restart.

With his new canvas, Bella was his muse. Grey began to allow 
her colors onto his canvas. Pink, purple, orange, and blue 
began to arrange portraits of some of the first good moments 
in Grey’s dark life. From summer nights to winter mornings, 
and from future events like having kids and growing old with 
Bella, Grey finally had a feeling of security and hope in his life, 
and was able to paint the beauty of life that he was discovering 
before his eyes.

But the death sentence he was given tore his masterpiece 
apart, and he felt as if he were nothing.

Grey drove home slowly that evening. He didn’t think much. 
He didn’t listen to any music or a podcast like he normally 
would. It was as if he were already dead.

Grey walked through the front door of his house, where Bella 
was to meet him. She gave him a hug, and she knew that the 
news from the doctors was bad. As Bella pulled away she 
looked at Grey in the eye, and she saw nothing inside.

“I’m always going to be here for you,” Bella whispered as she 
held Grey close to her chest.

Grey looked at her and give a hopeless smile. Bella’s words 
hurt Grey’s just as much as the Doctor’s. Grey knew the 
person Bella was—full of color and life and warmth—and knew 
that his death would only drain Bella’s soul, wringing out the 
color it possesses. Grey wasn’t going to be there for Bella. He 
wasn’t going to be able to raise children and grow old with her. 
He now can’t provide her light in a dark tunnel, but only put out 
the remaining light she had. Bella wanted to keep Grey 
company, but Grey wanted to be alone for the night.

Grey’s behavior like this continued. He woke up, went to work, 
did his work, came home and went to bed every day for the 
next week. Grey took leave from work after this week to start 
his chemotherapy treatment. Grey said very little words to 
anyone. Grey focused his time on not focusing on his 
emotions. He worked because it was something to distract 
him. Every single day his canvas grew greyer and greyer.

Grey drove home from work slowly each day. He feared seeing 
Bella. He feared looking at her and seeing all of her color, and 
he didn’t want to absorb the love she wanted to give him 
because Grey knew that there was no way restore the ruined 
painting. Grey was scared of dying, but he was far more 
worried about was Bella’s future. Grey tried to paint a picture 
of what Bella’s life would be like the next year. Grey only saw 
himself as a black hole, sucking all life forces near him and 
then collapsing upon himself. He was only going to drain 
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Bella’s beauty and color as he began to die. Even if Grey 
returned the affection he has been receiving, he knew it would 
just break Bella’s heart more. Grey concluded that the only 
way to save Bella’s life was to not allow Bella to love him so 
she doesn’t lose any of her beautiful color and life.

Grey could never bring himself to break up with Bella. Instead 
he just grew colder and colder. Grey began his chemotherapy 
treatment. He didn’t eat, didn’t talk, and didn’t move unless it 
were necessary. He was unrecognizable. Bella knew Grey 
wasn’t himself even if there wasn’t much soul in Grey’s body to 
begin with. She began to grow impatient with Grey, she was 
curious why Grey seemed so mentally lifeless even though, 
beside the chemo side effects, he didn’t seem physically 
worse. She walked into the living room where Grey was sitting.

“Grey, I love you but you aren’t yourself. Why are you ignoring 
me? I’ve been trying to be here for you but the more I try the 
more you seem to push me away?”

Grey said nothing. His eyes were glued to the wall even 
though there was nothing to be seen.

“You seem lifeless, and I worry for you. I know what you’re 
going through is terrible but we only have so much time left.”

Grey didn’t react. He remained unresponsive and continued to 
intensely stare at the smoky grey wall, as if something were 
going to jump out of it.

“I miss you, and I am not ready to lose you. Please won’t you 
talk to me.”

Grey did not look away from the wall, but he spoke.

“It’s all grey. There is no future, no painting, no life. I am 
lifeless, but I don’t want you to be.”

Bella’s heart felt heavy after hearing Grey give up, but a part of 
her knew he was. But she still had soul in her, and didn’t want 
to give up.

“How about getting a second opinion? You never know, Crazier 
things have happened. Promise me you will.”

Grey didn’t say anything, he just stared at the wall in front of 
him.

The next day, Grey decided to schedule an appointment for a 
second opinion. He didn’t want Bella to know because he 
didn’t want her to gain hope then lose it if the second opinion 
shows nothing different. Grey didn’t want to have false hope 
either.

A few days later, Grey drove to the hospital for his second 
opinion. Grey tried to be the dead person he was becoming, 
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but today he drove a little bit faster, because there was a little 
bit of hope that Grey’s painting could be recreated.

Grey went through the usual procedures of the hospital and 
tried to do them as numbly as possible, showing no emotion. 
The doctors asked him a series of questions that he answered 
blandly. They ran a series of tests and a few hours later the 
doctor came into the room.

“We aren’t sure if your chemotherapy worked incredibly well or 
the first opinion was incorrect, but there are no cancer cells in 
your body. You are cancer free.”

Grey sat in there in wonder. He didn’t know what to think. His 
face still didn’t change from the expression it has been in for 
the past weeks.

“We know the news is a lot to take in, and we would like to 
have a following checkup to make sure you are okay, but for 
now you are free to go.”

Grey walked out of the room and left the hospital and got in his 
car. It was quiet and eerily peaceful. Grey listened for the 
rhythm of his heart beat. He wanted to hear the life he had left 
in him and he wanted to recreate his gorgeous painting.

Grey closed his eyes. He wanted to envision it. The colors 
working in harmony to create an image of his life that was 
worth living. The progressions of the symphony wedding bells 

that would ring. The cadences of slow dancing with his love. 
The first cry of his future child. The smiles and hugs of hope. 
He wanted to see it.

But it was all grey.

He listened for his heartbeat. He heard nothing.

Grey might have been cancer free, but he was empty. His soul 
died the moment he thought he was going to die. He was a 
walking corpse, and he knew that the canvas for his life with 
Bella was ruined. He broke off that relationship and drained 
Bella’s color and his own too. He did become a black hole, and 
there was no fixing the collapse that in the process of 
happening.

Grey turned on his car and drove. He drove past his exit on the 
highway. He drove past the Arizona border. He was driving 
nowhere. There was no purpose. He was lost. Grey just 
followed the dark grey sky ahead of him, searching for a new 
canvas.
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Gatsby's Greatest Flaw: The Effect of 
Materialism on Dreaming in The Great 
Gatsby

Dreams are an extraordinary phenomenon. They are the tools 
humanity uses to propel itself to the advancement of mankind. 
Most of the greatest human achievements in history all started 

with a simple dream. However, with the spread of materialism 
in our world, dreams have become more of a danger than a 
signal of prosperity. Fitzgerald expresses this problem in The 
Great Gatsby through three types of dreams: the dreams of 
the Dutch sailors for the new world, the dreams of Gatsby, and 
finally, the dreams of humanity. However, taken together, the 
imagery of the novel suggests that these dreams all turn into 
illusions, signifying the decline of human progression. 
Fitzgerald draws a contrast between dreams and illusions by 
showing the fact that materialism transforms the former into 
the latter.

Fitzgerald uses the analogy of the Dutch sailors discovering 
the new world to promote the claim that materialism corrupts 
dreams. As Nick reminisces about the death of Gatsby, he 
begins to contemplate the reason for his death. How could a 
man so financially successful succumb to the pressures of 
reality? As a result of this reflection, Nick analyzes the effects 
of dreaming on not only Gatsby, but also the human race to 
uncover the significance of dreams. In order to do so, Nick 
imagines a simpler time where the plague of status, societal 
norms, and materialism had not yet corrupted the inhabitants 
of this land; a time that indicated the origin of human dreams: 
“And as the moon rose higher, the inessential houses began to 
melt away, until gradually I became aware of the old island 
here that flowered once for Dutch sailors’ eyes—a fresh, green 
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breast of the new world” (Fitzgerald 180). Fitzgerald uses this 
visual imagery of the melting houses because he wants to 
illustrate the materialistic aspects of the island metaphorically 
vanishing away, so Nick can truly understand the nonmaterial 
motives that led the Dutch sailors to this land. The sailors’ 
dreams were dominated by this ideal of immaterialism, which 
is what the new world represented: a nonmaterial, natural 
society. For this reason, the sailors were able to achieve their 
dream of discovery because it was all for an immaterial value. 
Nevertheless, as the Dutch sailors colonized this new land and 
began to acquire a taste for material objects, their dreams 
became illusions. To illuminate this idea, Nick explains, “For a 
transitory enchanted moment, man must have held his breath 
in the presence of this continent, compelled into an aesthetic 
contemplation he neither understood nor desired, face to face 
for the last time in history with something commensurate to his 
capacity for wonder” (Fitzgerald 180). This was the last time in 
history that the sailors’ dreams lived up to their expectations. 
After that, their dreams—or illusions at this point—blinded the 
sailors from reality instead of helping to motivate them. They 
were no longer driven by the discovery of nonmaterial objects, 
but rather the attainment of materialistic things for their own 
personal gain. Therefore, this is the reason why the Dutch 
Sailors’ experiences were no longer commensurate to their 
dreams; because they attempted to reify their inexhaustible 
material goals. The sailors were blinded by the illusion of 

insurmountable wealth and, as a result, saw the transformation 
of the natural world into a system of private property, 
individualist competition, and materialism.

Parallel to the Dutch sailors, Gatsby too succumbs to the 
pressure of a materialistic society, ultimately adding to the 
vitality of his illusion of Daisy. Daisy is similar to the new world. 
Her name suggests flowering fertility of nature just like how the 
new world was an image of nourishment and fertility. 
Therefore, Daisy’s love is an embodiment of the nonmaterial, 
natural world for which Gatsby desires to conquest. Ever since 
Daisy married Tom, Gatsby dreamed to obtain this nonmaterial 
love, just as the Dutch sailors longed to find the new land. 
Gatsby believes that he is able to earn Daisy’s love through a 
certain amount of money, which is why he buys the most 
expensive shirts and throws the most extravagant parties. But 
these materialistic items did not help win Daisy over, but 
rather, they contribute to Gatsby’s fatal illusion of both Daisy 
and reality. In order to demonstrate Gatsby’s mentality, 
Fitzgerald writes,

“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. No amount of fire 
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or freshness can challenge what a man will store up in his 
ghostly heart” (Fitzgerald 95).

This shows that Gatsby longs for the old Daisy. The Daisy that 
did not have a daughter or a husband and cared for Gatsby 
not because of his wealth (or lack thereof) but because she 
loved him as well. Unfortunately, this past is gone, and Gatsby 
cannot accept this. He still believes after all this time that he 
can somehow win Daisy back through materialistic means. 
However, the more he gives into the materialistic society, the 
more distanced he becomes from Daisy’s true image. Yet as 
Fitzgerald clarifies, reality cannot challenge the illusions that 
Gatsby conjured in his mind, leaving him to chase an 
unattainable dream indefinitely. Materialism causes Gatsby to 
become blinded from the truth—the truth that Daisy’s love is 
no longer tangible. Fitzgerald rationalizes this point by saying, 
“But with every word she was drawing further and further into 
herself, so he gave that up, and only the dead dream fought on 
as the afternoon slipped away, trying to touch what was no 
longer tangible, struggling unhappily, undespairingly, toward 
that lost voice across the room” (Fitzgerald 134). Daisy is the 
lost voice in this case, and Gatsby’s dead dream is what 
makes him reify her love. The green light at the end of Daisy’s 
dock is a representation of this illusion. Every night, Gatsby 
stares at it and desires to pick it out until the day he dies. 
Unfortunately, because the green light is not tangible (like 
Daisy) it leaves Gatsby in a never-ending cycle of 

unhappiness. In short, materialism provides hope for Gatsby to 
hold onto his unreachable dream of Daisy.

Alongside of Gatsby, Fitzgerald draws the connection that 
humanity’s dream is often ruined by the unattainable goals 
promoted by materialism. Ever since the Dutch sailors’ 
colonization of the new world, America has been driven by 
material objects. Either taking the form of capitalism or private 
property, materialism has dominated America’s service and 
even manufacturing sectors. Because of this, the American 
people are heavily influenced by materialism in their goals and 
life choices. Consequently, as Fitzgerald presents through 
Gatsby, humans have a tendency to treat their material 
dreams as tangible objects. To further prove this point, Nick 
says, “But I didn’t call to him, for he gave a sudden intimation 
that he was content to be alone—he stretched out his arms 
toward the dark water in a curious way, and, far as I was from 
him, I could have sworn he was trembling” (Fitzgerald 20-21). 
This action of reaching is a symbolic gesture representing the 
fact that Gatsby truly believes his dream equates to material 
possessions. That is why he attempts to pick out the green 
light at the end of Daisy’s dock every night. He believes he can 
simply reach out and take Daisy (who represents the green 
light) for himself. He wants to achieve his dream so badly, 
however, materialism blinds him from understanding it is 
impossible. All dreams have the opportunity to be reified by 
humans, and this is what Fitzgerald wants to elucidate about 
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them: “It eluded us then, but that’s no matter—tomorrow we 
will run faster, stretch out our arms farther…And one fine 
morning—” (Fitzgerald 180). In the same sense as Gatsby, 
humanity stretches its arms out farther to pick out its version of 
the green light. Though their dreams have not been 
commensurate to reality in the past, humans will still try to run 
faster and stretch out their arms to grab their material dreams, 
awaiting that fine morning of success. But as shown through 
the fragment, this reality will never come. It is simply a lie we 
tell ourselves to comfort us away from the hardships that come 
along in life. Humanity does not want to suffer, and therefore, 
humans deceive themselves to avoid a miserable end.

Overall, Fitzgerald holds a negative view on dreaming. We can 
experience the destructive effects of dreams through the 
depressing life of the alleged Great Gatsby. A man who was 
once living the American Dream and had more money than he 
could have ever imagined actually struggles to be happy. He is 
consumed by the illusion of Daisy’s love, which prohibits him 
from seeing the truth. In fact, this illusion does not even allow 
him to see reality right in front of him—like a man with a gun. 
Gatsby’s death is symbolism for the dangers of dreams. 
Though it might not always result in death like the case with 
Gatsby, corrupted dreams will ruin humanity. We are always 
told that every success started with a dream. But now, as 
materialism takes over the world, humans become further 
removed from the truth. Imagine a society where everyone is 

trapped in an endless cycle of misery where no one can 
handle adversity or failure. This dystopia would result in the 
collapse of mankind. This potential future for humanity 
highlights the importance to break away from materialism and 
dream for a better world, not more wealth.
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Forever

Forever have I been stepping foot into a silent, frozen, hollow 
forest. Devoid of colour and devoid of warmth, there laid one 
shriveled brown tree in the horror of winter where ice would 
prevail the land. I really thought I wouldn’t be alone anymore. I 
really thought she would love me. I felt so weak and feeble. 
Each step I took, I stepped on frozen piles of debris with 
snapped branches, fatigued leaves, and hunks of once tough 
bark. Why was I not enough for her? The mental microcosm of 

this forest was an aftermath of a storm. Of a clang of sounds. 
Of the blizzarding storm of emotion. Each memory would crash 
into my mind with an explosive sound tearing me apart like 
bark falling of a tree. I remember visions being in a car with her 
feeling a weight on my heart drop so violently. The rejection, 
the loss, the loneliness, the promise of forever. That I was born 
to be alone. So now, it feels like I am constantly being beaten 
down. That it will forever be the cold season of melancholy 
extracting the sunlight, the energy from my body like water 
being sucked out of a tree turning once a symphony of colour 
into the dissonance of cold blackness. That I am only one tree 
in an eternity of hypothermic solitude. Like I’m forever running, 
fading, disappearing into the sound of silent death as I sit next 
to the tree alone.
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Anxiety

My hands were shaking, and my head was throbbing. My 
emerald green eyes wanted to cry, but I knew I couldn't cry in 
front of them, it would be way too embarrassing. I used my 
long brown hair to cover my eyes, so they couldn't see the little 
tears forming on the rim of my eyelids. I didn't want to go to the 
carnival. The lights were too bright, and people were 
surrounding me. I tried to tell myself how much fun it would be, 
but I couldn't. I walked around with my friends, just trying to 

keep up with them. I heard my phone buzz. It was my mom. I 
answered her, telling her how much fun I was having, wishing 
it was the truth. When I looked up, I couldn't see my friends 
anymore. My body was spinning, and my eyes were trying to 
find my friends between the blinding lights and the screams of 
little kids. I fell to the ground, my whole body shaking. Couldn't 
see anything anymore, my eyes burning with my salty tears. I 
laid on the hard concrete, my body hot, my feet aching. I felt 
my body be lifted up into someone's arms. I was screaming in 
my head, wanting to go home, wishing I never went with my 
friends. I woke to the sound of someone's heartbeat, and their 
arms wrapped around me. I could feel the soft fabric of the 
couch. I wanted to stay in that same place forever because at 
least I knew I would be safe.
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The Girl with the Long Brown Hair

The girl with the long  brown hair
Her beauty is beyond compare

When she walks it sways this way and that
She's just so nice to look at 

Little does she know
The feelings that are deep

Yet she is so, so out of reach
Her blue eyes sparkle, lighting her way through the day

Her laugh is like a child's laughter on a rainy day,
Blocking the huge drops that are to come

She's understanding, and kind
But then she's over there, doing amazing things without you
You are not her one, you are not her only, you are a friend

Minutes pass, and I still wonder what you are thinking about
She makes it seem like happiness will never end

But when she walks out of the room, it all comes tumbling back
The sadness, the hate, the stress
All comes back when she leaves

Her blue eyes look into my blue eyes
In that moment, everything is still
I want to let her know how I feel

Tell her everything
The girl with the long brown hair
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The Thanksgiving Throwback

(Grandfather = Papou & Grandmother = Yiayia)

Part One

When you think of Thanksgiving, what do you see? Maybe you 
imagine beautiful golden mashed potatoes and gravy dripping 
down. Or a beautiful big turkey in the center of the table, just 
waiting for all to eat. What about the pumpkin and pecan pie - 

with a slight tang of orange that keeps you on your feet - 
glistening at the end of the table? If you would have asked me 

that question when I was ten, I would have said all those 
things, but now? Now, I see something different when I think of 

Thanksgiving. I see family get-togethers, I imagine 
grandparents so happy to see their families again. I hear 
laughter and crying. I feel a whole lot of memories being 

created every minute. I suppose you understand all of this, but 
I bet you don’t understand why I changed how I think.

It was three days before Thanksgiving in 2016. My 
grandparents came all the way from Saint Paul, Minnesota to 
spend the holiday with us. I was so excited. I get to see them 
but I usually go three to six months before I see them again. 
For those days before the big holiday, you could usually find 
my yiayia and my mother in the kitchen testing out different 
recipes and arguing over which one to use. My papou, dad, 
and I would be outside and papou would be talking about his 
childhood and the war.

On Thanksgiving day, I awoke - wearing my navy cotton pj’s 
with kawaii owls and christmas trees on them - to hear pots 
clanging and pans clunking. I could tell that the mother & 
daughter duo was already downstairs getting things prepared. 
I got up and thundered down our steep, wooden stairs. I 
passed by the kitchen where I could see four hands going 
every which way every second. I skipped to our cozy family 
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room and plopped down to watch some good old cartoons. I 
had just gotten to my cartoons when I heard a quiet shout from 
upstairs.

“Marina?”

It was my papou. I didn’t think anything of it. I just went back to 
watching Tom & Jerry. I could still hear the pots clanking as if 
they had been dropped on glass shards.

“MARINA?”

I still didn’t worry about anything for some reason. But a 
minute later, the pots and pans stopped making noise and I 
heard some shuffling about the kitchen. The shuffling was 
somewhat slow so I know it was my yiayia. I remember this 
moment vividly. I slowly turn around in my beanbag and listen 
as my yiayia says, “Yes, Yanni?” I feel like time slows down to 
feel as though a second is a minute long because after my 
yiayia has said that, there is silence. Just silence. And then a 
very loud “THUD!” Time seems to speed up as footsteps 
thunder across our wooden floors.

“YIANNI?!?”

“DAD?!?”

The duo’s voices were raised and sounded very much like they 
were very scared. For some reason, the silence that landed 

after those outbursts was somehow soothing to me. For I 
thought maybe, my papou was just seeing where my yiayia 
was. He does do that sometimes. But, as the footsteps 
boomed across the floor and banged up the stairs, my heart 
started to race. I could overhear raised voices but I couldn’t 
hear what was being said. I got up so fast that I tripped over a 
book and face planted into our cold, itchy carpeted floor. As I 
quickly regained what was happening, I got up and ran toward 
the stairs and up them so quickly. I remember hearing the 
voices coming from the guest room where my grandparents 
were staying. I ran towards the room and looked in to find my 
papou sitting against the wall in his undergarments and my 
mum and my yiayia were hovering over him with such fast and 
high voices that they sounded like chipmunks.

My father somehow appeared out of nowhere in the doorway 
and said, “What happened? What has happened? What 
should I do?”

My mother looked across and seemed to shout at him, “Call 
911, CALL NOW! Hurry!” My father raced off to find the phone 
and I could hear in the distance, my dad telling whomever 
where we lived and for them to please hurry. I remember 
looking down at my poor papou and dashing downstairs to get 
a glass of water for him, because it was all I could think to do 
for him at this time. I recall going to my bedroom and getting 
my jumbo-sized panda, and just hugging it so hard, thinking 



520

that maybe this was all a dream. I recall going to the top of the 
stairs and seeing my dad open the door to some police 
officers, and seeing an ambulance coming down our road and 
just thinking of nothing. As my papou was whisked away in a 
“red and white ice cream truck” and my yiayia and my mum 
were hugging and crying. It was then when I realized the 
horrible truth. My papou had had a stroke.

Part Two

My papou was in Hillcrest Hospital for about two and a half 
months. I remember because of the pungent smell of hand 
sanitizer that lingered in your nose. I had school and 
homework that was piling up on me. Almost everyday after 
school, I would have some hope that he would be there to hug 
me and ask about my day, but he never was. Instead, every 
day would be me being driven after school to this hospital 
down at Lake Erie where I would do my homework while the 
adults would talk to the nurses and doctors. My uncle even 
came to stay because he wanted to be with his mum and dad 
along with his sister. Sometimes, after I’d finished my 
homework, I would do flashcards with my papou hoping to jog 
his memory of words, for he had forgotten most of them.

I remember my papou saying one word over and over again. 
He said "forever" so many times that whenever I saw him, I 
would say "forever" with him. The first time I saw him, after he 
had been accepted into the hospital, I did not want to go in. I 

was scared to see a weak, vulnerable papou that I had never 
seen before. My parents pushed me in, and in front of me was 
a mess of tubes, machines, and windows. He had a massive 
big window in front of him and it was somewhat comforting to 
me. I knew I had to look at him but I didn't. I didn't want to see 
a new look. I didn't want to change our lives. But then I 
remembered a poem I have known for a long time. It is one of 
my favorite poems ever. It is Toughest Of Times By Kimberly 
Williams. Her poem says,

“During the toughest of times we must band together!

When the bad weather hits us straight on,

we have to get through that rough storm.

Holding each other with a tight grip

so that each one of us do not slip.

For that rough weather will take us on,

trying to tear us apart one by one.

So, family, let's hold on to each other with all our might!

And when that bad weather hits us straight on,

we'll get through it still standing as a family, strong!”

I remembered that even when I looked, it seemed to destroy 
me. I had to because I owed my family this. I needed to be 
with my Papou and the only way I could do that truly is to open 
my eyes. And then I hear...
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“Forever. Forever forever forever.”

I had to look. Even if it wasn’t what I wanted to see, I am so 
glad I decided to look. Even though he was thinner and his 
eyes looked hollow, he smiled somehow. He looked like he 
hadn't shaved or taken a shower yet. He had so many tubes in 
him, that I found it very disturbing. It was nothing like a Days 
Of Our Lives episode. He was beaming but I could tell he didn't 
know who I was. He even tried to lift his hand but he looked 
like a sad zombie when he did that. I held his hand and when I 
did, his veins popped out like tiny rocks in a small river. I still 
loved him. I still thought he was handsome. He was family 
after all. He didn’t know any of us for a long time. My parents 
said that he might move in with us. That we would get a 
hospital bed in our living room. It would be a big change. It 
could impact me. All I heard was “might.” That he might. This 
might. It might. All of this landed on him. I kept telling him to 
fight. To be stronger. For him to get better. For him to fight. For 
us to fight with him. The whole family. Forever.

He came back in December. Around the time of the holidays. It 
was a Christmas miracle. My cousins drove up to Ohio to 
celebrate him being back along with our family. It was 
amazing. All three of us, my two cousins and myself, got to 
help Papou become stronger. We helped him relearn basic 
words, we told him stories, drew with him, watched tv with him, 
and made him forget the scary past that he had. I don't get to 

see them very often and to be able to bond with him so much 
and to be able to make some beautiful memories with my 
brave, brave papou was amazing. He inspired me so much. 
Normally, I got a little angry when he made me do things while 
I was relaxing but this time there was a goal. There was a 
moment that we had all witnessed, and now we felt obligated 
to help him in anyway to ensure it never happens again.

For presents, we gave him crossword puzzles and other books 
so that wherever he is, he can learn more. He still has most of 
the puzzles and every time we go see them, he always asks 
me to help him read out the words. Of course, I will never 
forget the time I feared he would die. He had a stroke on my 
favorite day. But now, every time Thanksgiving comes around, 
I will always think of all the memories of what happened in 
those months.

Part Three

We all have our moments when we realize how we think. I 
realized that I was scared that day. I was scared things were 
going to change. I think that was when I decided to be more 
happy. I said hello to everyone in those hospitals and I made 
sure to smile so often, my mouth would hurt but I did not care. 
I would do anything for my family and I think everyone here 
would do the same. Family is more important than food. You 
only have one of each of your family members. You will never 



522

get another mother just like your present one or an aunt just 
like your favorite one.

I hope everyone knows that. When my papou got home, I 
spent hours making him this pop-up card that said, I love you 
forever. I think he actually cried. I was so happy that he was 
happy. People tend to think something like this would never 
happen to them. But don't think that. Even the luckiest people 
get into those moments that change their view of life. Everyone 
has their moment when they realize they have been looking at 
their life upside down. This was when I turned my life right and 
realized the importance of family. 
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Facing Cleveland's Education Gap: 
Charter Schools Are Not the Answer

There is perhaps no greater issue plaguing the greater 
Cleveland area than the enormous education gap between 
downtown residents and those who live in the suburbs, as 
education level can often be an excellent predictor of success. 
The issue’s improvement could lead to the betterment of other 

problems within the community, such as high unemployment or 
poverty rates: “This is where the cycle of poverty begins, as an 
outcome of low education attainment is high unemployment 
and low median household income,” states the 2017 United 
Way Greater Cleveland Community Assessment. The flaws of 
the education system can be represented through a simple 
chain of events; lower income often leads to lower-quality 
education, which then spits people right back into the lower-
class. The evidence of a less-effective education can be seen 
as early as kindergarten: specifically, kindergarten readiness. 
One study, conducted by the United Way, found that a 
whopping 46% of Cleveland kindergarteners were considered 
“unprepared,” compared to only 11% in the entire county 
(Katusin et al.).  This disadvantage, though registered in early 
childhood, can carry throughout a person’s life: only 54% of 
Cleveland 3rd graders were reading at or above the selected 
level (Katusin et al.), while the county mark was once again 
much more favorable (89%). The disparity is again backed up 
by graduation rates within the city and its suburbs; Cleveland’s 
2013-2014 four-year longitudinal graduation rate fell more than 
24% below that of the county (Katusin et al.). Though it may 
appear insignificant, the statistic serves as evidence that even 
young children can represent the success of education in 
certain areas. While the education gap is certainly not the only 
issue facing the Greater Cleveland community, if improved, it 
could lead to a better economy, a reduced wealth and 
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education disparity, and an overall improved city. Cleveland’s 
educational inequality stems from numerous factors, the first 
being the city’s troubled history with public school funding. Its 
second problem, however, lies within a much more 
complicated realm, as multiple statistics suggest a pattern of 
systemic racism within the Cleveland schools. While many see 
charter schools as the solution to the problem, their invasion 
would lead to an even greater education gap as well as more 
frequent instances of systemic racism.

Inequality within municipal school districts is not a new issue to 
Cleveland. The landmark DeRolph v. State of Ohio decision 
perfectly exemplifies the city’s past struggles with funding for 
public education. The 1991 case came to light after the Ohio 
Coalition for Equality & Adequacy of School Funding filed suit 
against the state, claiming that schools were too dependent on 
property taxes (DeRolph v. State of Ohio). The problem with a 
property tax-funded public education system is that the value 
of properties within a community would directly correlate to the 
amount of funding received by that community’s schools, 
creating a system in which the school districts with the 
wealthiest students receive the most best-funded schooling 
(Ohio History Central & Urycki). Bill Phillis, head of the Ohio 
Coalition for Equity & Advocacy of School Funding stated, 
“When I compare the kind of quality that some of my children 
had in low wealth districts with the quality of education in the 
higher wealth districts—there’s no comparison. Money makes 

a difference” (Urycki). Not only were economically 
disadvantaged children forced to deal with the challenges of 
being economically disadvantaged, but they also received a 
blatantly underfunded education. Without the necessary 
finances, schools were forced to cut back on necessary 
programs, teachers, and maintenance. While on a local radio 
show, Scott Stevens, a former Plain Dealer reporter, voiced his 
discontent with the Cleveland school system: “I went to an all 
wood—all wood—middle school that had no sprinkler system.  
I went to a school in Mt. Gilead where classes were held in a 
basement converted coal bin. And this was pretty standard for 
Ohio at the time and, quite frankly, if prisons had been in those 
conditions they’d be shut down” (Urycki).  Stevens provides a 
perfect example of the unfit learning environment caused by 
the property tax-funded school system.

While people in wealthy communities received proper 
educations due to their adequately funded schools, those from 
poverty-stricken ones were unjustly disadvantaged by the 
unfair funding process. The Ohio Supreme Court, however, did 
not put an end to the issue with the DeRolph case. While the 
1991 system was deemed to be “unconstitutional,” an 
adequate solution was never put into place (Ohio History 
Central and Urycki). The DeRolph decision served as the topic 
for an entire episode of Ideastream, in which the host 
discussed the effects of the ruling. The introduction states, 
“The DeRolph decision was one of many attempts to solve a 
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funding problem, and it won’t be the last.” The city of 
Cleveland finds the issue of public-school funding so difficult to 
shake because of its long history with the problem. Due to the 
fact that the city is rooted in these discriminatory practices, 
new solutions will surely require more than simply changing 
where school funding comes from. Instead, the issue will not 
be fixed immediately: it would require a much longer process. 
The DeRolph v. State of Ohio decision simply serves as a 
representation that the inequality of public-school funding is 
written in the foundation of the city and will not, as a result, be 
fixed with the drop of a hat.

While the DeRolph case exemplifies the mistreatment of all 
economically disadvantaged students, many statistics from the 
Cleveland Municipal School District serve as evidence of the 
injustice committed against a particular subset: students of 
color. In a district composed of 81% Black/Hispanic students, it 
is difficult to imagine that the white minority would still be given 
better opportunities. Unfortunately, this seems to be the case, 
as white students are almost 2x as likely to be selected for 
gifted and talented programs as their African American 
counterparts (Miseducation). Similarly, a considerably large 
proportion of school-administered punishments are given 
towards black students, as they are 1.7x more likely to receive 
a suspension as those who are white (Miseducation). Once 
again, this is not a coincidence. In fact, it is most likely 
indicative of a greater problem affecting the Cleveland 

Municipal School District: systemic racism. According to 
NAACP President Derrick Johnson, systemic racism is 
“systems and structures that have procedures or processes 
that disadvantage African Americans.” Paradigmatic examples 
of systemic racism lie in the two aforementioned statistics. 
There is no reason that African Americans should only 
compose 50% of the school district’s gifted and talented 
program when the district itself is 65% black (Miseducation). 
Similarly, black students should not account for 74% of out-of-
school suspensions (Miseducation). However, the 
disproportion relates back to education in the form of the 
achievement gap. According to ProPublica, black students are, 
on average, 1.8 grades behind those who are white in the 
Cleveland Municipal School District. Perhaps the most 
important statistic of all, the achievement gap between black 
and white students within the same district can be considered 
the root of the problem. If schools in greater Cleveland were to 
practice behaviors that treated students of different races 
equally, the city’s education gap would vastly decrease in size.

For many, the solution to an ineffective public education 
system is simple: prioritize charter schools. School choice 
should therefore allow good students to create good schools. 
Emily Langhorne, a writer for Forbes, explains why the 
strategy allows for a superior education system. She writes, 
“Giving families the choice to attend a variety of schools also 
creates a second layer of accountability for independent 
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charters, because the public dollars follow that choice. School 
operators are in direct competition for funds, and parents have 
much more leverage in demanding what their children need, 
because they can send their children elsewhere and the 
money will follow them” (Langhorne). If the government were 
to invest in charger schools, parents would be allowed to use 
their money to hold their child’s school accountable, allowing 
their kids to receive the quality education they need. Method 
Schools, a system of charter schools in Southern California, 
supports Langhorne’s opinion, explaining that a government-
funded system of charter schools would result in a 
considerably more effective education system. An article on 
the website titled “Why Choose a Charter School for Your 
Child?” states, “Not everyone is fortunate enough to live in an 
area with top-notch traditional public schools… With the 
addition of charter schools, parents have more choices, 
allowing them to choose the school that best meets their 
children's unique educational needs” (Holley). If government-
supported charter schools dominated our school system, 
parents could use their money as leverage, forcing their child’s 
school to improve under the threat of potentially losing a good 
student as well as that student’s tuition.

Unfortunately, a charter school-based system would be far 
more “perfect” for some than for others, as it would promote 
educational inequality. Though the system was ostensibly 
created to benefit everyone, only the wealthy would stand to 

gain.  In her article “A Dozen Problems with Charter Schools,” 
Valerie Strauss explains how the idea of “school choice” 
shouldn’t serve as the primary argument in favor of charter 
schools:

I’m not convinced we simply need more ‘choices’ in public 
education… Free market ideology has turned parents into 
consumers, rather than public citizens participating in a 
common good. Markets do a fine job making stuff and 
selling it. But they also create extreme inequality, with 
winners and losers… I’m not advocating getting rid of 
choices. But I’d be a lot happier if charter advocates 
stopped using ‘choice’ to promote these schools. Choice 
alone doesn’t guarantee quality and it hasn’t solved the 
larger problems facing public education (Strauss)

Strauss goes on to explain that she has no problem with those 
who choose private schools. Instead, she believes that charter 
schools should not be supported based on the idea that they 
provide a “choice” for everyone, as the concept only exists for 
some. Most charter schools—barring certain exceptions—cost 
money. Therefore, if the government decides to put all of its 
funding into charter schools, families in poverty will be forced 
to receive the least funded and therefore lowest quality 
education. While many would argue that the opening of charter 
schools will not result in the closing of public schools, history 
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has told a different story. In a 2014 article titled “A Walmart 
Fortune, Spreading Charter Schools,” Motoko Rich, a reporter 
for the New York Times, outlined the effects of a Chicago mass 
charter school-opening. Rich writes, “Last year, the Walton 
Family Foundation gave $478,380 to a fund affiliated with the 
Chicago public schools to help officials conduct community 
meetings to discuss their plan to close more than 50 schools at 
a time when charters were expanding in the city” (Rich). As a 
result of this, families are forced to either attend underfunded 
public schools or pay for the newly popular charters. While the 
choice doesn’t seem great to some, others only have one 
option. While there is nothing wrong with private schools—or 
the idea of school choice in general—charter schools should 
not be seen as a viable replacement for public ones, as a 
system in which they are in control would result in such a 
poorly educated lower-class that they may very well have no 
hope of ever being otherwise.

Finally, the admissions process for charter schools allows for 
the very issues of systemic racism to not only continue to exist 
but occur at a much higher rate, sometimes through informal 
segregation. Kevin Welner, a professor at the University of 
Colorado, identifies the “Dirty Dozen” methods used by charter 
schools to specifically avoid students with “special needs, 
those with low test scores, English learners, or students in 
poverty” (Strauss). Approaches like this allow charter schools 
to indirectly discriminate against certain groups of people. By 

accepting considerably fewer English learners and students in 
poverty, certain races and ethnicities are unfairly given a much 
lesser chance to obtain a supposedly a higher-quality 
education. The efforts made by charter schools to contribute to 
systemic racism do not end here, however. Strauss references 
a report claiming that “the proliferation of charter schools risks 
increasing current levels of segregation based on race, 
ethnicity, and income” (Strauss). She then discusses a study 
conducted by Dr. Julian Vasquez Heilig, of the University of 
Texas at Austin. Dr. Helig writes, “Charters have a choice 
whether they want to be racially and economically diverse 
schools that serve ELL, Special Education, and low-SES kids. 
Based on the various admissions and management policies… 
charters choose their students, rather than families choosing 
their schools—in essence, school choice is charter schools 
choose” (Strauss). The entire argument once again falls back 
on one word: choice. Heilig explains that maybe it was never 
up to the family after all: maybe the power was always in the 
hands of the school system itself. Maybe the government-
funded school system created to take over for flawed public 
schools only created a greater educational divide between the 
upper and lower classes. The implementation did nothing but 
allow for greater manipulation of the system, allowing schools 
to commit heinous acts of systemic racism at a much higher 
rate.
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As I mentioned before, I believe that there isn’t anything 
fundamentally wrong with school choice. In fact, the process 
has allowed me to obtain an education unparalleled by many 
other high schools in the state, if not the country. Though my 
argument may seem somewhat hypocritical, I would argue that 
my school experience has allowed me to gain an 
understanding of the importance of a quality education. While 
almost everyone would agree that the right to education is 
fundamental, our society needs to acknowledge that there’s 
one key word missing: quality. By no means am I stating that 
everyone’s education needs to be the exact same: different 
schools should utilize different curriculums and study different 
issues, and some schools will still be better than others, no 
matter what changes we make. Instead, we need to push as a 
society to fix a flawed public education system, one deeply in 
need of our intervention. While some believe that charter 
schools are the answer, numerous attempts to set up charter-
run school systems have resulted in steps in the wrong 
direction, leaving the lower-class as well as persons of color in 
the dust. Therefore, the solution to the education gap in 
Cleveland should not come from an invasion of charter 
schools; it needs to stem from the public education system 
itself, as it is the only method that would truly result in 
everyone—no matter race, ethnicity, or economic background
—receiving a quality education, leading to an indisputably 
superior city of Cleveland.
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To Get Lost in a Book

To Get Lost in a Book

In my hands, a warm book,

The pages soft and sharp,

The scent, a birch forest:
Twittering birds and underbrush thick.

Only inky black letters;
Inside,
Countless mysteries.

In my mind,
Countless mysteries became echoes of reality.
In my mind,
I imagined them true.

I knew what it meant
To get lost in a book.
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Her Momma
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Her Momma

The air was warm with just the right amount of breeze. The sky 
was dotted with only a few wispy clouds and shining blue. And 
Cindy Mae Beretta was lying on the ground, thinking to herself: 
this is how I die.

She couldn’t feel the pain quite yet, but knew from everything 
her daddy ever taught her that she soon would. She stared 
down at the massive scrapes covering her body, pools of shiny 
red against a sea of skin, tanned from a summer spent 
frolicking in childish adventures. She could see her blood, 
sprayed out on the sidewalk.

She began to take in gasping breaths and moved a stinging 
palm toward wispy blonde hair, stuck to her forehead. Shock 
flooded her blue eyes and poisoned her tears as she brought 
her hand into sight.

Red. It wasn’t sweat.

Her mind filled with terror, dramatic thoughts of her demise 
taking over her young brain.

Cindy Mae’s entire body was stinging, and she whimpered as 
she pushed herself off the concrete ground. Frustrated tears 
slid down her rosy cheeks.

Then she stood, wincing, gasping, taking in her surroundings 
as if she had forgotten where she was. A small bike drew her 
gaze, and she crouched down, picking it up. She winced as 
the weight of it strained her arms and started to walk, the bike 
trailing along beside her like a dog on a too-short leash.

They were a funny pair, the injured little girl and the shiny blue 
bike.

The only thoughts running through Cindy Mae’s head now 
were I have to get to Daddy and the stark, wordless realization 
that she wasn’t dying.

She calmly counted all the places where scrapes polluted her 
skin.

It’s not much, but it hurts, Cindy thought to herself.

Suddenly, a concerned father, just noticing the absence of his 
daughter, rushed toward Cindy Mae as she reached home, 
lifting her up into the thick July air. She was in his arms as he 
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stood, waiting to carry her to the front door, to her safe haven, 
where she would wail and scream for her momma, upsetting 
her daddy but unable to help it.

“I was coming, honey; I was almost out. You know you’re 
supposed to wait for me before you go! You know! Oh, it’s 
okay... . You carried that whole bike home yourself? God...” the 
chorus of coos ensued from her worried dad.

She wanted to tell him that it was only a few steps, that she 
was fine carrying the bike. But only sobs escaped her lips.

Cindy felt air push against her scrapes as her father carried 
her home at a brisk walk, felt the temperature change as he 
stepped through their front door, smelled that comforting, warm 
scent that her home had. Though her tears did not stop, Cindy 
Mae’s sobs quieted.

***

Robert Beretta gets tired. He forgets to sign his little girl up for 
ballet, forgets she wanted apple juice instead of water, forgets 
when she asks to ride her little, blue bike. And then Cindy Mae 
falls. And then the whole world falls, crumbling, piece by piece. 
Cindy knew that he wasn’t coming, that he had let the thought 
slip away. Even she knew that he tried so hard; loved her so 
much. Even her six-year-old mind knew not to bring up the 
death of her momma.

Sylvia
Flash Fiction
Grade: 8
St Paschal Baylon School
Instructor: Mary Connors

Sylvia

“I can’t play with you,” I snapped at my little sister.

Sylvia pouted impatiently, her small feet crunching on the 
autumn leaves coating the ground of the forest.  Our mother 
had braided her golden yellow hair that morning down the back 
of her neck, and it was now coming apart slightly.

“Care-care! C’mon! Let’s make leaf piles!” she continued, 
using the sickeningly sweet, childish nickname of her 
invention.  I was Caroline to everyone else in the world.  
Everyone but Sylvia.

“We have to get home before dinner.”

When our mother was away, I took on the role, so I yielded 
authority.  It might have been a heavy pressure for some, but 
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my love for Sylvia had been of a maternal tone since she was 
born.  The parental words were simply second nature.

“Fineee,” she groaned, her age showing in this little moment of 
frustration. 

We walked on for a few minutes.  The cool breeze had sent my 
thick black hair into tangled whisps as Sylvia suddenly 
stopped, looking around at the forest in wild confusion.

She tugged on my brown sweater, breaking the silence.  Her 
blue eyes widened in fear. 

“Care-care!” she panted.  “Something’s in the woods.  I 
promise I’m not lying this time.  I really heard a monster!”

I rolled my dark brown eyes playfully, smiling warmly down at 
my little sister.  Every day there was some new sadistic 
creature after Sylvia.

“No, no, no! It’s real!” she shouted so loudly the birds in the 
woods quieted.  

The forest had become eerily quiet with Sylvia’s panicked 
shouts… 

Until suddenly it wasn’t.

A massive creature burst out of the patch of thick vegetation 
next to me, growling and roaring.  My heartbeat quickened and 
I shoved Sylvia behind me as I realized what it was.

A bear. 

I ran.  All I could do was run from the monstrous creature.  I 
had no words but the unsurmountable shrieks spilling out from 
my lips, no thoughts but the one word that clanged through 
me: Sylvia.  

I had to keep her safe.  My natural maternal instincts took over 
in my moment of total blind fear, and I grabbed her, shoving 
her in front of me.  I told myself so surely that if anyone would 
get out of the woods today, it would be Sylvia.

I could hear the bear running behind me, feel the thrumming of 
its steps on the earthen floor, and I knew it would be moments 
before it caught up.  I could only keep running.

A tug on my foot sent my body reeling- a root.  No no no.  My 
eyes widened and my face contorted in pain as I slammed into 
the leafy ground.  I let go of Sylvia.  No no no no no...

“GO!” I screamed, feeling that my ankle was sprained from the 
fall, knowing I would hold her up if I tried to run with her.  She 
looked back at me with fear I’d hoped to never find on her 
young face, but continued to run.
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I sat there, my ankle positioned strangely, stopping me from 
helping my little sister as the bear gained ground. 

I needed to try to get up.  Distract it if I couldn’t run, because 
Sylvia, Sylvia, Sylvia.

I pushed up from the ground, wincing harder-

The bear caught her.

I fell to the ground, totally helpless.  My mind was racing with 
no no no again, and I couldn’t form full thoughts.

In the moment I took to get through the pain of the fall and get 
ready to crawl to her, the bear was gone.

I crawled frantically along the leaves, staining my jeans, but I 
didn’t care.  I had to get to Sylvia, had to see-

There she lay, dead on the leafy ground, ravaged by the bear.  
I could feel the silent melody of death pouring from her blood-
stained lips.

The silence of the forest remained, and all I wanted was to 
hear my baby sister laugh once more.

But I couldn’t.  I took in shaky, ragged breaths, because why 
could I breathe and not Sylvia, my heart breaking, my world 
shattering-

How could I exist in a world without Sylvia?
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Twain's Dark Criticism of "Sivilization"

The notice at the beginning of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
reads, “Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative

will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find a moral in it will 
be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be 
shot.” Yet, in the 135 years since the book’s publication, 
scholars have attempted to do just this, analyzing Twain’s 
motives, morals, and plot in Huckleberry Finn. Through much 

analysis of this Reconstruction period book, scholars have 
come to very different conclusions on the book and its value to 
society. Several ongoing debates over the book involve 
conflicting perspectives on issues such as the racist language 
of the book, Twain’s perspective on Southern society, and 
specific analyses of the main characters. Thus, it is clear that 
there is still much to be taken from Huckleberry Finn.

In particular, in the final paragraph of the book, Huck says he 
will flee to the Territory to avoid adoption and “sivilization” by 
Aunt Sally. This ending hearkens back to the beginning of the 
novel, when Huck opposes the widow Douglas “sivilizing” him. 
Evidently, Huck’s overall attitude towards civilization remains 
negative at both the beginning and the end of the book despite 
his numerous adventures and encounters with civilization 
throughout the book. However, these two perceptions of 
civilization are significantly different. At the beginning, Huck 
sees civilization at a surface level. He is opposes going to 
school and practicing proper manners and behaviors. In 
contrast, after having had numerous encounters with white 
people, at the end of the book, Huck sees civilization on a 
deeper level. He now understands it as everything that he has 
been surrounded by since he was a little kid. This form of 
civilization includes Southern societal customs such as 
slaveholder’s Christianity, Southern romanticism, and most 
importantly, the social construct of race. This is the civilization 
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that is extremely difficult for Huck to cast-off, but in the end, 
Huck is able to reject his cultural inheritance because of his 
experiences with white members of Southern society and their 
moral corruption, fundamental contradictions, and violence. 
Twain uses Huck’s personal struggle in rejecting civilization in 
order to criticize the profoundly disturbing, but deeply 
entrenched values of Southern society during this time. Sadly, 
Twain sees no hope for positive change of American 
civilization.

Huck’s initially sees civilization as learning the proper ways of 
life, whether in school or out of school, learning formal 
Southern customs and manners with the widow Douglas and 
Miss Watson. When Huck first starts living with the widow 
Douglas, she attempts to civilize him through giving him clean 
clothes, teaching him to pray before eating, reading to him 
about Moses, and having him go to school. Huck is extremely 
dissatisfied with this calm, “cramped up” way of life (Twain 15). 
The illustration on page 14 depicts Huck leaning on his hand 
and pouting, and he shows no interest in what the widow 
Douglas is saying about Moses. He also complains, “Here she 
was a bothering about Moses, which was no kin to her, and no 
use to anybody…” (Twain 15). Instead of learning, Huck wants 
to go off and have fun with Tom Sawyer. As a result of this 
perception of civilization, Huck feels so “lonesome [he] most 
wished [he] was dead” (Twain 16). Thus, Huck’s misery in 
living this way has made him depressed, and even suicidal. 

However, as time goes on, Huck gets somewhat used to the 
civilized way of life, stating, “At first I hated the school, but by 
and by I got so I could stand it…The widow said I was coming 
along slow but sure” (Twain 27). Huck is being treated well, 
and it seems that he is starting to adapt to civilization and 
soften his negative stance on it.

However, just as quickly as Huck starts getting used to the 
widow Douglas’s civilized way of life, he moves over to Pap’s 
cabin, where he experiences a different form of civilization. 
Huck’s experience with Pap’s rough and often violent child 
abuse is the start of Huck’s shift in understanding of civilization 
towards the true, dark Southern society. When Pap first hears 
about what the widow Douglas has taught Huck, he responds, 
“Who told you you might meddle with such hifalut’n 
foolishness…?” (Twain 31). Pap certainly does not support the 
clean, educated way of life that the widow Douglas is 
imprinting upon Huck. Instead, Pap is a drunkard and a 
representation of the dark, corrupted Southern gentlemen. The 
most prominent example of this is Pap’s speech about a black 
professor from Ohio. Pap describes the professor as “most as 
white as a white man,” having “the whitest shirt on, … a gold 
watch and chain, and a silver-headed cane” (Twain 39). Pap is 
also extremely angry that the professor can vote, and Pap 
sees it as a betrayal of whites by the government. At the end of 
his speech, Pap egregiously contradicts himself by describing 
the black professor as a “prowling, thieving, infernal, white-
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shirted free n*****” (Twain 40). These seething criticisms of the 
black professor do not correspond to Pap’s description of the 
professor’s sophisticated physical appearance and high level 
of education. Twain’s use of contradiction represents his 
criticism of the arguments that Southerners such as Pap make. 
These arguments rely on the idea that a black person is 
fundamentally inferior to a white person, and the whites who 
make these arguments ignore evidence, such as this black 
professor, that these sorts of social constructs are completely 
false. David Smith reiterates this point, pointing out that Pap’s 
condemning of himself discredits the socially constructed term 
“n*****” in all of its meaning, proving that blacks are 
sophisticated people (Smith 366). Huck hears this rant, and 
while he may not understand the implications of Pap’s words 
at this point, he is introduced to these sorts of invalid 
arguments.

Pap’s abuse of Huck is what leads Huck to reject and run 
away from Pap’s violent and corrupt form of civilization. One 
night, Pap is extremely drunk and starts hallucinating and 
violently chasing Huck around the cabin with a knife. Pap calls 
Huck the “Angel of Death” and tries to kill Huck, forcing Huck 
to hide and get Pap’s gun for self-defense (Twain 41). Pap is 
obviously not providing a safe environment for Huck or building 
a strong relationship with him. Instead, this traumatizing 
experience of child abuse leads Huck to decide to leave the 

cabin and venture down the Mississippi River, marking Huck’s 
escape from Pap’s civilization.

Eventually, Huck reaches a new white family to live with-the 
Grangerfords-and Huck develops a positive attitude towards 
the “white life;” however, the Grangerfords’ violent clash with 
the Sheperdsons ruins Huck’s momentary enjoyment of 
civilization. Huck first arrives on the shore of the Grangerfords’ 
household after being separated from Jim following the 
destruction of Huck and Jim’s canoe during the foggy night 
after they pass Cairo. The Grangerfords welcome Huck into 
their family, and Huck is immediately impressed by the “mighty 
nice family and… house” (Twain 120). Huck notices the 
architectural beauty of the home, the furniture in the home, the 
books on the table, and the pictures on the wall. An illustration 
shows the magnificent “double house” and its beauty from the 
outside (Twain 124). Clearly, Huck, who is from a lower class 
in white society, has not lived in any home such as the 
Grangerfords', and he is now getting treated to the luxury life of 
a rich white family. Huck states that it “couldn’t be 
better” (Twain 124).

However, just as Huck seems to be enjoying this aspect of 
civilization, circumstances change. As Huck finds out from 
Miss Charlotte, the Grangerfords are involved in a feud with 
another group of families, the Sheperdsons. Twain describes 
these groups as “clans of aristocracy,” which starts to point out 
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the corrupt, power-hungry behavior of these families (Twain 
126). Soon after, the Grangerfords and Sheperdsons get into a 
violent battle, and Huck witnesses the carnage while hiding in 
a tree. As Huck watches some of the wounded boys trying to 
escape, he feels “so sick [he] most fell out of the tree” (Twain 
133-134). Toni Morrison describes Huck as “running from 
external chaos,” and this scene is a perfect example of this 
concept (Morrison 387). Even a seemingly kind, sophisticated, 
upper-class white family such as the Grangerfords subjects 
itself to the violent chaos of civilization. The Grangerfords view 
feuding as a normal occurrence, whereas Huck looks to avoid 
conflict at all costs. Twain uses Huck’s perspective on the 
fundamentally corrupted Grangerford family as a criticism of 
similar rich white families of the time. At the end of the scene, 
Huck rejects yet another form of civilization, telling Jim, “I was 
powerful glad to get away from the feuds” (Twain 134). Thus, 
Huck is able to reject even the highest class of whites in 
civilization, and he weighs these families’ immoral behaviors 
over their hospitality.

Later on, Huck’s experience with Colonel Sherburn is another 
example of dark, violent civilization that Huck attempts to avoid 
and reject, and Twain capitalizes on this scenario to make a 
comparison to the lynching of African Americans. In the midst 
of Huck’s journey with the Duke and the King down the 
Mississippi River, they stop in a town in Arkansas. Colonel 
Sherburn is a wealthy shop owner in this town. Another man, 

Boggs, taunts Sherburn despite Sherburn demanding that 
Boggs leave numerous times. As a result, Sherburn kills Boggs 
by shooting him with a pistol. The illustration on page 158 
depicts this brutal murder, showing Sherburn shooting Boggs 
from point-blank distance. Following the shooting, Sherburn 
“[tosses] his pistol onto the ground… and [walks] off” (Twain 
159). Clearly, Sherburn is a cold-hearted, Southern man, who, 
like the Grangerfords, treats violence as an acceptable action. 
When a mob of whites come to Sherburn’s house to “lynch 
him,” Sherburn steps out onto his roof with a gun in his hands. 
As illustrated on page 161, he stands in an authoritative 
manner and looks down on the mob. When Sherburn speaks, 
he calls the white men “cowards” and says that any lynching 
will be done in the “dark, Southern fashion” by a real “man” 
wearing a “mask” (Twain 162). Twain is making a historical 
reference to the Ku Klux Klan, whose members would put on 
masks and go out at night to attack or lynch African Americans. 
It is significant that Twain uses white men to portray the 
injustices against African Americans because readers at the 
time would have been more receptive to white characters’ 
wrongdoings than those of black characters. Therefore, 
Twain’s challenge to the social construct of race that has been 
created by civilization shines through in this scene, in which 
there is little difference between whites and blacks.

Additionally, this scene has a significant impact on how Huck 
views white civilization, given that Sherburn is portrayed as the 
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model Southern gentleman. Toni Morrison argues that “much 
of [Huckleberry Finn’s] genius lies in its quiescence, the 
silences that pervade it…”  (Morrison 386). Therefore, the 
silences in Huck’s narration provide a deeper insight into how 
Huck feels about civilization than even the words themselves. 
Huck’s reaction to Sherburn’s speech is an example of this, as 
after the crowd disperses, Huck says that he goes to the circus 
(Twain 162). This awkward transition portrays Huck’s 
confounded state of mind over what he has just witnessed. 
Huck is shocked by the violence of Sherburn, and his 
unwillingness to talk about it proves that he is deeply disturbed 
by this incident. Hence, another white character’s violence 
turns Huck away from civilization.

Finally, Huck’s experience with Aunt Sally at the Phelps’s 
plantation leads Huck to reject American civilization for good; 
however, this time, it is the result of Huck’s moral growth. 
When Huck first encounters Aunt Sally, she mistakes Huck for 
Tom and tells Huck that they have been expecting him for 
days. Huck makes up a story to explain this, saying that a 
cylinder head blew out on the boat. When Aunt Sally asks if 
anybody was hurt, Huck replies, “No’m. Killed a n*****.” Aunt 
Sally responds, “Well, it’s lucky; because sometimes people do 
get hurt” (Twain 230). Aunt Sally is implying that black people 
are not actually people. This was a common view among 
Southerners at the time, and it is clear that Southern social 
constructs have corrupted Aunt Sally’s view of civilization. 

While it may seem that Huck is supporting this racist narrative, 
David Smith points out Huck’s true intent. Smith argues that 
Huck knows that Aunt Sally likely subscribes to these racist 
notions of blacks. In fact, “Huck’s offhand remark is intended to 
exploit Aunt Sally’s attitudes, not to express Huck’s 
own” (Smith 365). Huck has experienced moral growth to a 
point that he is able to see through the social construct of race 
and use it to his own advantage. Huck is “playing on [Aunt 
Sally’s] glib and conventional bigotry,” a very sophisticated 
tactic to undermine racism (Smith 366).

Despite her preconceived views on blacks, Aunt Sally is 
undoubtedly nurturing and extremely kind towards Huck. She 
takes him into the Phelps’s home, gives him a bed to sleep on, 
feeds him, and constantly worries about his well-being. 
However, all of the positive actions of Aunt Sally cannot 
outweigh the civilization that she represents in the mind of 
Huck. Unlike previous scenarios, Aunt Sally is not 
fundamentally a violent, or corrupted person; society has 
greatly influenced her. Huck’s moral growth and understanding 
of civilization as a whole leads him to oppose yet another white 
character’s views on civilization. As an accumulation of all of 
his experiences with white characters in the book, Huck rejects 
American society as a whole, writing, “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). Since the Missouri Territory was not 
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a part of America at the time Huckleberry Finn was written, 
Twain is implying that Huck wants to avoid all aspects of 
American civilization. After numerous encounters with a 
corrupted civilization, Huck, and by extension, Twain, no 
longer sees any hope for meaningful change in America. 
Twain’s dark outlook on America is that the only way to escape 
the violence and corruption of American civilization is to leave 
the country itself.

While it seems clear that Huckleberry Finn is a work of satire, 
criticizing American civilization, there are still some scholars 
who argue that Twain supported the racism of American 
civilization and pushed this narrative in his book. Jane Smiley 
argues that the “villain” of this book is Mark Twain himself. One 
argument she makes is that Twain “knew how to give Huck a 
voice but didn’t know how to give him a novel” (Smiley 356). 
She argues that Twain’s novel starts to lose its purpose and 
drift towards racism when the raft continues to drift southwards 
into slave country. She believes that Twain’s writing after this 
point is meaningless, and the most important takeaway from 
the book is Huck’ relationship with Jim. Although it is true that 
Huck and Jim’s relationship is a significant part of the book, 
Smiley fails to see that the true focus of the book is on Huck’s 
interactions with white characters and American civilization. 
Smith argues that these types of interactions develop Twain’s 
explicitly “antiracist” stance (Smith 363). Smith brings up the 
examples of Pap’s contradictory speech, the idea that the word 

“n*****” is a “social fiction,” and Huck’s interaction with Aunt 
Sally, which actually comes in the last twelve chapters of the 
book (Smith 366). Twain allows these white characters to 
condemn themselves in order to “expose the cruelty and 
hollowness” of these whites (Smith 367). Huck’s rejection of 
white characters and their form of civilization in each of his 
encounters with them supports this antiracist narrative.

In the time when Twain was writing, some people may not 
have been prepared to accept Twain’s dark view on the 
hopelessness of American civilization at the end of the book. 
Smith refers to the optimistic consensus of the 1880’s to 
portray this view (Smith 374). Even today, many people could 
argue that perhaps, America will change and eliminate these 
types of inequalities. However, Smith rejects this type of 
unfounded optimism. Smith argues that those who fail to 
recognize Mark Twain’s approach towards an antiracist stance 
are hypocritical. Instead of following their ideals of liberal 
democracy, these readers remain “deeply committed to both 
racial discourse and a self-deluding optimism…” (Smith 374). 
Smith extends his argument to the present day, denouncing 
critics of Huckleberry Finn. As Smith proves in his essay, even 
135 years after the publication of the book, American 
civilization has failed to destroy the remains from the racist 
white civilization at the time when Twain wrote the book. This 
proves that America has not been able to change for the 
better, just as Twain predicted.
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Ultimately, Huck rejects American civilization on the basis of 
the corruption, greed, violence, and immoral actions of 
numerous white characters. Twain views American civilization 
as impossible to mend. Perhaps this would be considered a 
realist view, as compared to an idealist view of change in 
America. Overall, Huck’s development in his perception of 
“civilization” is the most enlightening narrative in the book. 
Despite the extreme difficulty in rejecting his culture, Huck is 
able to accomplish the extraordinary feat of deciding to go 
against Southern society. While Twain largely offers a 
pessimistic view of the United States, the reading of 
Huckleberry Finn provides an opportunity for white Americans 
to realize the racial discourse that they are still taking part in. 
Twain’s prediction has held true for 135 years, but white 
Americans should still attempt to abandon their racist heritage 
in order to prove Twain’s dark vision wrong.
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Sleeping Through History
Short Story
Grade: 9
University High School
Instructor: Kevin O'Brien

Sleeping Through History

Javier couldn’t remember the last time he felt anything but 
exhaustion. He had been awake for an hour, but didn’t want to 
get out of bed, or even sit up. What had happened? When had 
his happiness and eagerness for life turned into fatigue?

Eventually, he mustered enough strength to roll over and pick 
up his phone. It’s lock screen displayed a single notification: 
“Battery sufficiently charged.” He sighed. His muscles relaxed 

and he settled even more into his bed. Eventually, he fell back 
asleep, but was awoken by a knocking on his bedroom door.

Javier’s delirious mind quoted Edgar Allen Poe, “‘Sir, or 
Madam, truly your forgiveness I implore, but the fact is I was 
napping, and so gently you came rapping, and so faintly you 
came tapping, tapping at my chamber door...’”

“What?” George, Javier’s stepfather peeked his head in.

“Nothin’.”

“What’re you still doing in bed? It’s 1:00.”

“Mmh,” Javier grunted.

“What d’you mean, ‘Mmh?’”

Javier didn’t reply, he just slid out from underneath the 
blankets and stood up as George left the room.

Once he was dressed, Javier sat down in the chair at his desk 
and looked up at the ceiling. It was a smooth, plain white, 
disrupted only by a few cracks reaching timidly out from two of 
the four corners. He spun around in his chair, admiring the 
various objects adorning his walls. On the Northern wall of his 
room were a few shelves occupied by various medals and 
cheap plastic trophies from sport events of Javier’s childhood, 
as well as some shoes. The wall opposite was obscured by a 
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blink-182 poster and a canvas print of The Who. Then he 
started spinning faster, allowing the items to melt into a dull 
blur. Finally, he stopped by sticking his foot out and letting it hit 
the leg of his desk. He had long ago grown tired of the childish 
things that he shared the space with, but recently they just 
made him sick. He put his feet against the wall and pushed off, 
allowing the chair to roll across the floor and come to a rest 
against his dresser with a dull “clunk.”

Javier suddenly felt nostalgic. It was almost as if the action of 
bumping into the dresser had knocked loose some cork in his 
brain, releasing a moderate flow of disgustingly joyful 
memories. He remembered similar summer days from years 
past. They ran through his head like a VHS tape rewinding. He 
didn’t want to think about this. Javier stood up and pushed his 
chair back to his desk, the memory leak in his head plugged 
back up.

Now downstairs, Javier chewed his food slowly. There was so 
much time in the day, and he needed to kill it somehow. He 
figured he could sit eating lunch for maybe an hour, then he 
would go upstairs, watch Netflix on his phone for another few 
hours, then listen to music until he fell asleep. Depressing, but 
effective. At this point, his mom had left for work, and he was 
alone with George. Luckily, Javier’s stepfather generally 
respected his boundaries and had long ago given up trying to 
interact with him. Of course, Javier had not always despised 

George so much. Initially, he had possessed only the mild 
dislike any 12 year old boy might feel for his stepfather. But 
that hatred had bloomed over the past few months. Javier shut 
out his thoughts and focused on breakfast.

Mark lay on his bed as the gentle orange glow of the setting 
sun slowly began to fade from his windows. This day had been 
like most others since the quarantine had started. He had laid 
in bed, gone downstairs only to eat, texted Javier, and watched 
TV for around eight hours. However, he was completely 
content. Suddenly, he felt his phone vibrate softly, muffled by 
the sheets on his bed. Mark reached over and glanced at the 
screen while simultaneously watching an episode of The Office 
for probably the 20th time. His phone displayed a text from his 
friend William, with whom he had been close at his old school. 
Although Mark had left public school and become best friends 
with Javier, he and William still kept in touch.

The text displayed the short message, “Hey. Me, my brother, 
and a couple of his friends are gonna go to the beach tonight. 
Wanna come?”

Mark hesitated, processing the invitation, then wrote back with 
the obvious question, “So you just gonna disregard COVID?”

The response came instantly, “C’mon, man. It’s summer. A 
worldwide pandemic can’t stop us from having fun.”
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“IDK. My dad’s a doctor, and my mom’s really strict. There’s no 
way they're gonna let me hang out with friends right now.”

“Then just sneak out after they’re asleep. The beach is like a 
ten minute walk from your house.”

Perhaps it was Mark’s sudden awareness that he was growing 
tired of his monotonous daily life that influenced his choice. Or 
perhaps it was that he was bored of being a rule-abiding child. 
Either way, he thought little of potential consequences as his 
thumbs swiftly tapped out the message, “What time?”

Mark no longer felt the passage of time. He never even really 
felt like he woke up in the morning. His mind just became 
slightly more conscious than usual every once in a while. His 
eyelids stubbornly refused to open, and he assumed he was 
just too tired to do so. It seemed like no matter how much he 
slept, he was still tired. His breathing didn’t feel normal. His 
nose felt like concrete and even breathing through his mouth 
felt strangely forceful, as if someone else was breathing for 
him. He could hear beeps and murmurs from beyond the 
endless black that stretched before him, but it didn’t make any 
sense to him. His mind refused to process the raw sensory 
information he was receiving. He heard footsteps. Breathing. 
Not his own. It too sounded forced, muffled behind something. 
The footsteps receded again into the black. He was so tired. 
Maybe he had some sort of cold. That would explain why his 
nose was so clogged up. He’d have someone take his 

temperature in the morning. What time was it, anyway? It had 
to be night time. Why else would it be so dark? These thoughts 
didn’t stick around long enough for Mark to dwell on them. 
They slipped through his grasp, thin ropes, the only thing 
tethering him to reality. Now he was weightless, his mind going 
numb as he fell backwards into the warm nothingness of the 
abyss.

Javier sat straight up, jolted awake by his phone vibrating 
twice on his chest, then going silent. He pulled his earbuds 
out, cutting off blink-182’s “What’s My Age Again?” then 
cleared his throat. He looked out the window, a gaze met by 
the glare of a sun low on the horizon. He had managed to nap 
through another day. He rolled over and grabbed his phone. 
He opened it while holding it at arms length above his face. 
Both texts were from Mark.

“I’m going to the beach with some friends tonight,” the first 
read. The second was a short, “You in.” Javier chuckled at the 
fact that Mark hadn’t used a question mark, as if he was 
stating a fact rather than asking Javier. At the same time, his 
mind frantically processed the situation. What if he got sick? 
There was no way his parents would let him go. Should he 
sneak out later? Mark’s dad was a doctor, so if he was okay 
with it, then it should be fine. Or was Mark sneaking out too? 
There were too many questions to consider, so Javier simply 
blocked them out.
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“Yes,” he responded.

It was the 32nd day that Javier had spent inspecting the 
ceiling. He had found that it was easier not to engage in 
“activities.” He would much rather pass the time by completely 
shutting down his brain for hours on end, then staring at the 
ceiling while enjoying the serenity of his brain’s numbness. 
Sometimes he just didn’t feel like breaking this trance, and fell 
asleep in his chair. But today he was snapped out of it by the 
dull vibrations produced by the ringing of his phone. Javier 
forcefully dragged his unwilling brain activity back into his 
head, then picked up the phone.

“Hello?” Javier said, slightly surprised hearing his own voice 
for the first time in days.

“Javier?” It was Mark’s mother, another voice Javier hadn’t 
expected to hear. He hadn’t bothered to check who was calling 
before he answered. Her voice did not have its usual cheerful 
calmness, and was instead timid and anxious.

“Hey,” Javier replied, condensing these thoughts into a single 
word.

“I guess I’ll just get right to the point,” Mark’s mom squeaked. 
“Mark was hospitalized yesterday with Coronavirus.”

Javier’s brain had still not fully returned, so he didn’t really 
have the consciousness to react. He just stood staring straight 

ahead, then felt guilty for his lack of reaction as the meaning of 
the sentence was processed by his mind.

“I just wanted to tell you that, because it’s pretty bad, and I 
guessed you’d want to know sooner rather than later,” Mark’s 
mom continued in response to Javier’s silence.

Javier wasn’t sure what she meant by “sooner rather than 
later,” but he managed to croak out a weak, “I-I’m very sorry to 
hear about that.”

Mark’s mother said nothing. The excruciating pain of this 
conversation had gone on long enough, she must have 
decided, as she said, “Goodbye Javier.” They hung up 
simultaneously.

As his bedroom door shut behind him, Javier padded across 
the dirty carpet. It was pitch black, but he knew every inch of 
this house. He had lived in it since birth, and thus inadvertently 
memorized every piece of furniture and every squeaky spot on 
the stairs. His heart raced as he crept down the hall, a result of 
this thrilling act of rebelliousness, to which he was not 
accustomed, as well as the fact that he was supposed to meet 
Mark an hour ago. Unfortunately, George and Javier’s mom 
had taken an eternity to fall asleep. Upon reaching the 
linoleum floor of the kitchen, Javier took off his shoes so his 
footsteps were quieter.
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At last, he reached the front door. However, the slipperiness of 
the floor was a factor that Javier had failed to consider. And so, 
Javier lost his balance for a fraction of a second, which was 
enough to cause his feet to fly out from under him. He flew 
backwards gracefully through the air, and time seemed to slow 
down. It was still too dark to see anything, so Javier wasn’t 
sure where in the room he was positioned. He only hoped that 
his head would land on the soft mat that his mom kept in front 
of the sink. As he arced slowly, he had just enough time to 
imagine this moment accompanied by climactic orchestral 
music. He was bracing himself for impact with the floor, but felt 
an unexpected pain on his arm as it whacked the handle of a 
pan sitting on the counter. It too was launched into the air, 
drenching Javier with the soapy water that had been soaking 
inside it. He finally slammed down onto the ground, and then 
heard the horrifying clanking of the pan hitting the floor as well. 
Every hair on Javier’s body stood up as he could only lay there 
thinking about what just happened.

After about ten seconds, he opened his eyes and unclenched 
his jaw to find that nothing was happening. No lights snapped 
on, no hollering stepdads came barreling down the stairs. 
Javier stood up quickly, considering that perhaps the 
impossible had happened. Did they not hear that? He thought 
excitedly. Eventually, he began breathing again and turned 
back to the front door.

As Javier once again reached for the knob, he was suddenly 
struck down from behind by some powerful force. He grunted 
as the wind was knocked out of him and he was pinned to the 
ground. A glaring light suddenly exploded in the kitchen as the 
lightswitch was flipped, which revealed George standing 
triumphantly over Javier. Javier felt himself forcefully turned 
over.

“Javier?” George exclaimed.

“Hey,” Javier whimpered in response.

“We thought you were someone breaking in.”

“Oh.”

“What are you doing up?”

“Um...I was getting something to eat. I didn’t have dinner.”

For several seconds, George seemed to believe him. But as 
he helped Javier up, he stared at Javier’s clothes. Javier 
sported a grey hoodie and black jeans, which were both now 
covered in water. Not exactly sleeping attire. George then 
glanced at Javier’s left hand, which still gripped a pair of 
beaten up Jordan 3s. The pair made eye contact again. Javier 
tried and failed to smile innocently.

Mark thought little of Javier. He had been sneaking out every 
night for weeks, and he had forgotten about his best friend. 
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That first night, he had been worried when Javier hadn’t shown 
up. He hadn’t responded to any of Mark’s anxious texts, and 
Mark had been afraid something had happened to him. Every 
time he had heard a creak on the steps leading down the cliff 
to the beach, he had looked up, hoping it was Javier. But alas, 
it was only the wind. The next night, he was worried again, but 
he eventually assumed that Javier was either too scared to 
defy his parents, or he was jealous that Mark was hanging out 
with someone else, and, after a while, he no longer occupied 
Mark’s mind. He was content with his late night swims with 
William and his brothers, although he thought maybe all the 
swimming wasn’t a good idea, because he was starting to 
develop a bit of a cold.

Javier was done respecting George’s orders. He knew they 
were for his own good, but he didn’t really feel like admitting it. 
It wouldn’t help now. Javier needed to see Mark. He needed to 
see how bad things were and how much of his old life he might 
be able to someday regain. He decided that, whatever 
happened, he was going to walk out the front door and not 
stop until he reached the hospital. As he thundered down the 
steps, he heard a call from the living room.

“Hey Javier,” George said, seemingly excited to see Javier out 
of his room.

Javier didn’t respond. He just put on his shoes and grabbed 
one of the stereotypical blue masks that his mom kept by the 
door.

“Javier?” George was now putting things together in his head.

Javier opened the front door and simply left. As the summer 
sun glared down upon him, he had to shut his eyes completely. 
He hadn’t been outside in weeks. He turned around and 
strolled into the backyard, finally able to open his eyes enough 
to see. He hopped the short wooden fence between his house 
and the one behind it, and continued to the smaller street 
parallel to the street his house faced. It too led to the hospital. 
He heard George open the door and step out on the porch, 
then pause, probably looking around. Javier then heard his 
footsteps recede into the distance. He apparently hadn’t even 
thought to go to the street that Javier now walked on.

It was mid afternoon by the time Javier arrived at the hospital. 
He was blasted with cool air from a fan as he entered the 
sliding glass doors into a small waiting room, which was 
abandoned. He walked quickly up to a receptionist desk at the 
front and looked inside. Within the plexiglass prison, a short, 
plump woman with graying hair and a face shield looked at 
him.



547

“Whaddya want?” she mumbled. Javier could see online 
solitaire reflected from her computer screen onto her face 
shield.

“I’m here to see Mark Anderson.”

The woman glanced at a clipboard, then sighed, “Room 203.”

Mark was learning more. With each day, his mind became 
more and more conscious. It had come to the point where he 
could even open his eyes partly, although everything was a bit 
blurry. He knew where he was now. He was laying in a hospital 
bed. He could hear the beeps coming from the machines 
behind him. He could see the sickeningly bright white room 
around him. He had something. He knew that. It was part of 
the small chunks of the doctors’ speech that his exhausted 
brain decided to comprehend. He was alright with it, though. 
He slept mostly. Sometimes, in his waking minutes, he would 
see his mom and sister outside the room. He wondered why 
they didn’t come in.

Now, Mark wasn’t asleep, but he kept his eyes closed. It took a 
lot of energy to open them even partially, and he had already 
seen all he needed to see of the room. It was just easier to 
enjoy the darkness. However, Mark suddenly felt an eerie, 
unmistakable feeling: the feeling of being stared at. He tried to 
pass it off as his imagination, but eventually he decided he 
must open his eyes. He forced his muscles to pull back his 

eyelids halfway, but they widened completely when he saw 
what was before him.

He locked eyes with Javier, who stood behind the window 
through which Mark could see the hallway. As he stared at his 
lost friend, Mark detected some tragic dullness within his eyes. 
He had been through things. Mark blinked. The hall was 
empty. Javier had vanished in the blink of an eye. Or at least 
Mark thought it was the blink of an eye. Maybe he had fallen 
asleep for hours. He really couldn’t keep track of his 
consciousness anymore. Oh well. Mark couldn’t think straight. 
He was so tired. He just needed more sleep. Just more sleep.



548

God Keeps Pets
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hawken School
Instructor: Terry Dubow

God Keeps Pets

God keeps pets. There have been a thousand Eves,
each as important and treasonous as the next,
but this one is serially precocious.
She took shape easily 
but growing 
pains the grower
and sunflowers that shoot up too fast
fold with the weight of their own development. Simply put,

she crumpled.
She likes to pretend it’s the fault of the flood, the plague, the 
fires, the Biblical gap
between her heyday and where she stands now. 
But she knows how she eyed the trees,
how she climbed them and clung to their heavy branches
when things turned bittersweet.
She was ahead, already detaching, already spitting
pomegranate seeds from high in the air
when the snake came to tempt her.
It takes her a long time to remember the Lord’s cold eye above 
her. It’s alright. She’s seen what she needs to.
There is no going back
to cavernous and glowing Eden in late fall/early winter, 
when the animals called across fields and she was one of 
them
and on the day she learned what music was,
she made the funniest joke of her life.
It was all downhill from there.
No number of mountains explored,
drinks split, cups filled,
could fix that.
Or at least it’s simplest to remember it that way.
No matter how good the spirit was for her,
she was still too-quickly formed.
Her structure was a little off,
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just wrong for the creation of the world.
The wildflowers that filled her chest for a year were a native 
species.
It is of no importance that they were
replaced with permafrost, covered with brush and resilient 
vines.
The fact of their once-existence
is proof enough.
Mood swings, Adam tells her.
I know what I felt, she says. 
God showed her Mercury.
Burning hot and frozen, face-to-face with both His light, the 
“let-there-be” itself,
and the chilling void, that which she told herself was equally 
His.
I existed and I belonged. I left parts of myself, irretrievable, 
behind.
And it’s something to see what gets kept.

Babygay
Poetry
Grade: 12
Hawken School
Instructor: Terry Dubow

Babygay

When you’re a baby gay,
with your first dyke haircut and your first attempt 
at dressing your bony body in masculine clothes 
(even though the good lord knows you’ll end up a femme),
elder gays are God.
Some of them take it well -
some of them let you look in on their lives, 
their yellow gingham curtains 
and their scratched-up porcelain sinks that “came with the 
place,” 
and tell you how they were finally 
priced out of Brooklyn in ‘04 -
and others don’t. They shrink,
not sure what to do with the reverence shifted onto them 
like a spotlight on a black stage. 
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These people are the survivors, 
and with eyes like lamps
I couldn’t help but stare, fix them 
against the background of all the gay lib posters 
I’d saved to my computer, 
against all the slurs 
I’d been called.
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The Complex “Racism” of Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn
Critical Essay
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Scott Boehnen

The Complex “Racism” of Adventures 
of Huckleberry Finn

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn has become one of the most 
discussed, critiqued, and debated books in American history. 
The story of Jim and Huck resonates even today, and the 
aspects of the book are still up for debate, even now. 
Potentially the largest of these debates is whether or not 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is a racist novel. On the 
surface, it could certainly appear to be so – Huck’s usage of 
the n-word slur, his dehumanization of Jim, and the potential 
interpretation of Jim being overly-passive and a simple 
“sidekick” for Huck all contribute to the notion that Adventures 
of Huckleberry Finn is inherently bigoted. However, this claim 
is faulty, and it ignores many parts of the novel that discredit 
the idea. These non-racist aspects include Huck’s evolution 
into a non-racist character, Jim and Huck’s written and drawn 
equality, Jim’s substantial autonomy, and his intelligence and 
kindness all point to Adventures of Huckleberry Finn not being 
racist. None of these ideas would appear in a novel set to 
explain the differences between black and white people, and 
yet Adventures of Huckleberry Finn does all of this and more. 
The novel is not inherently racist, and to rashly claim otherwise 
risks glossing over many significantly anti-racist details of 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.

One of the most prominent pieces of evidence supporting the 
lack of racism in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is the 
portrayal and evolution of its central protagonist, Huck Finn. At 
the beginning of the novel, Huck is undoubtedly a racist 
character. The most obvious bit of proof for this is his repeated 
usage of the N word, with the slur being said hundreds of 
times throughout the course of the novel. Furthermore, Huck 
often ridicules Jim’s intelligence (or perceived lack thereof) due 
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to his race, saying, “I see it warn’t no use wasting words – you 
can’t learn a n****r to argue. So I quit” (Twain 90). Additionally, 
Huck displays shock at Jim’s grief towards his abandoned 
family, decreeing “I do believe he cared just as much for his 
people as white folks does for therin. It don’t seem natural, but 
I reckon it’s so” (170). Huck does not see Jim as an intelligent, 
reasonable, equal person in these moments – he sees him as 
almost incapable of rational thought or human emotion. 
However, that declaration of Jim’s seemingly unnatural display 
of sentiment also details the anti-racist message behind 
Huck’s character. He explains that he does consider Jim to 
care for his family when confronted with evidence for it – i.e., 
Jim mourning his family at night. Huck changes his viewpoint 
based off of what he can see from Jim, shifting from a racist 
character to one who understands, at least to some extent, 
Jim’s value as a human being. This evolution is further 
emphasized by Huck’s conscience decision to protect Jim from 
slavecatchers in Chapter 16, his attempts to rescue him from 
confinement in the final chapters of the novel, and, potentially 
most significantly, Huck’s self-damnation in Chapter 31, in 
which Huck declares, “I couldn’t see to strike no places to 
harden me against [Jim], but only the other kind […] And then I 
says to myself: ‘All right, then, I’ll go to hell’ – and tore [the 
letter to Miss Watson] up” (222-223). Huck, by announcing his 
willingness to go to Hell for Jim as well as his inability to find a 
time at which he could be “hardened” towards Jim, Huck fully 

displays his evolution. He is no longer a racist, ignorant boy. 
Huck has grown, shifting his viewpoint of race to that of 
toleration, especially towards Jim. Were this novel racist, it 
would be difficult to justify this change, as one should expect a 
racist novel to keep its central protagonist – the character the 
reader is supposed to root for and identify with – compliant 
with the bigoted views of the author. Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn cannot be a racist novel, for if it were, why 
would its core hero adopt such a tolerant and anti-racist 
viewpoint?

Huck’s role as a converted anti-racist protagonist, however, is 
not the only piece of evidence weakening the claim of a 
prejudiced Adventures of Huckleberry Finn – the 
characterization of Jim also conveys the ideas of racial 
equality and compassion. Take, for instance, the cleverness 
Jim expresses during the hairball incident. He is portrayed as a 
cunning and wily man, being able to trade a frankly useless 
fortune for a faux quarter which he knows he can use as actual 
money. This clever way to trade nothing for something 
effectively details Jim’s sometimes hidden intelligence – he 
gained money for granting Huck an immaterial, vague, quite 
unhelpful prophecy from the magic hairball. Additionally, Jim is 
shown to be kind and virtuous, and nowhere is this better 
exemplified than during Jim’s breakout attempt at the end of 
the novel. After Tom gets shot in the leg, Jim tells Huck, “‘No 
sah – I doan’ budge a step out’n dis place, ‘dout a doctor; not 
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ef it’s forty years’” (279). Jim has the chance to leave Tom, the 
boy who has treated Jim like a plaything whilst he was 
incarcerated, and escape to freedom with Huck, but he 
refuses. The kindness he shows to someone to has treated 
him like an object represents how good of a person Jim truly 
is. Jim’s love and respect for Huck is also evident through his 
choice to spare him from the white men who recaptured him 
after his failed escape attempt. Twain writes that, “[The white 
men] cussed Jim considerable, though, and give him a cuff or 
two, side the head, once in a while, but Jim never said nothing, 
and he never led on to know me” (288). Even though revealing 
Huck’s role as an accomplice would most likely be the easiest 
path for the abused Jim, he does not disclose the information. 
He allows himself to be beaten and mistreated, if it would 
mean Huck’s safety. This self-sacrifice and sheer compassion 
again reveal why Adventures of Huckleberry Finn cannot be a 
racist novel. Racism is the belief of the inherent superiority or 
inferiority of one race over another. Yet through the novel, Jim 
displays intelligence, kindness, and love that rivals (or 
exceeds, in the case of deplorable characters such as the 
King, the Duke, and Pap) many white characters. A novel that 
is racist towards black people would not portray the black Jim 
in such a positive light, and as such, it is hasty to claim 
otherwise.

The non-racist theme in this novel, however, goes beyond the 
pure text – the illustrations in Huck Finn are also vital factors to 

consider. For instance, the illustration on page 135 of 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn details a scene of equal 
footing between races. In the picture, Jim and Huck are sitting 
facing the river, with their backs turned to the reader. In this 
illustration, it is somewhat difficult to discern the two – due to 
both character’s hair being dark, in fact, the most prominent 
source of difference is the clothing. This depiction of Huck and 
Jim as equals further emphasizes the lack of racism in the 
book. Neither character is lesser than the other – in fact, they 
are essentially the same, apart from the clothing that they 
wear. The text in this section further confirms this equality – 
Huck describes Jim and himself as being naked frequently, 
which could be considered the ultimate act of equivalence. 
Huck and Jim are people, and while the illustrator did not 
depict Huck and Jim as being naked in the picture, it along 
with the text still confirms the kinship found between Huck and 
Jim. This similarity also carries over to other illustrations as 
well, as seen on pages 88 and 294. On the former, Jim and 
Huck are portrayed in a similar light as they are on page 135. 
Both are sitting, on equal ground, having a conversation with 
each other. Furthermore, in this picture, Jim appears to be the 
one explaining his beliefs to Huck, rather than the other way 
around as one might expect from a novel that sees black 
people as inferior to white people. Jim is seen in this drawing 
as a teacher, trying to explain to Huck his interpretation of the 
story of Solomon. This intelligent portrayal of Jim directly 
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contradicts Southern society at the time period of this novel, 
which tried its best to hamper the education and independence 
of slaves and black people as a whole. As for the latter, on 
page 294, Jim is standing arm-in-arm with Huck and Tom, his 
chains having been removed. At this moment, the most 
predominant white characters are intertwined with the most 
predominant black character. They are equal in this picture, 
and it serves as a symbol of the sense of equality that has run 
through this novel. These pictures are not mindless. They 
serve a function, and that function for many of them is to 
underscore the anti-racist beliefs of Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn.

In spite all of all of the evidence supporting the idea of a non-
racist Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, however, there are valid 
arguments that seem to contradict the belief. In particular, 
Jane Smiley’s criticism of the novel, entitled “Say It Ain’t So, 
Huck: Second Thoughts on Mark Twains ‘Masterpiece’” 
condemns the novels supposed racism and insisting that Jim 
is portrayed to be lesser than Huck. One of her core 
arguments to this claim is her idea that, “Twain really saw Jim 
as no more than Huck’s sidekick […] Jim is never autonomous, 
never has a vote, always finds his purpose subordinate to 
Huck’s, and, like every good sidekick, he never minds” (Smiley 
357). Despite the respectable boldness of this idea, however, 
there are many instances where Jim appears as more than 
“Huck’s sidekick.” One of the most prominent instances of this 

occurs with Huck’s cruel joke on Jim after the two got 
separated on the river in the fog. After Huck reveals his trick, 
Jim tells the boy, “When I got all wore out wid work, en wid de 
callin’ for you, en went to sleep, my heart wuz mos’ broke 
bekase you wuz los’ […] En all you wuz thinkin ‘bout wuz how 
you could make a fool uv ole Jim wid a lie […] Trash is what 
people is dat puts dirt on de head er dey fren’s en makes ‘em 
ashamed” (Twain 95). In this moment, Jim is neither passive 
nor untroubled with Huck’s cruel joke. He is angry, and 
rightfully so, and he uses his autonomy and justified rage to 
scold Huck. In doing so, Jim sheds that idea of a submissive 
sidekick. He is his own character, and this moment proves 
that. Or, take the previously discussed moment after Jim gets 
recaptured at the end of the novel. Despite barbaric abuse and 
cruelty, Jim remains loyal to Huck. He has proven before that 
he is not passive – the aforementioned response to Huck’s 
joke confirms that, as well as the discussed intelligence and 
autonomy he has shown throughout Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn. Jim is sparing Huck through his own 
devices, burying the idea of Jim as a docile sidekick. This clear 
evidence of Jim being autonomous and quite unlike a sidekick 
dismantles Smiley’s argument. Twain did not portray Jim as 
unequal to Huck – Jim is his own character with his own 
independent behavior.

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is not a cut-and-dry novel, 
and the line between non-racism and racism is not always 
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clear. However, to simply glance at the novel and claim that it 
is racist is hasty, and it unfairly discredits Mark Twain and his 
complex, multi-faceted work of art. Huck, the protagonist, is 
not racist, which does not make sense in the context of a 
discriminatory novel, as the protagonist is the person who the 
reader should relate to. Furthermore, Jim and Huck are 
portrayed as equals both in illustration and in writing, which a 
racist novel dedicated to expressing the supposed “inferiority” 
of black people simply would not do. Finally, claims of Jim’s 
written passiveness, while intriguing, ignore Jim’s autonomy in 
the boat scene, after his recapture, and throughout the entire 
novel. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn cannot be easily 
explained as either racist or non-racist. One can see it 
reasonably as either. However, as a reader, one must always 
remember to read the book closely – otherwise, the masterful, 
anti-racist subtleties Twain so carefully deploys may be lost, 
and wrong interpretations might be made.
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You Need It More Than I Do
Humor
Grade: 11
University High School
Instructor: Lee Fallon

You Need It More Than I Do

They say that clothes make the man. This statement had 
never been truer than in the case of Mr. Owen Pulent. In the 
case of Mr. Pulent, that was all people ever really looked at. 
He wore extravagant five-piece suits – most of his peers did 
not even know that a suit could have five pieces – to nearly 
every occasion. I must always look presentable, he thought to 
himself. 

Mr. Pulent was a rich man who prided himself on being rich – 
one of the 10 richest people in the world, to be exact, as Mr. 
Pulent would constantly remind his associates. He was the 
kind of guy to wear one Patek Phillippe on his right wrist, and 
another on his left wrist, next to a vintage Rolex also on the left 
wrist, just to show off. 

He was the CEO of the largest retailing company in the world, 
as well as an avid investor. ‘Investing’ for Mr. Pulent entailed 
hiring an army of private investors to do the actual investing for 
him, while he let them each manage a fraction of his vast 
wealth. If one of the private investor’s returns went negative, 
he or she was immediately fired and subsequently sued for 
violating some ‘Title 56, Chapter 29, Section 982.53, Line 920, 
Clause 4’ of the immense 3000-page Investor’s Agreement 
that each investor signed, prior to his or her first trade. 

Dressing up was about the only thing that Mr. Pulent could 
really do to ‘look more presentable’ for the occasion. His 
physical features were unimpressive and best, and downright 
ugly at worst. He was a skinny man with long, stick-bug-like 
limbs, but somehow always maintained extra inches around 
his waist. Even the most expensive doctors could not figure 
out why, and even the most expensive treatments – 
liposuctions, exercise, diets – couldn’t keep his gut small, but 
somehow managed to sap fat from every other possible 
location in his body. His face was hollow, with a flat forehead 
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and a nose so sharp that Pythagoras himself would have been 
pleased. His eyes had a slight bulge, adding to the craziness 
and franticness of his overall appearance. Those eyes were 
complemented by stringy, and somewhat greasy, black hair 
that spilled over his head like angel hair pasta that had been 
boiling for 10 minutes too long. That hair was about the only 
hair on his body. No matter how hard he tried – and he really 
tried - he could never seem to produce more than a peach fuzz 
of a prepubescent boy. 

Every morning, when faced with this off-putting image of a 
man in his full-wall bathroom mirror, he would straighten his 
posture, then point to that man and wag a bony finger and say 
“Clothes make the man. Nothing more. Clothes. CLOTHES!” 
as if he were trying to convince this strange man of that fact. 
By the time he was rich, Mr. Pulent had fully bought into this 
mantra. 

He owned more suits than he could count. In fact, last 
summer, he had workers knock down a wall and build a third, 
extra-large closet just for his suits. The other two extra-large 
closets, along with the 3 regular-sized closets, were full. He 
could wear a different suit to every single one of his bi-weekly 
board meetings, and not run out of new suits for more than 
year. He had a suit for every occasion imaginable – one for 
hiring new people when their last names began with a letter 
from A to M (he had a different one for the other last names), 

one for firing those same new people (also by alphabet), one 
for when his meetings would land on a leap day, and a special 
one for when he was going to give one of his employees a 
raise, to name a few. 

One dreary Tuesday morning, as Mr. Pulent sat back in his 
huge executive chair behind his 11-foot genuine spalted maple 
hardwood desk, he realized that of all the suits he owned, he 
wore the ‘giving someone a raise’ suit the least, even less than 
the leap day meeting suit. He smirked. This was because he 
prided himself on never paying his employees above the legal 
minimum wage, which he interpreted as a ceiling, which he 
often undercut through manipulation of hours and a web of 
legal traps. After all, working hard was what got him his wealth 
in the first place – why should he have to give it away?

His associates were well aware of his stingy habits and his 
obsessive pursuit of wealth. There were countless stories of 
him taking advantage of everyone he could just to increase his 
net worth or get something for free. Once, he had a large 
warehouse built over a year without paying a penny. He would 
contract the work of a well-known construction company. 
When their first portion of the work was complete, and they 
asked for the fulfillment of their contract, Mr. Pulent would 
squint his eyes and inspect their work and claim it to be 
dissatisfactory, therefore freeing him of any payment 
obligation, per the 4th page of super fine text attached to the 
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contract. He continued to do this with more than a dozen 
companies and crews until his building was completed. To Mr. 
Pulent, not a penny could be spared for anyone other than 
himself and his obsession with fine clothes. After all, if he were 
to be rich, he had to look the part. 

Day dreaming about that fond memory, Mr. Pulent realized that 
it was nearly lunchtime. He promptly got up, donned both of 
his two suit jackets for his immaculate navy blue and purple 
striped suit, and made for the exit. He loved taking leisurely 
walks in the streets of the surrounding city around lunch time. 
He walked not because he enjoyed the fresh air, or wanted to 
get food, but merely because he knew that more people would 
be outside on their lunchbreak, and therefore could see him, 
his suit, and his immense wealth, like a blinding aura around 
him. As he left the building, he smiled at that the thought of 
people’s collective admiration for such a successful man. 

“I’m badass,” chuckled Mr. Pulent under his breath as he 
pushed open the double doors to the headquarters in one 
smooth motion. He let his arms hang outstretched, like Christ 
the Redeemer, ready to bask in the collective adoration for his 
wealth. 

Instead of being greeted by the flash of paparazzi and the 
clamor of people trying to get a glimpse of him, like an actor at 
a movie’s premier, he was instead met with the rude honk of a 
taxi that brought him back to reality. He was in the way.  

He quickly dashed across the street, taking care to casually 
reveal the expensive watches on both wrists, so that the driver 
knew who he was honking at. That’ll teach him a lesson, he 
thought. 

As he continued on his stroll around the neighborhood, he 
made sure to cut wide swaths around every homeless person 
he saw – Mr. Pulent did not want to be within 10 feet of 
someone with so little money. As he passed by one particular 
person in the shadow of a building, bundled in a blanket, with a 
hat and thick, scraggly, grey beard hiding his face, he heard 
the croak of the man’s voice from somewhere in that beard. 

“Please sir, any spare change?” pleaded the man. 

Mr. Pulent pretended to not notice.

“I’m hungry…” the man trailed off. “I haven’t eaten in four days. 
Any amount helps…” his voice crackled as a cough erupted 
from deep inside him. 

At this, Mr. Pulent stopped. Why did I stop? Now he knows 
he’s got my attention,Mr. Pulent thought. Deep down, what the 
person had said touched him deeply. He did not know why 
though.

Mr. Pulent turned, and looked at the man sitting before him in a 
heap. 
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“Please sir, I’m a veteran and my family …” another heavy 
cough interrupted him. “Dead,” he finally uttered. “Help a 
brother out… please.”

Mr. Pulent’s eyes were now glued to his face. He tried to walk 
away, but his feet were locked in place. The man’s soft blue 
eyes stared squarely into Mr. Pulent’s soul. There was 
something familiar about this man to Mr. Pulent, but Mr. Pulent 
immediately suppressed any feelings of recognition. I make 
more money in a second than this man makes in a month. 
There’s no way I could recognize him. He’s so poor he’d 
probably fail a Turing test, thought Mr. Pulent.

After a couple minutes of dead silence and piercing stares, Mr. 
Pulent found his voice again. “I-I’m sorry, I ca-can’t today,” 
stammered Mr. Pulent.

 “If not today, then when? I’m hungry sir.” The man reached up 
and took off his hat, while leaning forward onto his knees. He 
moved closer to Mr. Pulent to get a better look at him. “Just 
some spare change sir,” he said again.

“I, um, gotta go,” struggled Mr. Pulent, trying to escape the 
unblinking gaze of the man kneeling before him. Mr. Pulent 
could not so much as blink. With his hat off and face in the 
light, Mr. Pulent’s suppressed feelings of foreign recognition 
surged within him. He could not place it, but this man was no 
stranger to him.

The man’s eyes widened. “Owen? Is that you?”

Mr. Pulent’s breath solidified in his throat. No one called Mr. 
Pulent by his first name. Mr. Pulent thought it to be 
disrespectful - first names were for superiors to call inferiors, 
not the other way around. He was ‘Mr. Pulent’ to everyone, and 
any employee who so much as uttered his first name was 
immediately fired. The only people who called him Owen were 
his family, who he could not fire. Mr. Pulent was so shocked by 
this blatant disrespect that he could hardly form words. At last, 
he struggled in a deep, primal voice, “HOW DARE YOU?”

The man was taken aback. “Owen, it IS you,” he confirmed out 
loud. “They said you walked these streets every day… they 
were right.”

Mr. Pulent was livid. “WHO ARE YOU?” he practically 
screamed at the man. 

“Your old man.”

Mr. Pulent’s world began to reel. Memories came flooding back 
to him. It had been decades since he had last seen his father. 
It was before he went off to war. The text of the army’s letter 
came rushing back to the forefront of his mind. ‘Mrs. Pulent 
and sons, we regret to inform you that after 2 years of brave 
service, your husband and father is reported missing in action. 
Signed, General W. Irving,’ read the letter. Mr. Pulent’s head 
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began to pound. Could this really be him? He’s not gone after 
all? A dozen emotions flooded his senses: regret, loss, 
embarrassment, relief, pain. 

“Help your father out, Owen. After all, I gave you everything I 
had. You owe your success to me. I founded your company. I 
gave you that loan that started it all,” spoke the man. 

“I know, I know… but I can’t help you now…” whispered Mr. 
Pulent, now visibly trembling.

“Well, why not, son?”

“B-because… because… because,” Mr. Pulent couldn’t form 
the word to finish his sentence. The word that was worse than 
any insult. The ugliest word in the world. After a long pause, 
Mr. Pulent managed, “because you’re poor.” 

Mr. Pulent’s father understood. “I understand,” he sighed. He 
proceeded reach out, grab his son’s hand, and emptied his 
cup of change into it. Closing Mr. Pulent’s fingers around the 
coins, he uttered, “I want you to keep it. You obviously need it 
more than I do, after all.” 
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Accepting Change
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Grade: 8
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Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng

Accepting Change

Tim “Alpha” Richardson looked around his small capsule that 
housed his hologram armor which could deflect even the most 
powerful laser blasts, e - watch, and his lazer gun. “I guess I 
better get up then,” he said miserably. He grabbed a buttermilk 
pancake mini meal which was filling. Entering his JetBlue 
Musk Model V.5 car, Alpha sped off to the busiest area of the 
domain to begin his patrol. Since he was a Galactic PatrolMan, 
Alpha’s current duty was to make arrests, secure criminals, 

and file tickets to people that resided in his domain located in 
the far reaches of the Milky Way.

As the grumpy officer drove past the array of buildings, he 
soon took notice of someone lingering in the alleyway near Ca-
Ching Space Bank. It appeared to be a Glorb, a native Alien to 
the colony. The Glorb had one eye and proceeded to throw a 
Milkyway bar wrapper on the ground.

“Hands up! You know that littering is a criminal offence here,” 
Alpha barked with force. He then took the Glorb to jail where 
he was sentenced to 100 days in prison. Space prison is 
basically a stronger prison on Earth.

Alpha made a few more arrests that day, and headed back 
home.

The bushed policeman retired to his bed, not without looking 
out at the moon as he usually did every night. However, tonight 
was different as he saw a faint green light that seemed to be 
headed to the borders of the colony. He wanted to find out the 
source even though he needed rest, he was determined to 
solve the mystery so Alpha leaped in his levitation patrol car 
and sped off to investigate. As he neared the ominous glow, 
the fired up officer became more determined to see what the 
luminous disturbance was.
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Alpha parked his car next to McPlanet fast food restaurant and 
hid behind a rock. The source of the light seemed to be a 
medium-sized probe, which was the source of the light, and 
was scanning different surfaces of the ground. The probe 
repeated this action for about an hour or so before retreating to 
the sky. “I must report this incident to the Chief.”

Chief Gilbert Stevenson heard a knock on his office door. He 
was doing some light paperwork before going to his afternoon 
meeting. Alpha reported the strange incident to him. The Chief 
took this with great urgency and since Alpha was one of his 
best men, he decided to assign him this responsibility …. But 
not without some help.

“I have just the person to help you investigate this mishap. 
Cadet Peterson, please report to my office immediately.

“You know I only work alone and don’t want a partner,” Alpha 
replied.

Before he could say no, a young man sped into the room. 
“Hello!” the boy in a neat, pressed uniform said jubilantly.

Sargant Alpha, meet Cadet John Peterson. You’ll be working 
with him because he’s an annoyan- I mean, a good cadet and 
definitely won’t mess up at all.”

“Let’s do this,” John said with a smile as Alpha led them to the 
site where the mysterious probe was spotted.

When the partners arrived, they were shocked to see that 
someone else lingered in the distance. “Grab the binoculars 
from the back,” said Alpha.

Retrieving them, Cadet Peterson looked and saw who was 
lurking in the area. “What the heck, he's huge and has some 
strange armor that isn’t available here.” The mysterious figure 
also was equipped with swords and daggers. His face could 
not be seen at all.

Suddenly, the figure looked straight at them and teleported 
right at Peterson’s frightened face. “Har har har, hello little 
worms, what brings you here?”

“Blast him! Alpha ordered.

“Figures,” the strange creature said as his armor somehow 
deflected all of the shots and injured both officers. “Now now, 
you can rest now that I, the great Techno King, shall take over 
the entire galaxy!”

Alpha could not move. Losing consciousness, he eventually 
blacked out.

A couple hours later, Alpha slowly opened his eyes and it 
appeared that he, along with Cadet Peterson, were aboard 
some kind of vessel. “AAAAAAHHH I knew I shouldn’t have let 
this kid go with me!” Alpha shrieked.
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“What do you mean?” Peterson replied hasily who was bound 
by sterling chains. “I tried my best and this is how to treat me? 
You’re so selfish and I tried to be your friend. How dare you,” 
Peterson fired back.

“You see, kid, I wasn’t always this grumpy. Back in my youthful 
days, I had all the confidence like you. It felt like nothing could 
stop me. I wanted to eradicate all evil. Then, everything 
changed. Seeing a theft on a street one day, I leaped into 
action to protect my partner who was being threatened at 
lazerpoint. I told her to run, but I couldn’t act fast enough to 
shield her from the thick lazer blast that was heading right 
toward her. She was killed on the spot. That’s why I work alone 
now. Because I don’t want to get close to someone and risk 
seeing them killed.

“Wow, that’s deep” Cadet Peterson replied drearily. “Well, it's 
not always good to do things alone. Sometimes, everyone 
needs help sometimes.”

“I guess so,” Alpha replied nervously.

“Now let’s break out of here partner!” Peterson announced with 
a grin longer than Jack’s beanstalk.

Alpha pulled out his lazer gun, which the guards stupidly forgot 
to remove from their disposal and proceeded to blast the 
sturdy doors. “It’s not working,” Alpha said.

“Maybe if we combine our forces, we can have enough power 
to blast through!” So the duo both fired simultaneously and 
created a hole big enough for both of them to fit through.

It seemed that they were in the Techno King’s spaceship. 
Cadet Peterson looked out the window and examined the 
surroundings. An escape pod was in the distance, so they 
hastily made the treacherous escape.

Both men reported this to the Chief who decided to nuke the 
incoming space shuttle. The attack on the colony failed and 
everyone was safe, all because “someone” opened their heart, 
accepted help, and let go of his dark past.
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No Mr. Bilton, My Smartphone Is Not the Problem
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Marty Frazier

No Mr. Bilton, My Smartphone Is Not 
the Problem

Salutations Mr. Bilton,

I enjoyed reading your opinion editorial “Disruptions: More 
Connected, Yet More Alone”1, which comments on the video “I 
Forgot My Phone”2. I appreciate the point of view on the topic 
of modern day technology - that it may inhibit real-world 
connections. This is certainly a current issue and concern that 

is present no matter where one goes. Whether or not the world 
benefits overall from the constant use of technology or not may 
just be different for each individual. The dispute stated in this 
article has to do with the idea that the loneliness prominent in 
this generation could be attributed to the use of smartphones 
and advanced technology. I would agree with the fact that 
technology has begun to be overused and addictive to many, 
but I disagree that it contributes to loneliness. In a literal 
sense, being “alone” would mean being in a different room and 
physically apart from other people. However, in a more 
figurative sense, one can be surrounded by many people and 
still feel lonely or outcast just because of the lack of connection 
one makes to the others present. Phones have changed this 
because connections can be made between people anywhere 
and at any time.

You may disagree and say that phones have contributed to the 
fact that people do not always connect in person because of 
the connections and relationships people now feel obligated to 
constantly prune and pay attention to on their phones. 
However, technology and specifically my cellphone has 
influenced my ability to connect with others positively and has 
most likely also assisted others with this as well. I would like 
you to reconsider your idea of how cellphones have affected 
our current world and specifically changed it for the better.
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Because I was born in 2003, I am part of generation Z which is 
most likely one of the most technologically reliant generations 
ever. It could be considered sad that the world relies so much 
on phones to assist in most aspects of life, but I have 
personally found this to be to my advantage. When I was 
young, I was homeschooled and therefore did not have as 
many chances to meet other children my age. I found ways 
such as my church, ballet, or through the homeschool 
community to make friends. However, I was extremely shy and 
not outgoing for the majority of my childhood - despite having 
some chances to change this. It was not until I was given a 
phone after starting school in eighth grade that I was able to 
come out of my shell. Perhaps the downfall of technology but, 
at the same time, the greatest advantage is that almost 
everyone has some form of it; no matter where you are or who 
you are, it is extremely likely you have a cellphone to connect 
you to the rest of the world . Although I was different and came 
from a very different background than many others, I had this 
device that bridged that gap. Everyone around the world has a 
phone! You can search any name and be able to follow them 
on Instagram, add them on Snapchat, or friend them on 
Facebook. I could make one friend at school and all of a 
sudden have ten mutual friend requests on social media, so 
anywhere I went I would recognize a face! This connected me 
to so many people and beyond that, it boosted my confidence 
exponentially. For some reason, it is so much easier to talk to 

someone online; maybe it is the fact that you do not have to 
reply right away, or perhaps it’s just easier to talk from a 
distance. Either way, my conversational skills improved 
immensely and soon after, that bridged over to conversations 
in real life. I went from being extremely introverted to one of 
the most extroverted people in my friend group - yes, I now 
have a whole GROUP of friends! I am far from feeling lonely at 
the moment compared to when I was younger and had no 
phone.

Although my personal experience with connections through 
technology has been extremely beneficial, you may still 
disagree - completely understandable! Cathy Reisenwitz, a 
writer for the Foundation for Economic Education, brings her 
own point of view on the same video you talked about in your 
article: “Technology isn’t just a distraction from what matters. 
It’s also a solution for what isolates.”3 And lists examples such 
as burn victims who undergo many painful procedures and can 
use virtual reality to distract their mind from the pain. 
Reisenwitz also celebrates the use of technology to help a 
child who is deaf be able to hear again, thus making the baby 
that much less isolated from his family and the rest of the 
world. Phones specifically also help to bring people together 
when, without them, it would be hard to communicate. Some 
examples would be when one is in a long distance relationship 
or away from home for long periods of time but are able to 
communicate with their loved ones using FaceTime or text 
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message. Significant moments can also be shared on social 
media. Technology does not inhibit relationships from forming 
and connections from being made, it facilitates the connections 
and provides ways for people to get closer to others.

In the video “I Forgot My Phone”, which was described in your 
article, the woman is wandering through the world of people 
constantly attached to their devices, trying to capture every 
detail of every moment in life. She blames the phones, which 
are being held with people’s faces buried in them. But is it not 
true that, before smartphones with fancy cameras were 
invented, people in past generations used polaroids to capture 
as many moments as possible? Or before cameras altogether, 
people brought journals on every voyage outside of their home 
and wrote down as much as possible to remember the colors 
of the sky and the market-place gossip? Capturing memories 
and doing more than living in the moment is not something 
new that came with smartphones; people have always wanted 
to keep logs of their lives - and we never frowned upon this 
until it was digital! We are thankful to Anne Frank for journaling 
her life so we could look back on the record of that time and 
have a true perspective of the events that took place. We are 
also grateful to Leonardo da Vinci for painting the face of the 
Mona Lisa and other artists for capturing the images of so 
many people. Trying to keep a memory outside of our own 
minds should not be criticized just because it keeps us from 
being fully present; the only problem is the amount of time we 

spend doing this. I agree that the excessive amount of time 
spent using technology keeps us from living in the moment, 
but it seems unfair to say it makes us more lonely or less 
connected to the world than we have been in the past.

With best regards,

One Less Lonely Girl
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Arachnophobia
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Instructor: Lee Fallon

Arachnophobia

There was a spider on my ceiling that morning. At first, in my 
groggy delirium, I’d thought it a house centipede, and I’d 
scrambled backwards in fear, only to realize that it was just a 
spider. I’d had this apartment for a long time, but this was the 
first time I’d ever seen a spider in it. And a long, black one, at 
that. Not one of those small, harmless types - one you might 
crush beneath your foot and brush off with little more than a 
fleeting disgust. It was larger, and thus, more malevolent.

The spider was glued to the ceiling, completely frozen, 
immobile. I wondered if it had noticed me staring. I fumbled 
around on my bedside table for a moment, trying to locate a 
tissue without looking. Finally, my fingers brushed against one, 
and in one swift yank, I took the tissue and killed the spider. 
Hesitantly, I brought the bloodied tissue back down from the 
ceiling, fearing the spider might still be alive. But, luckily 
enough, it was dead; I’d squashed it completely. It twitched a 
bit in the tissue, its body bent horribly out of shape. But the 
twitching was just temporary. I pitied it, if only for a moment.

It took some time to collect myself after the encounter with the 
spider. After flushing it down the toilet, I dressed, and 
discovered that it was noon. I’d been waking up late for some 
time - between noon and 3:00, to be precise - and wasting 
away my days until I inevitably collapsed in the early morning.

I didn’t go out often. I wasn’t, say, agoraphobic, but I wasn’t 
particularly keen on going out anymore. Once, I’d been quite 
sociable, even popular, but all that had long since faded. I 
don’t remember what I spent my days doing. They were 
always unremarkable.

After having found the spider, I spent the day looking for more. 
I imagined a small nest of spiders infesting my wall, climbing 
over one another to find a way into my room. They would have 

Honorable Mention

DEVENDRA 
PEYRAT



568

built a small city, built as much on webs as the backs of their 
plebes. The thought, though fleeting, frightened me.

But how did the spiders find my apartment in the first place? 
My apartment was one of many; so why did they choose 
mine? Was it pure luck? Perhaps one had come, long ago, and 
built a family, and that one spider’s family was just now 
growing too large to be held in my walls.

But that begged yet another question, one that fascinated me. 
How do spiders build a family? Do spider mothers give birth 
the way human mothers do? Do they have miscarriages? Do 
they experience loss?

But I had little time to ponder more of these questions; it was 
already 5:00, and I had a date.

It was my first date in a long time. A friend of mine, concerned 
with my newfound penchant for shutting myself in, had come 
to see me, and set me up with a friend of his. I’d never met 
her, but my friend made her sound interesting, at the very 
least.

So I went outside. The air was unfamiliar, but still somehow 
kinder, less abrasive than it was before. The breeze was 
uncomfortable. It was spring. I lived in the city, but even here, 
the effects of spring were palpable. People had come out with 
their dogs, and the few trees that lined the sidewalk were 

blooming. The brick and stone of the buildings surrounding me 
took a cheery hue, though one not devoid of a weathered 
fatigue. Cars puttered up and down the street, belching 
contentedly as they went. The sun beat down, but the wind 
fought back; the day was pleasant.

It was only 5:00, but the park had already taken a dark, 
foreboding countenance. The trees, old and withering, loomed, 
casting long, rigid shadows. The grass had become snarled in 
some places, matted in others. Few people walked in the park 
- a few runners, a few parents pushing their children in 
inelegant, metallic strollers - but no one else. I’d once loved 
the park, but now, it seemed as if some dark secret had been 
revealed to me, and I’d become jaded, disillusioned. For a 
moment, I caught sight of a large, black mass among the 
shadows, jagged and spindly, but it disappeared almost as 
soon as I noticed.

We were seated not long after I arrived. The girl’s name was 
Sydney. I smiled at Sydney, in what I hoped was an endearing 
gesture. Her hair was short and black; her cheeks were rosy, 
and they seemed to burn brighter when she smiled back. 
There was a small candle on the table between us, flickering 
towards me when she talked, and towards her when I talked.

We got through the expected formalities of a first date quickly; 
we discussed our mutual friend for a moment; I discovered that 
she was a secretary for a large firm, the specifics of which fled 
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my mind as soon as they entered it; she discovered that I was 
a “writer,” which really meant that I was unemployed. But we’d 
both known most of these things beforehand. There was a 
slight pause after we’d finished with this portion of the date. 
Then, she broke the silence:

“You go on many dates?” I realized I’d been smiling stupidly 
that entire time, and I stopped. She continued to beam.

“No-ah-no,” I stumbled through the words. “I-I actually just got 
out of a...long term relationship. I hope that doesn’t turn you 
off. I’m not trying to, like, shift some big emotional burden on to 
you or anything.”

“Oh, no, no, no. That-that’s not at all what I was thinking. I 
don’t care about - well, not in, like, a callous way. I mean-!” 
She was stumbling too, almost as if mirroring me.

“No, no, you’re good. I know what you’re trying to say. But I 
just - I feel like a lot of people get turned off by that, right? ”

“No, yeah, totally. I mean, if nobody wanted to date you after 
leaving a long relationship, how would you ever get a date, 
right?’

“Right, yeah, I guess. I just wanted you to know that...you’re 
not a rebound, or anything like that. I mean, you are, in that, 
like, you’re the next person I’m trying to date, but I mean, 
you’re not a rebound in the negative sense of the term.”

“Dude. I get it. Stop worrying, man.” There was a silence after 
that. Not a short awkward pause, but a long gap in time. Our 
words lingered in the air, like a cobweb: they were there, but 
hardly perceptible, and quickly fading. It’s fitting, I think, that 
after long passages of conversation, there are long moments 
of emptiness, or silence. It’s the only thing that balances out 
the noise.

“Have you been here before?” Sydney cleared her throat.

“Yeah, a few times, actually. It’s pretty good.”

“Do you recommend anything?”

“Uh...I’m personally partial to the dragon rolls.”

“What’s on that?”

“Like, shrimp and avocado, I think. It doesn’t sound 
immediately appealing, but it’s pretty good.”

“Alright, I’ll give it a try.”

The waiter came by not long after and took our orders. 
Awkwardly, we thanked him and tried to politely shoo him off.

“Do you have any fears?” I asked Sydney innocently.

“Fears?”

“Yeah, like, I’m afraid of heights.”
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“Really?”

“Yeah, I mean, once in eighth grade, my Academic Challenge 
team -!”

“Academic Challenge?”

“Oh, uh, I think some places call it a quiz bowl.”

“Oh, got it.”

“Right. So, we were at this hotel in Chicago - it was the 
national tournament - and the hotel was basically set up so 
there was this, like, central atrium, and all the rooms and 
hallways overlooked it, from the bottom floor to, like, the 32nd 
floor. And for whatever reason, the rounds were always on the 
top floors, which, coincidentally, also had the narrowest 
hallways. So I had to shuffle around, hugging the wall the 
whole time, because I was so scared of falling over the side.”

“Then you’re not scared of heights, are you? You’re scared of 
death.”

“Everyone’s scared of death, though.”

“Really? I feel like there are people out there who aren’t scared 
of death. And what about...I don’t mean to sound crass, but, 
like, suicidal people?”

“Suicidal people are scared of death too. It’s just that life just 
scares them more.”

“But...that just means there is no fear other than that of death. 
Your fear of heights just collapses to a fear of death.”

“No, no. You might be right, that all fear stems from death, but 
that doesn’t mean other fear doesn’t exist. It’s just a matter of 
what kind of death worries you most. For me, it’s falling. When 
you’re falling, you have no control. Nothing is sure. Things you 
could normally rely on disappear.”

Sydney nodded.

“That’s an interesting way of looking at it.”

“I spend a lot of time in my own head. I’ve thought it through.”

“Yeah. Huh. Well, I don’t have any fears I’ve thought through 
like that...I guess I’m pretty scared of spiders.”

“Spiders? Really?”

“Yeah, it’s just - something about them. They’re quick, they 
crawl, they’re poisonous -!”

“I think it’s venomous, actually.”

“What?”

“Spiders aren’t really poisonous, they’re venomous.”
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“Oh. Uh, okay. Anyway, I really don’t like spiders. And I mean, 
like, why are they hairy?” She laughed at her own joke. I 
smiled.

“Are spiders hairy? I mean, I know tarantulas are, but I 
mean...are normal spiders?”

“Well, even the ones that aren’t are still scary. I mean, they’re 
just so...nasty.”

“Nasty?”

“I don’t know. Let’s not talk about spiders, alright?”

“Alright.”

The sushi came. We’d both gotten dragon rolls. The waiter 
lingered a little too long, again. But he left, eventually. And we 
ate.

“Do you have any tattoos?” Sydney asked.

“I-uh, yeah,” I said absentmindedly. “I have my grandmother’s 
name on my chest in Bengali.”

“Huh, really? So do I.” I paused.

“In Bengali?”

“In Bengali.”

“On your right breast?”

“Yeah.”

“That-huh. Cool, I guess.” I hadn’t meant my response to be so 
curt - but something had caught my eye. There was a child in 
the street. A young boy - young enough that his feet weren’t 
much longer than the center lines of the road he was standing 
on. He was crying, his hands curled up in fists that rubbed 
violently against his eyes. I stared at the boy through the 
window of the restaurant. Cars rushed by him, paying him no 
heed; the people lining the streets, seemed not to notice him 
either.

“What’re the chances of -!”

“I-I’m sorry, do you see that?” I pointed out the window.

“What?” she grunted, slightly annoyed at my interruption.

“Out there, there’s a boy.”

“Um, okay?”

“No, no, there’s a boy in the middle of the street. He’s like, I 
don’t know, 4? He’s a little kid. He’s just standing there. We-we 
should do something.”

Now Sydney turned around, my words sobering her slightly.
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“What’re you talking about? There’s no boy there.” She was 
confused now, more than anything. But she was right; the boy 
had disappeared. And there was a slight pang in my chest. I 
felt almost as if I’d lost something.

It was evening: dark enough for the streetlights to be on, but 
light enough that they hugged the streets benevolently. More 
people were out - couples, in particular. The air was cooler, but 
somehow more soothing. Not cold enough to warrant an 
overcoat, but enough for a fleece, or a sweatshirt. Sydney’s 
dress didn’t have any sleeves; I offered her my jacket.

“Oh. That’s very kind of you,” she smiled. I shrugged off my 
jacket, and draped it over her shoulders. Her skin was 
perfectly clear, save for a single blemish on her right forearm: 
a small brown dot, only slightly darker than the skin around it. 
My brow furrowed as I noticed it. I had a birthmark that was 
identical.

“Hey Sydney,” I mumbled. “Is that a birthmark on your right 
arm?”

“Yeah,” she blushed a little. “I’m surprised you noticed.”

“Yeah…” I trailed off. “I...uh, I have the same birthmark.”

“What?” she paused, her smile more incredulous than kind 
now. I pulled down the sleeve of my shirt, and sure enough, it 
was the same brown mark, sitting on the same vein.

“That-that’s weird,” she stuttered.

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “Weird coincidence, right?”

“R-right,” she forced a laugh. As if to ignore the incident, 
Sydney slipped her hand into mine, like the couples that lined 
the streets. Her hand was warm and soft, lacking the 
roughness and wear that my hands had imprinted on them, a 
roughness that went even deeper than the coarse hide of the 
skin itself. A roughness I’d once lacked, a long time ago.

I felt a presence behind us as we were walking. I craned my 
neck backwards, while still trying to keep pace with Sydney. 
But I was forced to stop: there was a large spider, taller than 
me and wider than the sidewalk. In form, though, it was not 
unlike the one that had been on my ceiling earlier. It was 
moving towards us at a leisurely crawl, carefully picking its way 
down the street. And now, I understood why Sydney was 
scared of spiders; it was hairy, like she’d said, and had a 
number of eyes as black as its body. It had two pincers at the 
front, which grinded together horribly as it bore down on us.

“What’s wrong?” Sydney turned back to me, concerned.

“There-there’s a spi-spider,” I nearly choked on the words, my 
finger shaking as I pointed to the monster. It had stopped, and 
seemed to stare back at me just as I stared at it. Even from a 
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distance, I could see myself reflected in its eyes. Sydney 
peered down the path my finger indicated.

“Where?” she asked.

“It’s literally massive, you can’t miss it,” I gasped. My heart was 
beating at my ribcage, desperately trying to escape. Sydney 
gave me a look.

“That was a really funny joke, dude,” she said flatly. “Let’s go.” 
She took hold of my hand and dragged me away from the 
spider, which continued following us.

We kept walking for some time. In silence, largely. And, once I 
got over the giant spider following us, I enjoyed it. I think 
there’s a certain intimacy to silence. A connection that can’t be 
expressed through words.

“So, your last relationship,” Sydney cut open the silence. “I-I 
don’t mean to pry, but -!”

“No, go ahead! It’s fine with me, honestly.” My voice withered a 
little.

“Alright, well...were you and your last girlfriend...close? I know 
that sounds like a dumb question, given that you said it was 
long term, but sometimes, ‘long-term’ doesn’t necessarily-!”

“No, no, uh...yeah, we...we were...” I glanced back. The spider 
was still there, a few paces behind.

“So...the break up must’ve been hard.”

“Y-yeah. You could say that.”.

“Oh. I’m sorry. What was she - !”

“Hey, why don’t we talk about something else?” I cut in, 
desperate to change the subject. I kept stealing glances at the 
spider.

“What? I was just -!”

“Spring in the city is nice, right?”

“Look, I’m sorry if I struck a nerve, but -!”

“And the dogs, and…” I barreled on.

“Honestly, I just wanted to know.”

“Why?” I stopped, finally. “Why are you so fixated on my last 
girlfriend?”

“I’m not, I was just asking,” she said, exasperated.

There was another long pause. We walked in silence for a little 
while again. A few couples passed us; I realized I wasn’t 
holding her hand anymore. But then again, we weren’t a 
couple.
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“The park is beautiful.” Sydney smiled at me. We were, as one 
might guess, in the park now. There was a small lake there; we 
had decided to make our way over to it.

The spider was still following us. How it had made it through 
the trees and foliage eluded me, but it had. It remained some 
distance away, but I could feel its many eyes glaring at me. It 
weighed down on me, dragging me back even as I tried to 
keep up with Sydney.

“What’s that?” Sydney pointed to a dark mass sitting at the 
shore of the lake. There were a few small lanterns scattered 
about, but the mass was engulfed in shadow, and thus 
featureless. It was small - barely perceptible against the shore 
- but it was there. I feigned indifference, but I felt an unnatural 
draw towards it. I could feel the spider bristling behind me as 
we approached. I looked back; it seemed angry, as if it didn’t 
want me near the child. But Sydney had taken hold of my arm 
again, and so we went down - slowly, suspiciously - to inspect 
the object.

It was small, not longer than my forearm, and not much wider, 
either. We began to discern some of its features: here was a 
head, and there, a foot. It was a baby. A dead baby had 
washed up. The hair on its head was thin, barely hanging on, 
as if a single brush would wipe it all away. Its skin was an ugly, 
blood-red; it was stillborn. Its fingers were curled up tightly in 

its palm, the skin stretching around the depression it had 
made. Its eyes were closed; it was at peace.

Tenderly, I picked the baby up and cradled it in my arms. It felt 
familiar, holding this baby. I hadn’t had the opportunity before, 
but now, I did. I recognized it. And I began to cry.

“I’m sorry,” I sobbed. “I-I don’t-I shouldn’t be doing this. This is 
just a horrible date, I’m sorry.” But there was no response. 
Sydney wasn’t there. Neither was the spider. I was left alone 
with my baby, cradled in my arms.
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The Effects of Censorship in Today’s Society
Critical Essay
Grade: 12
Kenston High School
Instructor: George Costanzo

The Effects of Censorship in Today’s 
Society

Words are the fundamentals of any language. Many are able 
to string words together into a beautiful romantic scene or an 
intense battle. Some use words to report news stories from 
around the world. Some people have many words to say 
whereas others do not. Luckily, in the United States, we have 
freedom of speech as a constitutional amendment which 

allows people to say or write their beliefs and not get in trouble 
for expressing their opinion. In some countries though, that is 
not allowed. Censorship is a topic plaguing many countries in 
today’s society and the effects on the world are astounding. 
Even though some countries may find censorship appealing, 
the ever lasting effects on the people and how they interpret 
information will have a negative impact on their lives. 

Censorship silences the voices of minority groups which 
leaves no room for representation or education. These voices 
are silenced, often sneakily, and in many different ways. “Thus, 
if one looks at the different types of censorships prevalent 
today, one finds that there are a number of different ways by 
which censorship mechanisms work, often parallel to each 
other” (Sen 181). The different types of censorship Sen listed 
were self censorship, discouragement of certain ideas through 
socialization (which often lead to taboos), enforcement of 
censorship from a federal or legal standpoint, the ultra legal 
(which includes actions such as tapping telephones and 
limiting the release of information about a defendant at a trial), 
a situation where an individual or company with no legal power 
imposes censorship on others, and using power that was set 
aside as a means for censorship. When minority groups are 
blocked out from the media, especially media such as movies 
or tv shows, the discouragement of certain ideas through 
socialization form of censorship comes into play. The movie 
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Love, Simon, which is about a young gay teenager’s journey to 
finding love, was released on March 16, 2018. The movie 
received high praise for it’s true representation of LGBTQ+ 
youth and their stories. But not every country was so receptive 
to the movie. In India, the Central Board of Film Certification 
(CBFC) banned the movie on the release date due to 
“homosexual themes.” In Singapore, the film was rated so that 
only people over the age of twenty one could go see the film. 
“The IMDA delivered the R21 rating with an advisory of 
"Homosexual Theme"” (Connellan). Other movies with 
LGBTQ+ characters have gone through similar censorship. In 
Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker and Finding Dory, both 
movies with a lesbian relationship depicted somewhere in the 
background of a scene, experienced censorship after various 
countries cut out the small scene with the lesbian couple. The 
2017 Nintendo game Miitopia released for the 3DS was rated 
eighteen and up in Russia because players had the ability to 
create gay relationships amoungst their mii characters. All of 
these examples of censorship either completely ban or limit 
what age groups can consume the content just because there 
are references to gay themes. Limiting homosexual content in 
these different forms of media are highly damaging to 
members of the LGBTQ+ community because these countries 
make gay relationships seem taboo to others which will 
decrease discussion on important topics. These people will not 
receive the representation they deserve which is very 

important, especially to LGBTQ+ youth where seeing 
themselves in others can have a huge impact on their lives, 
telling them they are important and can do anything. “It’s 
incredibly important for young trans folks to see our identities 
represented...because it shows us positive images of 
ourselves as adults and encourages young trans people to get 
engaged” (Why Representation Matters: LGBTQ Youth React 
to Tuesday Night's Historic). Youth getting engaged in 
important discussion can also increase educating others about 
different minority groups. Censoring these minority groups 
prohibits education which prohibits the progression of society. 
Many countries with strict censorship laws want to keep 
everyone on the same political platform so educating others 
about people who are different from them is not allowed as 
that would progress a society that refuses progression. 
Censorship also gets rid of these minority groups entirely 
which can send the message that they are invalid and do not 
belong in that particular country.

Furthermore, censorship can also have impacts on the way we 
receive information and when we receive information. When 
the coronavirus first hit China, the Chinese government 
refused to send out information about cases or symptoms until 
they absolutely had too. “This is exactly the same scenario, 
endlessly trying to get updates from China about what was 
going on...WHO barely got out of that one with its neck intact 
given the issues that arose around transparency in southern 
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China” (China Delayed Releasing Coronavirus Info, Frustrating 
WHO). China is using enforcement of censorship from a 
federal or legal standpoint, one of Sen’s forms of censorship. 
The Chinese government did not release information about the 
coronavirus even though the Chinese government knew about 
the coronavirus before the people did. Not releasing the 
information to the public but the health of everyone at major 
risk. “One doctor in Wuhan who tried to warn his fellow 
colleagues about the outbreak late last year was accused of 
"making false comments" and told by police to stop the "illegal 
activity"” (Coronavirus: China admits 'shortcomings and 
deficiencies'). The Chinese government even censored their 
doctors from releasing information about the coronavirus to 
other doctors in fear that the virus will make China seem weak. 
Limiting the information caused the virus to spread to levels 
that could have been prevented had the government not 
censored the words of doctors and made the virus seem like it 
would never affect our part of the world. The limited 
information that China was releasing made the virus seem less 
serious than it really was, putting the global health of everyone 
at risk.

Additionally, the rules of censorship have put the lives of 
journalists, writers, and other various media jobs and their 
families at risk. Many journalists, especially journalists from 
outside of the country where the censorship is taking place, 
may not know about the censorship laws in the country they 

report about and face the threat of death, imprisonment, or 
revealment of personal information. Some writers may be 
linked to a work that referenced a country with strict 
censorship laws and face the same risks that a writer writing 
about the same country would face. This happened to Sony 
employees after Sony decided to screen the movie The 
Interview, a movie that highly criticizes the leader of North 
Korea, a country with very strict censorship laws. “North Korea 
engaged in a massive cyberattack against Sony (who is the 
parent company of Columbia Pictures); in the hack, various 
future movie scripts were leaked, as well as personal 
information of many of Sony’s employees” (Sonsini). Even 
though the Sony employees were not directly linked to the 
making of the movie, their personal information was still 
released to the public, putting their lives and the lives of their 
families at risk. Journalists understand the fear of risking their 
lives to report the news story of the day. “In Hungary, the 
government’s Media Authority has the power to collect detailed 
information about journalists as well as advertising and 
editorial content” (Bennett & Naiam). Not only can countries 
obtain the private information of journalists, they can also 
collect advertising information which can put the entire 
company’s money supply at risk as many newspapers get their 
money from ads run on their sites. Countries could leak this 
personal information for any average citizen to get a hold of 
which could not only put journalists lives at risk, but the entire 
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company at risk of losing money. In Russia, a country well 
known for their censorship laws, anyone who reports badly of 
the government or goes against what the government says 
could face beatings, imprisonment, raids, and other various 
forms of violence just like Pyotr Verzilov, publisher for the 
media news site Mediazona, experienced one early Sunday 
morning. “The June 21 raid was followed by "a very crazy 
three weeks," he said. All his electronics were seized, he was 
jailed for 15 days for cursing (he denies this) and was 
repeatedly interrogated by the Office for the Investigation of 
Particularly Important Cases, part of Russia's powerful 
Investigative Committee” (Dixon). Verzilov also claims that a 
security agent has attempted to poison him all because he is 
the publisher of a media news site well known in Russia. Many 
journalists, writers, and other people who work in media 
related jobs are not safe from the threats of countries with 
strict censorship laws. Helmholtz in Aldous Huxley’s Brave 
New World understands the feeling. He wants to explore new 
types of writing that go against what the government of the 
World State wants him to write. “I wanted to do a bit of 
propaganda; I was trying to engineer them into feeling as I’d 
felt when I wrote the rhymes” (Huxley 198 online text). The 
reader later learns that Helmholtz and the government of the 
World State had a conflict about Helmholtz’s new style of 
writing.. “Helmholtz had also come into conflict with Authority. 
“It was over some rhymes,” he explained” (Huxley 198 online 

text). While the reader does not know what happened to 
Helmholtz, they do know that writing something the 
government disapproved of was a bad thing to do. The 
government of the World State are very particular with what 
the people know and what they do not know. They are not 
allowed to read books from authors like Shakespeare and 
other literary works because the works are seen as hurting the 
people instead of helping them. Mustapha Mond sacrifices his 
happiness and the books for the good of the people. 
Fahrenheit 451 has the same theme except in their society, 
they burn books that have been banned instead of just hiding 
them like Mustapha Mond did. Literature has a way of 
influencing how we think and how we feel. Writers like 
Shakespeare had the ability to see the human condition and 
write in a way that would allow humans to be able to feel 
empathy for characters. Or books like The Jungle by Upton 
Sinclair changed the way humans thought about food and how 
it is made, causing our society to become cleaner. Dystopian 
novels almost always try to get rid of books and writing 
because words are the best way to influence the human mind. 

Censorship is terribly dangerous, especially for someone who 
lives in a place with strict censorship laws as they could go to 
jail just for stating an opinion. Here in the United States, we 
have very little censorship law and freedom of speech as a 
constitutional right. We do not understand what it is like to 
have to think about what we say and do every second of 
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everyday because if someone says the wrong thing in a place 
with strict censorship law, they could be imprisoned, or worse, 
dead. Words are incredibly important in our society. They can 
teach us so many topics, start revolutions, or just provide us 
with comfort in a story at the end of a long day. Writing and 
words are the key to the human mind. If we, as a society, want 
to grow, we have to start equally listening to each other, taking 
in different people’s perspectives, and learning from what we 
say to each other. 

Behind Chechnya’s Closed Doors: The Hidden 
Anti-LGBTQ+ Violence in Chechnya
Journalism
Grade: 12
Kenston High School
Instructor: George Costanzo

Behind Chechnya’s Closed Doors: The 
Hidden Anti-LGBTQ+ Violence in 
Chechnya

Trigger warnings: mentions of rape, torture, beatings, and 
death.

The LGBTQ+ community is vibrant and thriving. With 3.5% of 
adults identifying as LGBT, according to the William’s Institute, 
and many advancements made in the right direction such as 
the legalization of same-sex marriage, many may think that 
LGBTQ+ people have won the fight for their rights. But the 
fight isn’t over just yet. “...homosexuality remains illegal in 
more than 70 countries across the world and is punishable by 
death in eight of them” (The Intercept). Many LGBTQ+ 
individuals still live in places where they have to fear for their 
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lives just because they’re LGBTQ+. Chechnya is one of those 
places. A republic on the southwestern edge of Russia in the 
North Caucasus, being LGBTQ+ can be met with beatings, 
torture, and even killings.

In spring 2017, the very first of what would be known at the 
“gay purge” started. “In 2013, Putin signed the now-notorious 
“gay propaganda” law, which criminalized the distribution of 
“propaganda of non-traditional sexual relationships.” Polls 
suggest a majority of Russians believe gays are conspiring to 
“destroy” the country’s values, while 1 in 5 of them want to 
“eliminate” gay and lesbian people from Russian society” (The 
Intercept). Homophobia has become accepted in Russian 
society which has allowed Chechen authorities to sanction 
these purges. First reported by Russia’s independent 
newspaper, the Novaya Gazeta, on April 1st, 2017, at least 40 
LGBTQ+ individuals have been detained with two of them 
dying from the subjected torture. Police would track down gay 
men, kidnap them, interrogate them under torture, and force 
them to out other gay men in their social circles. They used 
homophobic slurs, exposed the gay men to other inmates, 
forced them to undress in front of others, and would force the 
other inmates to shave each other's facial hair off. Some were 
even forced to clean the floors and doors along corridors of the 
prisons they were forcibly taken to as a form of humiliation 
because, in Chechnya, cleaning is presumed as women’s 
work. The police would also seize gay men’s phones to look 

for other victims. They outed the men to their families, 
encouraging the family to perform an honor killing of them and 
some would order large sums of money for the men's release. 
The police would mistreat other inmates they assumed to be 
gay as well. There was an international outcry when people 
first found out about these events. Some international leaders 
placed sanctions on Chechnya and Chechen leaders and 
many petitions were created to help stop the purges. But it 
wasn’t enough.

In December 2018, there was a second wave of arrests after 
the social media administrator for Russia’s social media 
platform VKontakte was kidnapped. They started detaining 
women too, with officers rapeing, beating, and even killing 
them. At least 23 men between December and April were 
taken and tortured with at least 18 of them held in Grozny 
International Affairs Department. Even after the international 
outcry for the purges to end, they continued as “...the police 
involved felt at liberty to hold people in unlawful, 
incommunicado detention, and to humiliate and torture them 
for days because of their presumed sexual 
orientation” (Human Rights Watch). Many Chechen authorities 
have even denied that the tortures are taking place. Even the 
Chechen President, Ramzan Kadyrov, who was installed by 
President Putin, has denied LGBTQ+ people’s existence in 
Chechnya. Kadyrov operates Chechnya as a state within a 
state, meaning it does not abide by international human rights 
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law. It doesn’t even abide by Russian legislation. Kadyrov has 
made a list of “undesirables” who he uses as scapegoats 
whenever Chechnya has a problem and high on the list is gay 
people. He encourages “honored killings” of gay people by 
their own family members and sees gay people as devils. He 
has made it very clear that LGBTQ+ people are not allowed in 
Chechnya. Russia’s government has also done nothing amidst 
international outcry.

There may be some hope though for LGBTQ+ Chechens. In 
March, 30 countries joined together to support a statement to 
the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) about the 
human rights violations happening in Chechnya. They called 
for a thorough and impartial investigation. The Russian LGBT 
Network, Russia’s main LGBTQ+ advocacy group, has tried to 
help these Chechen gay men and keep them safe. They’ve 
relocated 150 people who were living in danger. Igor 
Kochetkov, head of the Russian LGBT Network, filed a crime 
report in January to Russia’s chief investigative agency 
although they merely forwarded the report to investigative 
authorities in Chechnya, who sent a letter asking for “more 
information”. There is also the LGBT World Beside, an NGO 
that helps LGBTQ+ people flee Chechnya. A film about the 
events called “Welcome to Chechnya” premiered at the 
Sundance Festival in January and since then has been 
broadcasted on channels like HBO. Some survivors have even 
shared their stories of what they experienced while in the 

prisons. Amin Dzhabrailov was abducted and taken to an 
abandoned warehouse in March 2017. While he was there, the 
men who kidnapped him sat him in a chair and beat him with 
plastic batons until he revealed that he was gay. Once he 
finally did so, they put a bag over his head, making it hard for 
him to breathe. One of the officers brandished a gun and 
threatened to take Dzhabrailov’s life. The torture continued for 
two weeks. The officers would ask for names, phone numbers, 
and addresses of other gay men that he knew and where they 
could pick them up. They outed Dzhabrailov to his family, 
telling his family to kill him because he “brought dishonor to 
Chechnya and that the republic needed to be cleansed of this 
shame” (CBS News). Luckily for Dzhabrailov, he was able to 
flee. There is also Ricky, a pseudonym in order to protect 
himself, who was taken one day at work. Officers beat him, 
used electric shock, and waterboarded him. The officers 
showed him a video of him and his friends discussing LGBT 
issues that they received from one of the friends they 
kidnapped. According to Ricky, "I gave up then. I really thought 
they were going to kill me. They said it would be better if I was 
a terrorist than gay" (ABC News). These survivor stories have 
exposed the terrible actions of Chechen police and hopefully 
will cause a thorough investigation of these events to take 
place.

Chechen authorities, however, have made it increasingly 
difficult for these gay people to escape. They’ve made them 
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sign blank documents, threatened them with criminal 
proceedings, and have stolen and destroyed their identification 
documents. “Without solid security guarantees, victims and 
witnesses cannot possibly come forward, and there is no 
chance that an effective investigation could take 
place” (Human Rights Watch). Telling the stories of what 
happened to these people in these prisons is extremely 
important as it gives us the truth of what actually happened as 
the media skews events to fit one opinion or another. Others 
can take action by signing petitions and writing letters to their 
representatives urging them to fight for a thorough 
investigation of these events. What Chechnya continues to do 
to LGBTQ+ people is wrong but justice cannot be served until 
the actions of the Chechen police have been charged and 
every LGBTQ+ person in Chechnya is free to be themselves. 
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My Quiet Thoughts
Poetry
Grade: 12
Bay Village High School
Instructor: Erin Beirne

My Quiet Thoughts

Can we go to the end of the rainbow? 
Through the lavender fields and streams of glistening light, 
over the rolling hills and thunder, we all reach the holy beams. 
What color is happiness?
She lives in the red clay shack of Bangladesh, she lives in 
the golden eyes of a lioness and her cub, she lives in the 
cream pumpkin seeds in grandma’s pumpkin pie.

If I changed a single day of my life, would I be the same 
person today?
As clear as the sun's rays and the elephant’s breath, could it 
be?
Can my shadow be my friend?
A friend or foe, he mimics you and me. Empathy-driven and 
kind-a friend. Conceded and a bully-a foe. 
Do my dreams reflect my life as I live it?
The mind’s eye has a twin. She lives deep behind the shadow. 
But locked away and hidden,
she sees, hears, and absorbs like her exposed sister. The 
sister of the shadow comes alive while we sleep. Her nightly 
activities are rarely recalled by morning. She influences all we 
do, 
and yet, we don’t even hear her whisper. 
Are dark people forgiven?
Is the lightning at fault for burning the ash tree? Or is it his 
mother, the hurricane? His mother’s father, the tropic air? Or 
his grandfather’s mother, the ocean, who spun her son into an 
angry helix? 
Why do we feel pain?
Would we learn to walk if we didn't feel the blistering burns of 
brown pavement when we fall? 
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Sonnets of Disease
Poetry
Grade: 11
Lakewood High School
Instructor: Christopher Lamphear

Sonnets of Disease

Translucent skin clung tight to ankles bone
Taller than most, with politician’s gait.
A cruel old sort who never could atone
His guilt hidden within his ardent hate. 
Young but old a timeless paradox
Ancient young lad whose worked for centuries 
Employed by death a man unorthodox
Obstinate, recruiter of disease 

Exhausted by his recent surge in work 
Spread too thin across the continents
Grinding molars hidden by a smirk
Tight-pressed lips contrast his dominance
He has returned and lacks benevolence 
This man goes by the name of Pestilence

Death befalls those who cannot resist
Keep shutters open while others evade 
Even protected, she may still persuade 
To deal a wicked kiss upon one’s wrist
Intimate lover with savage twist 
Those who welcome her are swift betrayed
After their bed, bodies become decayed 
Burglar of breath with every lethal tryst
A siren singing lust for senile souls
Libido longs for lover’s compromise
Knowledge of affliction filled with holes
No disappointment when her darling dies
Viral seductress to herself consoles
Contagion, her survival justifies 
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An Ode to Burnt Popcorn
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

An Ode to Burnt Popcorn

I love popcorn, and I mean all kinds of popcorn. I will eat 
heavily salted, no salt, butter, oil, and, yes, even burnt 
popcorn. Burnt popcorn is like a forbidden fruit. The charred, 
crunchy goodness of the blackened piece brings me back to 
when I was young and didn’t know how to cook. On the stove, 
in the microwave, anywhere you could cook popcorn, I was 
there, and it was burnt.

I was four years old when I first watched the brown bag spin in 
the microwave until smoke spilled out the edges.“You can’t 
salvage that honey,” my mom told me, “just feed it to the dog.” 
As if the dog was any worse than a human and charred 
popcorn was worse than a perfectly golden piece. I dumped 
half the bowl into my dog’s food, and I paused. I watched him 
gobble the food down. I kept the other half in the plastic bowl 
and thought that maybe I should still eat this; I shouldn’t let the 
food go to waste. My dog and I ate our neglected cuisine in the 
kitchen.

Ten years later I was in a different kitchen with the same 
mother. I still didn’t know how to cook. I still burnt everything, 
even the microwave popcorn. I watched the brown paper bag 
under the warm yellow light listening to the pops and snaps 
that the kernels made as they come out of their shells. After 
the pixelated, emerald figures turned to 1:00, I made my way 
around the house, neglecting the smell coming from the 
kitchen. I heard a mechanical beep, so I walked back. I pulled 
the bag out of the microwave. When I opened it, I couldn’t 
ignore the smell any more. The fumes pulled themselves out of 
the bag encasing themselves in the kitchen. I watched the 
small swirls of smoke move around my head. I pulled away. I 
dumped the bag into the wooden bowl and sat down. My 
mother repeated what she had said ten years prior, like a 
broken record, “You can’t salvage that, just feed it to the dogs.”
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My mother always saw the burnt popcorn as some evil being; 
she never saw it as something you could ever eat. She would 
watch the popcorn spill out into the bowl with a look of disgust 
painted on her face as I tossed the grey pieces into my mouth. 
I always heard the defeated sigh coming from my mother when 
I ate the popcorn. Every thing she said, every look she gave, I 
was paying attention. I care very much about people’s opinions 
of me, and when I could tell she was judging me, I was upset. 
However, I know it wasn’t me she was judging, it was the 
popcorn. I wouldn’t consider my mother a judgemental person, 
but I do think that everyone forgets that differences call for a 
change in perspective.

Each golden piece of snack food deserves the same chance. I 
eat every piece regardless of how burnt it is. This can mean 
two things: I will eat basically anything because I have no taste 
buds, or I change my perspective when faced with differences. 
I will continue to eat my burnt popcorn with my dogs, and I 
recommend trying it too. I recommend taking on a different 
perspective when you find yourself judging someone or 
something. Whether that is stopping yourself from thinking 
about that girl’s crazy-funky-junky hat and thinking about the 
reasons what she wore the hat, or not thinking about how bad 
someone’s teeth are and think of their situation. Take on their 
perspective and imagine how you would feel. Imagine you are 
wearing the hat your aunt made you to school and you start 
getting weird looks. People laugh at you. People look down 

and away from you when you look up. Finally, someone smiles 
at you and tells you “nice hat!” And they aren’t even being 
sarcastic. How good would that feel? This can impact 
someone’s day, flipping it from a bad to a good one. In 
essence, thinking about someone’s intentions and changing 
your perspective when faced with a difference is important 
when you find yourself judging others’ intentions.

Maybe this is a letter to myself, telling me that I need to look 
into the popcorn bowl or maybe listen to my mother for once, 
but maybe I wrote it for you to let you know that a change in 
perspective is fundamental to treating everyone equally. 
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Introspection
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Laurel School
Instructor: Cindy Sabik

Introspection

Writer's Block
I don't know what to write, 
so a poem is, I guess, alright.
I just have writer's block, 
like the absent ticking of a clock.
My creative juices won't flow,
and I just want to know
why I have no thoughts,

when others have lots.
I do not have creativity to make a story,
not deep enough to write an allegory,
My brain is as lethargic, 
as an army without a sergeant.
Let's hope this won't happen often
because my brain lies in a coffin.

Beyond the Ancient Fued
Romeo and Juliet is all about love, 
but the story is more than what happens above.
The entire plot started with a long feud
between two families who always act rude.
The Montagues and Capulets had always been like this for 
years,
but I wonder if their lifelong argument was less than it appears.
Sure, they could be fighting for a murder or a war,
but for all we know, it could just be ancient lore.
Their reason of argument could be a trivial one,
yet the effects of it will never be undone.

Love Epiphany
I used to believe in "love at first sight,"
but how can I, when the world isn't so bright?
I've always loved a fairy tale ending, 
but now it seems like everyone's just pretending.

Honorable Mention
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The heart and brain are not one, but, instead, fractions,
and love at first sight is more like our eyes' attractions.
They say beauty is on the inside,
but how can you see it, when it has been thrown aside?
Beauty was in the eye of the beholder, 
but now it depends on how well you smoulder.
Today, love seems to be fleeting
and many have turned to cheating.
This all came from reading Romeo and Juliet,
where both characters had a fractured mindset.
In the end, I still want Happily Ever After,
but I want to share it with someone who can give me laughter.

1AM Depression
People all around me, but I feel so alone.
The only thing I have are texts on my phone,
Yet it is still just a digital screen,
And there is so much space in between.

The world is crashing down,
And there is no hope around.
I am trapped by the walls in my room
That confine me inside, like a tomb.

My eyes are not a window, but instead, a mirror,
And no one can see what is in the interior.

It feels dark and cold with just the thoughts in my brain,
And the tears keep coming, like pouring rain.

But all of this happens inside my head;
No one can tell that I'm hanging on by a thread.
A candle gets hotter and hotter,
But is easily extinguished by the water.

Give me an umbrella to shelter me from this storm, 
So I can finally feel safe and warm.
All I need is someone to hold, someone to embrace,
Someone to laugh with and put a smile on my face.

Three Gratitudes
Every night before I go to sleep
I do something other than counting sheep.
I say out loud three things that I’m grateful for,
All the significant, insignificant, extraordinary, ordinary stuff, 
and more.
It’s a small, humble practice that does not take a while,
And yet, I find I sleep with a smile
Holding what lightens and softens my life
Ever so briefly without any strife.

The sunshine and warm weather,
My family that is always together,
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A cookie jar that is consistently filled to the top
Because my mom’s new baking craze will never stop.
An actual phone to keep me entertained,
And friends to text who say things that cannot be explained.
I always have a roof over my head
And more to eat than just stale bread.
A bed that I can sleep in all by myself,
Although my sister sometimes sneaks in like an elf.
A library book that has too many pages,
So to finish, it will take ages.
Actually waking up to the alarm,
Instead of pressing snooze with my arm.
A big collection of colorful string
Because making bracelets is my new favorite thing.
The new screensaver on my phone
That has Doctor Strange and the Infinity Stones.
Music that constantly fills my ears
And memories that will be made in later years.

And after three thoughts,
More often than not,
I just keep on going; more things come
Because the list is never done,
Until I lie grinning,
My consciousness thinning,
Awash with fascination

As sleep comes with anticipation.
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The Characterization of Mr. Bennet in Pride and 
Prejudice
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Grade: 11
Hathaway Brown School
Instructors: Scott Parsons

The Characterization of Mr. Bennet in 
Pride and Prejudice

In Pride and Prejudice, Mr. Bennet's character is careless with 
the future of his wife and daughters; ultimately, he cares more 
for his own amusement than providing for his family. 
Repeatedly, others remind Mr. Bennet of his house's entail, 
and repeatedly, he chooses not to take any action regarding 

his wife and daughters’ future. In fact, when presented with the 
perfect, albeit slightly pompous, solution in Mr. Collins, Mr. 
Bennet chooses instead to give into his own cynicism and 
mock the gentleman who could otherwise have been the 
family’s savior.

The first facet of Mr. Bennet’s carelessness is evident in his 
choice to forgo a steady stream of income despite the entail of 
his family home. Groombridge Hall, the Bennet family home in 
Longbourn, is tied to the male line—essentially, should Mr. 
Bennet die, a distant male relative of the family would inherit 
Groombridge and possess the power to require the female 
Bennets to vacate the house. Naturally, a fear of losing their 
only home ought to make the women anxious for the future, 
and we, as readers, see this anxiety through Mrs. Bennet’s 
endless complaints. “I do think it is the hardest thing in the 
world, that your estate should be entailed away from your own 
children; and I am sure, if I had been you, I should have tried 
long ago to do something or other about it.” In lamenting her 
and her daughters’ futures, Mrs. Bennet inadvertently urges 
Mr. Bennet to take any action which might save the girls and 
herself from a potential future of destitution. Of course, he 
cannot do away with the entail altogether, but Mr. Bennet does 
have the option to earn money, and as the sole earner, support 
his family. In fact, Charlotte Lucas’ family has quite a similar 
situation to the Bennets in that they, too, live with a relatively 
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low income for their class, and they, too, have an unmarried 
daughter with no extraordinary dowry to attract a future 
husband. However, unlike Mr. Bennet, Sir Thomas, chooses 
not to be idle, and to instead work and support his family: 
during his time at Meryton, he made a small fortune in trade. 
While that trade did not yield nearly enough money to merit a 
large enough sum for Charlotte's dowry, Sir Thomas 
nonetheless makes an effort to provide for his seven children
—while Mr. Bennet sits idly by without even attempting to 
provide for Elizabeth, her sisters, and their mother. 
Furthermore, Sir Thomas’ work proves to us that it was 
possible for Mr. Bennet to earn money in some way other than 
his government bonds from the land he had inherited, and 
since we know he was not otherwise impaired in his ability to 
work, the only logical conclusion is that he chose not to.

The above proof of Mr. Bennet’s carelessness lends itself to 
the question of why he is so negligent towards his family—he 
places a greater emphasis on his own amusement than his 
family’s future. During Mr. Collins’ visit, Mr. Bennet is given the 
chance to secure that future with a ready-made solution to 
both the issues of the entail and his daughters’ negligible 
dowries. Yet again, Mr. Bennet chooses to view this possible 
asset to his family as a source of great amusement rather than 
great benefit. From the moment he reads Mr. Collins’ first 
letter, Mr. Bennet has “great hopes of finding him quite the 
reverse (of sensible).” In hoping for amusement in Mr. Collins’ 

character, not only does Mr. Bennet actively wish for his 
relation to be a fool, he ignores the potential positive 
repercussions of his visit for his other relations. When Mr. 
Collins then proposes to Elizabeth, Mrs. Bennet, once more 
the only one with the entail and the family’s future in mind, 
urges Elizabeth to accept his offer despite her obvious 
unhappiness with her would-be fiance, and eventually appeals 
to her husband to do the same. Mr. Bennet, as ever, is 
uncaring in his answer—seeking solely some enjoyment from 
the affair. “An unhappy alternative is before you, Elizabeth. 
From this day you must be a stranger to one of your parents. 
Your mother will never see you again if you do not marry Mr. 
Collins, and I will never see you again if you do.” Clearly, Mr. 
Bennet’s motive is to ‘allow’ Elizabeth to refuse her mother and 
Mr. Collins, but in doing so, he completely ignores the 
possibility of all his family keeping their home, and in fact goes 
directly against the simplest possible solution to all the trouble 
of the entail and his small income. While it is now obvious that 
he ruined what might have been an occasion of saving his 
daughters and wife from destitution after his death, it is also 
obvious that he did so for his own pleasure and amusement. In 
phrasing his ultimatum to Elizabeth as he does, he makes it 
apparent that he has no wish for her to marry Mr. Collins, and 
in fact, is enjoying tormenting Mrs. Bennet’s “nerves.” This 
reading of the passage is furthered by what came just before: 
Mrs. Bennet brought the issue to her husband’s attention, and 
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by his response, assumed his support—he could have easily 
explained right then to his wife that he did not wish to force 
Lizzie into the marriage, yet he chose to let her believe in his 
support. “His cousin was as absurd as he had hoped, and he 
listened to him with the keenest enjoyment...and, except in an 
occasional glance at Elizabeth, requiring no partner in his 
pleasure.” Here we see an example of Mr. Bennet’s mockery 
of Mr. Collins, but interestingly, we see the only other 
'benefactor' of the joke is the equally quick-witted Elizabeth. 
So, when Mr. Collins has proposed to her, Mr. Bennet makes 
light of the possibility of their marriage, once again including 
his favorite Elizabeth in the joke, but ironically hurting her 
future at the same time.

Perhaps the most obvious caveat to this characterization of Mr. 
Bennet’s indifference towards his family’s future is the fact that 
the Bennets are, in fact, part of the landed gentry, and 
therefore at least somewhat rich. A large fortune would make 
Mr. Bennet's working not strictly necessary, and even if the 
girls were to lose their home, they would have enough money 
to keep afloat. However, this assumption is completely false. 
The Bennets possess four thousand pounds between them, 
about six million dollars today, and while that may seem quite 
a bit, was actually not very much at the time compared to other 
members of the landed gentry: Mr. Bingley himself possessed 
a hundred-thousand-pound inheritance, and made the equal of 
the Bennet family’s whole sum in just one year’s income. In 

fact, in order to maintain the lifestyle the Bennet girls were 
used to, they would have to marry families similar to their 
social standing, and in doing so, the girls’ inheritance was of 
vital value. Multiple times in the novel, the Bennet inheritance 
is brought up as a reason for richer gentlemen not to marry 
them: during Mr. Darcy’s first proposal, he calls a match 
between Lizzie and himself “a highly reprehensible connection” 
because of their disparate social standings, and Caroline 
Bingley often reminds her brother of Jane’s inferiority in 
matters of money and inheritance in an attempt to break off the 
would-be engagement. Even Mr. Wickham, 'just' a soldier, is 
unwilling to accept Lydia’s hand for her meager sum of a 
hundred pounds a year. “Wickham’s a fool if he takes her with 
a farthing less than ten thousand pounds.” Mr. Bennet further 
reinforces the importance of money in a marital relationship 
here, and again calls our attention to the Bennet family’s rather 
small sum which would normally make such a relationship 
impossible. So, while the Bennets are part of the landed 
gentry, and while they are somewhat rich, their family is 
definitely in decline, and their wealth dwindling. This means 
that to care for his daughters by having any hope of marrying 
them well and also securing a home for them after his death, 
Mr. Bennet would have to find an alternate source of income—
since he never does so, it is still safe to conclude he is 
careless with their futures.
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In playing with his family’s future, in ignoring his 
responsibilities to them, and in spurning perhaps the simplest 
possible solution to all their difficulties in favor of amusement, 
Mr. Bennet chooses to be indifferent to his family’s fate after 
his death. His resolute disregard for Mrs. Bennet and their five 
daughters is nonetheless written into his character—in other 
words, as much as I have examined Mr. Bennet’s character 
above, it is also crucial to look at who created that character 
and why. In Jane Austen’s characterization of Mr. Bennet, 
there exist a couple social criticisms. Of course, the obvious 
criticism of an entail applies, but more than that she highlights 
the sometimes perverse effects of tradition—she tells us that 
tradition, no matter if it comes in the form of an entail, social 
class, or deep-rooted patriarchy, can have negative 
consequences for all those involved; in making us sympathetic 
to at least Elizabeth and Jane, she uses the power which 
comes with that sympathy to impress upon us as readers, and 
especially those readers of her time, the dangers of blindly 
bowing to tradition in their society. Moreover, I think Austen 
illustrates to us the duty of men within a patriarchal system 
through Mr. Bennet’s character—she is telling us that even 
from inside a sexist framework, change is possible if men 
decide to care for, and value, the power and ‘responsibilities’ 
they have been given, and use them for the betterment of 
those inadvertently dependent upon them.
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Parakeet
Personal Essay/Memoir
Grade: 10
Hawken School
Instructor: Jeffrey Neil

Parakeet

My interest in parrots began in kindergarten – our teacher was 
bringing us into a unit about tropical rainforests, and while 
others were fascinated by the five hundred kinds of fish that 
live in the Amazon or the uncountable strangely beautiful 
butterflies, I was the only one that was drawn to parrots. When 
we later had to be divided into groups of “animals” for a game, 
I became the one that owned the whole bird class, watching 
everyone else chattering with their insect or fish companions. 

Nobody seemed to be interested in parrots, and in the end our 
teacher had to join my one-person team.

That experience didn’t make me go with the main current: I 
was so confused about why my friends seemed to pay no 
attention to such interesting and pretty animals. To me, the bird 
appeared almost unreal with such vibrant feathers and the 
ability to mimic human sounds and even sing. So, at five years 
old, I initiated a quest for commonality of interest among 
others. I asked everyone in my own class and the neighboring 
classes if they loved this bird, but returned with a 
disappointment that no one appeared to care for in the least. 
Then, I turned to the teachers, but they only faked brief interest 
when I was present. Finally, I asked the janitor in the school, 
and after hearing my lecture, she replied:

“You know, I have two parakeets at my house that my 
daughter’s friend just gave her. If you love those birds so much 
you’re welcome to take them.”

I answered “yes” immediately, unable to conceal the 
excitement and happiness from my face. For several days, 
before I went to bed, I wondered if my parakeets were going to 
show up at my house the next morning. It was like waiting for 
the present that would magically appear on Christmas day.
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Then “Christmas” came. Ms. Marson came to my house one 
Saturday morning with a white cage in her hands covered with 
cloth. My very own two little parrots were there - resting on a 
bar inside the cage, peeking out towards the light and chirping 
in high-pitched tunes that sounded like a whistle:

Yee-waw waw waw!
Yee-waw waw waw!
Cokkie! Cokkie! Cokkie!

And that was my first encounter.

Originally, I planned to keep them inside the white cage that 
Ms. Marson brought them in, but I decided for myself that it 
was not a comfortable or humane act for me to “jail” them in 
such a small area. So after some bargaining with my parents, I 
reformed my precious little friends’ living conditions and bought 
them a birdhouse on the close-spaced balcony. Thinking it 
maybe still was not enough, I made them real-wood perches 
and brought all kinds of toys. I treasured my buddies so much 
that improving their quality of care became an obsession: 
whenever I had or saw an idea or bird toy, I would get it for 
them. Soon enough the huge cage became a circus for its two 
residents. Everyday I could see them jumping up and down the 
two swings, ten different perches, and the tinkling sounds of all 
the toys hanging from the ceiling.

I also loved to watch them eat. Their tiny but exquisite beaks 
could always precisely peck out their favorite kind of grains in 
the mix that I prepared for them - I’ve had much difficulty 
making sure they weren’t too picky about their meals. And 
before I could clearly observe how they swallow, the birds 
were already going for the next peck. I used to just provide 
them with bird food and grain, but one day my mother 
asked,“Your birds; don’t they also eat fruits?”

After that, improving the diet for my parakeets became the new 
obsession.

When they were having their meals or just hanging out in the 
cage, I would get out a little stool and sit beside the cage to 
stare into them, observing their motions and appearances. I 
could picture in my mind with my eyes closed the green-and-
black colors on their wings and the way they jump lightly and 
elegantly from one perch to another. Their heads moved in 
such a fashion that for one moment they were facing one 
direction with absolute stillness, but for the next blink it was 
already a different one. They would puff like a furry ball when 
sorting and cleaning the feathers under their wings. They 
would sometimes add new tunes to their whistle-calles that 
sounded surprisingly alike the words I had pronounced a lot 
lately. They would make a mess in the cage when taking a 
bath, splashing and spurting water everywhere in a playful 
spirit. When they raised their heads, the pattern on their 
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foreheads looked like a tiny crown. They would move across a 
perch in a slightly clumsy way like how a crab moves through 
sand. I memorized deeply every movement, habit, and sound 
of those little spirits, and watching them flying around in the 
balcony used to be my favorite thing to do in a day.

It was also great fun to just play with them. I trained them to 
stand on my fingers and even say some simple words. During 
an incident I found out that they were naturally talented 
dancers - whenever there’s music around their little heads 
would bop back and forth with the melody or tempo. Delighted 
by this discovery, I would “invite” them whenever I’m feeling 
like dancing to my favorite beats.

It had become a habit for me to just stay with my parakeets 
whenever I felt the need to: I read my favorite stories aloud, 
talked to them about my new friends, and shared my happy or 
sad moments in life. My usually loud and vocal buddies would 
stay quiet during these times, their head movements minimal, 
facing me with that stillness and their black eyes. I really 
believed they understood every word that I said.

I would like to remember those times like being in a bubble - 
the bubble of merriment and intimacy that I shared with my pet 
birds made us bond closer than ever. But even with all the 
treasured memories and cheerfulness, a bubble was still a 
bubble, it was fragile and brittle.

The beginning of the end was one typical morning. When I 
grabbed a bag of mixed grains for the daily refill to their food 
tray, I found both parakeets sitting on the cage floor. That was 
unusual, considering every night during the past five years the 
two buddies rested in the mini birdhouse near the ceiling. 
Carefully holding them up, I heard only one meek call with 
none of the vitality that it possessed before.

I feared they might be sick, but the vet found nothing wrong. 
Then she asked how old the birds are. I recalled for a moment,

“To my knowledge… about eight years?”

“Well, the average lifespan of a parakeet is about six to seven 
years. I’m very sorry, but I think they’re just getting old.”

I could not accept this reality. I invested ten times more of my 
attention and care to my precious birds, but their vibrant 
feathers began to fall off more quickly as time went on, Their 
voices and songs became hoarse; their wobbly feet could not 
grab the perches with any steadiness; and they could not fly 
freely anymore, as if the strength, once infinite in their wings, 
disappeared overnight. I was fighting a war for them against 
nature, and I was bound to lose the second it started. But I 
kept on going and pushing and fighting, looking for an 
impossible miracle.

Until the bubble popped.



597

On a rainy afternoon, the two little souls broke through the 
cage door, broke through the window, and flew away forever 
towards the horizon.

I held them in my hands one last time. The sky wept rain; the 
wind howled heartbreaks.

When I took them out into the backyard under the giant oak 
tree, the rain stopped. Between the foliage of the ancient tree I 
saw sunlight breaking through, so I buried them where there is 
eternal warmth and comfort, and said the last goodbye.
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Houston Rain
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 10
Hawken School
Instructor: Andrew Cleminshaw

Houston Rain

It’s the 6th year that Houston hasn’t seen the sun. I’m not sure 
if an angry weatherman willed it upon us or if the sun got tired 
of shining, but nowadays there’s only rain. In the first and 
second year, we had reserves of light shored up to use in the 
darkness, but light ran scarce in the third. Now in the sixth, we 
only have enough for a small pill a day.

It’s been especially hard for Luisa. In the first and second year, 
before Houston was quarantined to keep the darkness from 
spreading, Luisa pleaded with me to move. Back then, I 
thought that it was a temporary thing; I was reluctant to pack 
our bags as we had just moved out. Now I feel some sort of 
guilt. We moved out in the first place because of how dark it 
was in our parents’ house.

Luisa has never functioned well without light. I often see her 
staring around the house at the turquoise floor lamps, round 
table lamps, flashlights, and wave-patterned lampshades we 
bought six years ago from IKEA that are now covered in dust 
and mothballs. They’re useless now; we don’t have enough 
light to pour into them and not run out. Back when we had just 
moved out, I promised Luisa that she’d not go a day without 
being bathed in light; she needed it. She was slowly fading 
away in that house.

She technically still does get light everyday: 30 milligrams of a 
condensed pill of it. Luisa needs it or she’ll get flashbacks of it 
all: our parents staring hollow-eyed at the empty television 
screen, the broken lightbulbs, and the viscous darkness, thick 
enough to drown in. With one pill, she becomes her buoyant 
self again. As she’s still young—just twelve—I keep the jar of 
pills out of reach in the top wooden cabinet in the kitchen as an 
extra precaution. You never know; a child like her might use 
too much and leave herself permanently in darkness.
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Today is Luisa’s birthday though, so I prepare extra capsules. 
Making sure that the jar is still more than half full, I take out 
five capsules and place them on top of the vanilla buttercream 
frosting on the no-bake cake in the shape of a lightbulb. 
Hopefully I’ll get some chuckles from the irony. I carefully walk 
with the cake through the darkness and place it on the dining 
table.

“Alex, is the cake ready?” Luisa calls out.

I grin. “Yep! Come on in. ”

As Luisa comes in wearing her favorite white lace dress, I sing 
Happy Birthday in raspy tones. Happy Birthday to you, Happy 
Birthday to you, Happy Birthday dear Luisa, Happy Birthday to 
you. Luisa takes a capsule and closes her eyes. After she’s 
made her wish, she bites on it. Instantly, glowing white light 
flows materializes and fills the room. After a few seconds, the 
light vanishes as easily as it appeared.

Unsatisfied, Luisa takes the capsules one by one and 
consumes them. Every few seconds a new gush of light 
illuminates the room and vanishes, almost like a mini-fireworks 
display. In no time at all, Luisa has gone through all five 
capsules on the cake.

“Alex, can I have more? Please?” Luisa begs desperately.

I sigh. “One more.”

Luisa’s face instantly lights up as I trudge reluctantly to the 
kitchen. She acts like a five year old; I sometimes think she 
stopped growing when the lights went out. I open the cabinet 
and it creaks as I reach for the glass jar of light capsules. I 
take one and return the rest quickly to prevent Luisa from 
discovering their hiding place.

I return to the kitchen, capsule in hand, and eye Luisa 
suspiciously as she fidgets with the floral lace on the sleeve of 
her dress. After convincing myself that she didn’t locate the jar, 
I place the capsule on her outstretched palm. She studies the 
capsule with wide eyes before biting it.

A stream of light, more brilliant and white than the others, 
diffuses from the capsule and shines through the entire room. 
For a few seconds, even the old lamps are glowing with light. 
Finally, darkness swallows the room once again and Luisa and 
I are jolted back to reality.

Luisa yawns. “Sister, I want to go to sleep.”

“Yeah, let’s do that,” I agree.

I head into my now perpetually black bedroom. Six years ago, 
we painted the walls orange like the color of a setting sun. 
Little did she know that the sun would set on Houston forever. I 
close the door and lay down on my bed. I smile. Luisa is still 
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young. Perhaps she will see many sunsets and sunrises in her 
future, when the sun shines on Houston once more.

Suddenly, a flash of light fills the room. I open the door and 
bolt in the direction of the light source: the kitchen. There, 
Luisa stands on a wooden stool next to an empty glass jar. 
Light erupts from beneath her skin, her brown hair glowing 
golden like tendrils of liquid sunshine. Her entire body is the 
color of her white lace dress.

“LUISA!” I scream.

She smiles, and becomes one with the light.

fairytales and other magic words
Poetry
Grade: 10
Hawken School
Instructor: Andrew Cleminshaw

fairytales and other magic words

i. jasmine
yesterday we watched the beginning of the 1992 aladdin in 
english class
         i only remembered the hero-saves-princess gimmick
         yet forgot the part where
         “they” cut your ear off if “they” don’t like your face.
                            i wonder if they vs us is so ingrained 
because 
                           disney branched out into more “exotic” 
franchises,
                           no more “feeble white princess gets rescued 
by dashing prince from evil stepmother/witch”
                           rather “feeble sexualized brown princess gets 
rescued by poor dashing brown prince from being violated by 
her                             brown uncle.”
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         I can’t name more than two people of color from when I 
was in 2nd grade;
         my hair was black and dead and hers brown and curly
         during recess we drew white chalk patterns on colored 
pavement
         but never fully covered the stain of yellow or black
class is dismissed and they file out the door laughing smiling 
joking 
in the middle but silent; the desert dyes my skin darker than 
white

ii. tiana
i don’t really remember this one. 
                five year old me could probably not sit still watching 
two amphibians for two hours.
                i don’t know if its representation
                if the people of color are really, people of color for 20 
minutes but slimy frogs the next                    80
i don’t know if 20 minutes can whitewash years of jim crow, 
uncivilized jokes to a willing audience.

iii. moana
i watched this a few years back
on a bus to massachusetts, air rusty with sweat and smoke,
the movie played on a cheap plastic screen, tilted such that it 
was a little hard to see.

i watched with the scrape of wheel on concrete as my 
background music,
struggling to imagine sea amongst a metal corridor.
           i remember wondering why moana had to seek the help 
of a man
           i remember wondering why moana had to have cute 
“tag-alongs” like a personal mascot
           had to win by “love” and “kindness” rather than a 
badass fight sequence.
i remember that the sea was overshadowed by the grey that 
surrounded it. 

iv. aurora
the disney version skips the part where
sleeping beauty gets raped by a wandering king
and gives birth to twins while the king wanders back to his wife
and the wife tries to boil the twins but the plot is foiled
and she’s declared evil and her husband isn’t
and sleeping beauty weds her rapist 
and lives happily ever after.
v. mulan 
the only disney cartoon where the main character looks like 
me--
yellow skin and almond eyes.
the only disney cartoon where the “princess” learns to fight
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with wit and intellect and prowess; femininity saves the day 
after
she is cast out because of it.
i think we can ignore the sequel which undoes all that
with marriage as mulan’s only skill left
where she becomes a literal princess and all the bullshittery 
that comes with it.
                i wonder what she would feel knowing that her 
almond eyes have become a trend
                her dialect and identity have become a joke
                her ethnicity has become a scapegoat
                                   when the president refers to COVID-19 
as the China virus 
                                   does her heart shatter like jade or 
porcelain
                                   or perhaps like the prospect of a happily 
ever after.

Gaza Lions
Flash Fiction
Grade: 10
Hawken School
Instructor: Andrew Cleminshaw

Gaza Lions

The two lion cubs were sprawled out on the muddy roof. Every 
now and then, they would blink their fawning eyes at Abdul 
before sleeping again.

Abdul had taken the cubs from a dying zookeeper three 
months ago. When the zoo was destroyed by missiles, the 
zookeeper had taken himself and the cubs to the streets. 
Abdul didn’t know what sparked his sudden philanthropy—he 
could barely keep himself alive—but in the heat of the moment 
he took the cubs in.

Abdul had scrambled to accommodate the cubs’ arrival. He 
made sure to buy stores of crude chicken from the market, a 
plastic comb from a trinket stall—he even made them a bed 
out of a red rag on a crumbled slab of concrete. He should’ve 
known that they’d prefer sleeping on the floor.
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The older cub, Haafiz, twitched his ears and yawned. Back 
then, the zookeeper said Haafiz and his sister Leilah barely 
weighed one kilogram. Now, both Leilah and Haafiz were 
growing quite heavy. Abdul chuckled proudly and stroked 
Haafiz’s dirt-matted underbelly. Haafiz purred affectionately 
and wrapped his soft paws around Abdul’s coarse hands.

Abdul was never sure that the cubs were happy living with him. 
The zookeeper had warned him that Haafiz and Leilah were 
apex predators, the rulers of a faraway savannah in some 
other life.

Abdul wondered how they felt about being stuck with him.

Abdul sighed and reached for the dented metal bucket hidden 
behind a rain-stained wall. When he played with the cubs, he 
always kept a bucket of raw chicken nearby. He threw the 
mangled piles of bone and flesh at Haafiz and Leilah and they 
scrambled to rip the corpses apart. At last, when the lions were 
full, they lolled once more on the concrete floor, moving once 
every few seconds to lick the drops of blood off their fur.

The lions reminded him of himself many years back. He had 
supported himself and his sister Leilah by tearing apart the 
corpses of buildings destroyed by air raids. He knew that at 
any moment he could've died by gunfire, but it was all worth it 
to see Leilah's smile another day.

Once, Abdul had saved enough money to take Leilah to the 
zoo. He remembered walking hand in hand with her down the 
exhibits, admiring the stylish flamingos, gasping at the majestic 
lions, mimicking the proud monkeys… at the end of the day, 
when the soles of their shoes were barely holding on and their 
mouths were tired of talking and chewing on cooked rabbit, 
Abdul had decided he wanted to create a zoo of his own. 
When he lost his sister to the bombs, he lost that dream too.

He wanted to destroy it all. He wanted to tear Gaza apart until 
all was left was soot and jagged iron, to light the world and let 
it explode like a grenade. He wanted to flood the earth with 
bullets, suffocate it with gas, dissolve it with acid; he wanted to 
watch it descend into chaos.

He wanted to suck the life out of the world like it had done to 
Leilah.

Abdul sighed. He stroked Haafiz and Leilah with his calloused 
hand and gazed out onto the Gaza skyline. It was almost the 
same as it was three months ago—the same vista of 
collapsing buildings and crooked landlines, the same ocean of 
bluish-grey concrete and dust and tanks drifting along in a 
faraway field. But with the cubs there, everything was a little 
brighter.

The lions were sleeping now. They were beautiful—their fuzzy 
ears, their innocent eyes, their bloody, soft fur, their sharp, 
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pearly teeth—so beautiful that Abdul wanted to silently watch 
them for the rest of his life. Everything was so hazy, like a 
mirage that would be shattered by the slightest touch.

Even so, he wanted to believe that it would continue on 
forever. He wanted to believe that every day would be the 
same shade of comforting grey, that no new planes would cut 
through the sky and destroy the almost-peaceful life he had 
settled into. That the lonely but calming Gaza cityscape of 
crumbling buildings and drooping landlines would not be 
decimated when he opened his eyes in the morning. That he 
wouldn’t be the one to kill it.

Abdul knew that it was futile, but pleaded anyways.

Haafiz, don’t eat me alive.
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Sunsets and Strawberries
Short Story
Grade: 12
Mayfield High School
Instructor: Kari Beery

Sunsets and Strawberries

Phantoms of guilt echo within her ears as she stares at the 
commoner laid at her feet. As if sensing her pain, the 
moonlight brightens, and bathes his figure in a pool of ivory 
iridescence. The tension in her chest matches that of his 
arched, almost cat-like back, and the violet bruises bleeding 
into his aching knees, mirror the stains inside her soul. Maybe 
it is for this reason her veins feel so cold—never before has a 
ritual of respect seemed so offending.

“Rise.”

Her voice is too faint, almost a stranger to the lips in which it 
leaves. The commoner climbs from the marble floor to numbed 
feet, not pausing to allow the muscles of his shoulders to crack 
into place. For the first time since he arrived at her doorstep, 
he allows his gaze to meet that of her face. Shame 
immediately courses through his bones like the venom of a 
snake, and he is back on his knees once again.

Many times he has observed Her Majesty, but the image of her 
form sitting upon her robust throne, steals the oxygen from his 
lungs everytime. It is as if a volcano erupts throughout his 
body, searing his flesh from the inside out. Tonight, her bodice 
is draped in a silken, lilac slip that reveals the hidden stars of 
her skin. If it were not for the golden crown atop her head, one 
might mistake her for a mere maiden.

Her eyes shimmer like ancient pearls from the lost city of 
Atlantis—he wonders if it is possible for a royal gem to 
reincarnate into human life.

“M-My Queen…” He curses the bewilderment clouding his 
judgement, attempting to piece together the puzzles of speech. 
His cheeks grow hot when he discovers the Queen’s steel 
attention on him before peering over his shoulder into the 
vacant throne room. The knowledge that it is only himself and 
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the Queen fills him with both content and fright. He turns back 
to His Highness and continues, “I-I apologize for visiting at 
such a late hour… I greatly hope I am not disturbing-”

“-Why do you speak so formally? It is none but you and I here.” 
Her Highness murmurs, tilting her head, taking silent pleasure 
in the warm hue of his cheeks. Beneath the ecru river of his 
tattered, faded raiments, she spies the fidgeting of anxious 
fingers. With a soft smile and a devilish desire, she tilts her 
head and hums mischievously, “How is that you grow even 
more beautiful each time you enter this chamber?”

The commoner’s blush deepens at the comment.

“I am frightened, Your Majesty…”

“Why is that, my darling?”

“I am frightened of these feelings stirring inside of me...” He 
buries his face within the grime of his palms, shielding his 
pathetic visage from the powerful woman before him. “I fear 
what will become of me if I suppress their strength even 
further…”

The Queen’s smile disappears. Her expression grows cold, 
devoid of impishness. She does not realize she has bitten her 
own tongue until the zesty flavor of blood singes her taste 
buds. Even then, she keeps her teeth in place.

The commoner sighs, conjuring the courage to connect his 
gaze with the Queen’s. He lowers his trembling hands, inhales 
yet another unsteady gust and squeezes his voice out from the 
gullet of his tight esophagus:

“Every night, I always close my eyes to the same wicked 
dream: I am in the ocean where the villainous waves attempt 
to swallow me whole and steal the surviving breath from my 
lungs. And right when I believe my body is lost to the sea… 
You appear. ”

The Queen remains as still as a footprint in a bed of snow.

“I try to hold out my hand to catch you, but you recede farther 
and farther away into the crimson light of the withering sun. 
And before our fingertips can kiss, my fantasy shifts into reality 
and I find myself with nothing but this aching hunger…

“I wish of nothing but for you to hold out your own hand and 
color me as red as that sunset that engulfs your body… So in 
the end, I will not lose myself to the ocean of stolen dreams…

“Forgive me, My Queen...” The commoner clambers up the 
steps to sit before Her Highness. Like a child reaching for its 
favorite comfort, his hands grasp at her flimsy skirt while his 
head disappears inside the crease between her covered 
knees. Her Highness shivers at the bite of his tears against her 
flesh as they seep past the fabric. His voice, muffled, slurs like 



607

that of a drunk as he proceeds, “For I have committed the 
worst of all immoral crimes...

“I have fallen deeply in love with you...”

His sobs are the bane of her existence, coaxing a shimmer out 
of her own downcast irises. Even so, she blinks away the 
threat of liquid sadness and weaves her fingers within the 
commoner’s tousled, soiled strands. A simple tug is all it takes 
to connect their gazes once more.

“My dear, your crime is nothing above the cry of a wolf… For 
you have stolen my heart and I wish you to carry it with pride.”

The Queen relishes the widening of his blood-fragmented 
eyes. She lowers her palms to cup his swollen cheeks—his 
skin as sultry as the flames of a hearth. “You need not be 
afraid of anything. For I swear to you, you are the faint stars to 
my everlasting dusk and the awakening sky to my forbidden 
dawn… I would paint a rainbow in your name with all of the 
colors of my sunset…

“However, my love, if you wish to carry my heart—” As graceful 
as a swan on the lake, the Queen slides from her throne to 
kneel before the commoner. She leads one of his hands to lay 
upon her chest, directly over the space of her violently 
pulsating heart. Keeping their eyes as one, she does the same 

with her own palm and murmurs, “...You must know I require 
yours in exchange as well.”

“But what of the resistance?” He whimpers. The remnants of 
tears and moonlight brightening his face like a halo. “My 
Queen, our love is forbidden by law and tradition. You are to 
marry a prince who is worthy to be king. I am none but-”

“-I do not care for your status!” Her Majesty silences his 
excuse with a finger to his lips, “If I cannot marry you, then I 
refuse to marry anyone at all!”

Her confession, similar to that of his, steals the protests from 
his tongue. Suddenly, his head is light, dizzy with the stars of 
giddiness and fatigue. He stares at the Queen incredulously 
for some time, in which he searches for the correct words to 
respond. Even when he speaks, his sound shudders against 
the silence.

“You would relinquish your bloodline simply to accept the love 
of a poor man… Why?”

The Queen shakes her head with a sultry chuckle.

Before the commoner can react, she lurches forward to cover 
his lips with her own. The saltiness of tears and faint aroma of 
strawberries invade his senses, rendering him defenseless 
against the assault of her invigorating touch.



608

He is melting… and so is she.

In each other's embrace they tangle and tune: Lips expressing 
each passionate thought and prohibited sense of longing.

“You are the only man that I have and will forever want…” She 
whispers, caressing his cheek with the tenderness of a 
blooming rose. “You have my heart, but do I have yours?”

The commoner’s eyes gleam as bright as the treasure of a 
thousand pirates.

“All I have ever desired was for you to color me with your love 
and affections, and here I am, as rosy as a ripened 
strawberry…

“I belonged to you from the universe’s very first sunset, My 
Queen… I was created to bear your heart in my hands…

“I am yours… Just as you are mine…”

And with that, the commoner seals his fate with a kiss to Her 
Highness’s lips. Their noses tantalize and tease one another 
as their compressed bodies bask in the jealousy of the moon. 
There is only crimson, pinkish hunger… and the faint taste of 
strawberries.
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Hathaway Brown School
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Jane Eyre and Mr. Rochester's 
Relationship Through the Lense of 
Feminism

Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë is a classic example of a 
Victorian novel telling the tale of a hardworking, but unlucky 
young woman saved by a passionate love. However, the novel 

poses a question far more significant than its genre: Does it 
promote equality among the sexes? The protagonist, an 
average looking, but quick witted orphan named Jane Eyre, 
certainly holds some revolutionary worldviews, but 
demonstrates an unwillingness to truly act upon them. A 
manipulative character presents himself in every stage of 
Jane’s life, but one has a particularly strong impact on it. This 
character is Edward Rochester. Jane acts submissively in 
Rochester’s presence even when her emotions are belittled by 
him. Despite his untrustworthy and arrogant attitude, Jane 
sees herself as “saved” by his generosity and love. Even 
worse, she believes in the faults that Rochester sees within 
her and blames herself for her rational emotions and flawed 
character. Jane, a woman of many talents and the product of 
good education, even sacrifices her entire life at twenty to 
marry Rochester with his blind eyes and lack of a left hand. 
This frustrating ending to the novel in conjunction with Jane's 
suppressed ideas in the presence of the demeaning character, 
Edward Rochester, ultimately make Jane Eyre a novel which 
does not defy the gender norms, but reinforces them. 

Jane’s bold thoughts about the gender roles of men and 
women do not make the novel feminist. Her actions prove 
contradictory to her thoughts making Jane no different from 
other women who conform to the roles their sex assigns them. 
When Jane grows bored of her life at Thornfield she claims in 
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an internal dialogue that, “It is thoughtless to condemn 
[women], or laugh at them, if any seek to do more or learn 
more than custom has pronounced necessary for their 
sex” (130; ch.12). Jane recognizes the unfairness of being a 
woman and obviously finds it silly and “thoughtless” that they 
should be limited to certain roles, yet Jane obeys Mr. 
Rochester, an arrogant and manipulative man. Edward 
Rochester lies and belittles Jane on multiple occasions. Before 
Rochester proposes to Jane he tricks her into thinking he will 
marry Ms. Ingram. She becomes angry as any human being 
would, but Rochester discredits her emotions through saying, 
“Jane, be still; don’t struggle so, like a wild frantic bird that is 
rending its own plumage in its desperation” (293; ch. 23). Jane 
responds with fury to this, but only a minute later she is 
enclosed in Rochester’s arms and being forcefully kissed. If 
Jane Eyre truly believed in the altering of gender roles, she 
would not so easily succumb to Rochester’s demeaning 
attempt at a proposal. Jane is blindsided by the idea of 
marriage to a wealthy man whom she views as the only man 
capable of loving her. She chooses not to acknowledge the 
great pains through which this man put her leading up to this 
proposal, but immediately absolves him on all accounts when 
he offers his hand in marriage. If the novel intended to promote 
feminism, Jane would have detested Rochester for his 
manipulativeness and sought more than to simply be his wife. 

The ending of Jane Eyre further proves its unwillingness to 
encourage the equality among the sexes. Jane, a healthy 
twenty-year old, chooses to sacrifice her entire life for Edward 
Rochester, a man already twice her age and now crippled and 
blind. This decision reinforces the idea of marriage being the 
only acceptable path for a woman even if that means marrying 
a man who will require every ounce of time and energy from 
his wife. In replying to Rochester’s inquiries about Jane 
wanting to marry him, she says, “To be your wife is, for me, to 
be as happy as I can be on earth” (513; ch. 37). She also 
denies any sacrifices that would follow such a marriage, 
instead labeling them as “privileges.” Jane is a woman of many 
talents and claiming that the happiest she could possibly be is 
in marriage to a man who caused her immense pain and will 
continue to require her emotional and physical efforts does not 
encourage feminism in the least. Part of me thinks that Jane 
truly believes that the greatest thing she can do is live to serve 
this man. She is persuaded that Rochester is the only man out 
there who will ever love her, so she deems him as her only 
option and thus as her savior. She even calls him her “hope of 
heaven” (316; ch. 24). This implies Jane is incapable of saving 
herself through her own work, but only through her marriage to 
a wealthy man like Rochester. I believe that if Charlotte Brontë 
wanted to alter gender norms, Jane Eyre would have gone her 
separate way and used her education to become an 
independent and self-serving woman. 
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Jane Eyre certainly had the potential of being a feminist. 
However, expressing modernized ideas about gender norms in 
thought is not the same as showing a willingness to change 
them. Jane conforms to her role as a woman, especially in the 
presence of Mr. Rochester. She believes his interpretations of 
her own thoughts, blames herself for rational reactions to 
frustrating situations that he created, and even ends up 
marrying him because she deems that as her happiest path. If 
the ending of Jane Eyre was altered, so that Jane was left 
unmarried perhaps the novel could have made a name for 
itself as the first obviously feminist novel. Jane could have 
paved the way for herself becoming a self-made and 
successful woman. Instead, Jane gives up her multitude of 
hobbies and plethora of knowledge to care for the man who 
caused her the most agony she had ever experienced through 
his lies and manipulative nature. Even today, we see tales 
similar to those of Jane Eyre about women in abusive 
relationships with limited options, but significant progress has 
been made too. Women are now prevalent in business, 
government, artistry, and many other fields of work, and do not 
require marriage to make a name for themselves. 
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No Place Like Home

Allen stared at the strange whorls and marks inked on the 
yellowed pages that he had memorized long ago. They 
seemed to dance before his eyes as the lamp beside him 
flickered. It was useless really to keep his eyes glued to the 
ancient font. For all he knew, the symbols weren’t even words. 
Fourteen books, with these ridiculous symbols, had been 
found in Antarctica during the colonisation effort of 2030. After 
their discovery, the tomes had been shipped to the Repository 

of the United Books International or RUBI for short. Shutting 
the book, he rubbed his green eyes, trying to massage the 
strain out of them. His brown hair stuck up in a spiky crown 
around his head from the repeated motion of running his 
fingers through it in frustration. The tone of his skin seemed 
altered too by the hours in the library each day--even paler 
than when he’d had the flu last year.

Rolling his shoulders, he looked out at the nearly empty room. 
The rows of neatly organized books smelled strongly of musty 
paper and accumulated dust. His spot in the special collection 
room was tucked in the corner of a long subdivided table. 
Throughout each day, scholars came and went, often a college 
student or two would appear in the room to gather reference 
material for a paper if the book they were looking for wasn’t 
uploaded to one of the RUBI’s many computers. 

Allen’s table probably wouldn’t be used until he came back on 
Monday. Not many people studied these particular discovered 
texts any more. Allen had been employed by the Antarctic 
government to translate the texts, along with a few others who 
had since given up. The only reason Allen hadn’t abandoned 
the task as well was that this job could be an important 
stepping stone. If he stayed with this project long enough, he 
would be more likely to receive a desirable job.
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He slid the book under his arm and sighed. It seemed like 
years since he had started the project. It had, in fact, only been 
five months, but his lack of any progress was frustrating. As he 
made his way to the circulation desk, the muscles in his neck 
loosened. For the rest of the weekend, he would be completely 
free of the symbols and marks. Two whole days until he went 
back to the dull task. 

When he arrived at the desk, he placed the book gently in front 
of the librarian who was reading The Twenty-One Balloons. He 
was required to give her the book at the end of the day instead 
of reshelving it himself. She glanced up from beneath her red 
glasses and poofy white hair.  

“Take it home with you today,” she said warmly, “the 
administration is finally allowing me to relax the regulations on 
the books. I think I can trust you to not damage it.” 

Just what he wanted, more time with the hopeless project. 
Since the books had arrived, RUBI’s administration had  
forbidden removing them from the library because of their 
value. It wouldn’t do for a careless scholar to lose one of the 
only possible pieces of Antarctic history. The newly formed 
Antarctic government would probably never trust RUBI again if 
an incident like that happened.

“Thanks,” Allen replied, forcing cheer into his voice, “I’ll make 
sure to keep it in good condition.” She nodded her approval as 
he backed away with the book in his arms. 

When he arrived home, he set it on top of The Wizard of Oz 
and the two volume set of the Newest Shorter Oxbridge 
English Dictionary. It would be safe there. Allen had no plans 
of revisiting the book over the weekend.

The book sat there, though, taunting him with its unbreakable 
code every time he glanced at the bookcase. For no reason in 
particular other than to distract himself from the looming task 
that was the ancient book, he pulled out The Wizard of Oz, his 
favorite childhood story. He distinctly remembered his 
grandmother staying up late with him and reading to him about 
Dorothy’s adventures until her voice was hoarse. 

He even recalled his grandmother repeating to him over and 
over with a twinkle in her eye, “Remember Allen, there’s no 
place like home.” The Wizard of Oz was practically the same 
size as the ancient manuscript. Flipping to the first page he 
stared down at the words. After starting his decoding job, he’d 
given up reading almost entirely, spending enough time staring 
at books that it would make anyone sick of reading.

As he read the first line, his brow creased. The words seemed 
to match almost perfectly with that of the aged book, proof that 
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the symbols could mean anything or just be complete 
gibberish.

“Dorothy lived in the midst of the great Kansas prairies…”

As he continued to read, his frown deepened as the second 
sentence aligned. This was getting ridiculous! He had, of 
course, compared all fourteen of the discovered books to the 
famous works: the Bible, Shakespeare’s plays, The Iliad, The 
Odyssey, and more. All had been eliminated as possibilities 
quickly. 

Allen hurried his pace reading The Wizard of Oz. Every 
sentence matched his memorized version of the ancient 
tome’s first pages. He didn’t even need to pull the text off the 
shelf to know that he’d done it! He’d found the translation to 
the book! It was so obvious now, so easy. The answer had 
been sitting in his house the whole time. There really was no 
place like home.

Feathers and The Fallen
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 8
Rocky River Middle School
Instructor: Melissa Stickney

Feathers and The Fallen

Raziel walked among the Felixans in the crowded street, 
marveling at their wingless backs. He had to resist the urge to 
spread his white-feathered wings and fly above the humans to 
get a better view. Most of them smelled of sweat and filth in 
contrast to Raziel’s own minty fresh scent. Raziel was an 
object of fascination to the humans as much as they were to 
him, and he didn’t think it wise to fly and draw even more 
attention to himself while he was among them.

“Look, there’s an angel!” the exclamation seemed to follow 
him, but he didn’t mind.

He could understand their amazement; he was by far the most 
beautiful thing in this drab city with his blue-grey eyes and 
hazelnut brown hair. He almost regretted sneaking off his 
island to visit the brown-eyed, blond-haired Felixans, but he 
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held out hope that he would see something worth the trouble 
of leaving Vita. He was also hoping nobody from home would 
notice his disappearance. He remembered when his close 
friend Azazel went to visit the humans and never returned, 
bringing dishonor on her family. Raziel’s impulsive side had 
always caused him to partake in some questionable activities. 
When he was younger, he had broken his ankle jumping off his 
roof with his wings tied behind his back. It wasn’t his fault that 
the ground was so hard.

Raziel’s sharp eyes spotted an alley that split off from the main 
street. He pushed his way past numerous poorly dressed 
humans until he reached the wonderful emptiness of the alley. 
Despite the lack of people, the passage still smelled awful; the 
scent of human waste and rotting food assaulted his nose. As 
he strolled deeper down the pathway and the sounds of people 
faded, he heard the clomp of shoes on the ground behind him. 
It was probably some humans wanting a better look at him.

Raziel turned to face them. The second he saw them, he knew 
something was off. Five men each with hands and feet placed 
in a sloppy fighting stances stood less than four feet from him. 
They all wore rough clothing with numerous rips and tears as if 
they’d survived multiple fights.

“Hello,” Raziel began cautiously, “It’s nice to meet you. Can I 
help you with something?” The biggest of the men responded 
with a heavy Felixan accent, “We don’t want any of you stuck-

up angels in our fine city.” The others nodded in agreement, 
seemingly amused.

“I suppose I’d better go then,” Raziel said with a sigh, turning 
his back to the men and spreading his wings to fly away, 
trusting the men to leave him be once he agreed to go. If these 
men didn’t want him in their city, he would leave, even if he 
hadn’t yet seen anything interesting. However, just as he was 
about to lift off, four of the men tackled him from behind. They 
pushed him to the ground by his wings forcing his face onto 
the crumbling, wet cobblestones as Raziel struggled against 
them.

“I suppose I wasn’t clear,” the man began again, being the only 
one not holding Raziel down, “any angel who enters this city is 
dead. We’ve already killed five of you.” Lifting his ratty coat, he 
revealed a feathered belt and glared at Raziel.

“This little art project of mine has feathers from each angel 
we’ve killed off so far. Like it?” Raziel stared at the belt and 
was shocked when he recognized some of the feathers. Every 
angel had a distinct shade of white to their wings. His own 
were snowfall white. It wasn’t always apparent to humans, but 
Raziel could clearly see the unmistakable feather color of 
Azazel’s wings: ethereal white.
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“You’re a monster!” The man simply laughed and tucked the 
belt away. As soon as the feathers were out of sight, his 
laughter became malicious.

“Let’s break his wings before we kill him.”

Raziel’s muscles tensed as one of the men stepped on the 
base of his wing, while the other yanked up. Raziel screamed 
in agony as he heard a snap. Pain shot through him like a hot 
knife.

“We’re gonna shatter this one.” one man laughed motioning to 
the right wing. The second the men released his mangled 
wing, Raziel screwed up his courage and smacked the two 
remaining men holding him down with his broken limb, agony 
threatening to overtake his senses. Surprised at the force of 
the blow, the men released him momentarily. Raziel bolted. He 
ran as he’d never run before and his long legs carried him far 
away from the men. He finally stopped, breathing hard.

As Raziel stood with his wing pointing out at an odd angle, he 
considered the man’s words. That group killed five angels. He 
tried to recall any other angels besides Azazel who had gone 
missing after visiting the Felixans, but was distracted by the 
sharp stabs of pain from his wing. He decided his wing would 
be his first order of business. The break, at least, was 
something he could fix.

He began to mutter a melodious incantation under his breath 
focusing his energy on the carved wooden medallion around 
his neck until his wing began to straighten. He could hear the 
faint pops of his joints righting themselves and he felt the 
warmth of magic flow through him as the pain slowly receded. 
He stared at his necklace, the round, wooden charm had a 
single swirl in the middle. If only his magic could have 
defended him from those men.

With his wing healed, he ducked into the shadowed alcove of a 
door off the side of the street and wrapped his wings around 
himself, again contemplating what the man said as he sat. 
Normally, he wouldn’t have believed that humans were 
capable of such evil, but he’d seen that awful belt and the 
malice in the men’s eyes. His jaw clenched and his teeth 
ground, things he’d never done before. He needed to find his 
inner calm as Gala, goddess of peace and wisdom, taught. But 
the more he tried to calm down, the more his jaw tightened.

“Maybe,” he thought, “the reason I feel this way is because I’m 
right. Those men have to be stopped.” With this thought, his 
face relaxed and he leaned against the wooden door, not 
caring that it was covered in chipped paint and grime. He could 
find someone to deliver justice to those wicked men. After all, 
their actions were the opposite of everything sacred Gala 
stood for. Surely, Gala would want him to bring justice to such 
evil men.
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As Raziel went through his options, he realized just how few 
there were. Hadn’t he been told that the Felixan courts were 
unreliable? Besides, did he even know how to start the legal 
process? His fellow angels couldn’t help him because they had 
no jurisdiction beyond their island. And, who did he even know 
who wasn’t an angel? Nobody he knew could help him. Any 
justice served to the men would have to be by his own hands. 
He stared at his smooth hands that were now covered in the 
same gritty substance as the ground. The same dirt that had 
covered the calloused hands of his attackers.

As a lone angel in a city of humans, there weren’t many things 
he could do to stop the men. He couldn’t intimidate, trap, or 
dissuade the men from killing. He would have to think of 
another way. In fact, he would have to change the way he 
thought completely. Thinking only of peace and wisdom got 
Azazel killed; Raziel refused to fall prey to the same trap. 
Prejudice and violence seemed to work well for the Felixans. 
Could it work for Raziel too?

He listened to the distant sounds of two humans arguing. He 
couldn’t make out the words, but their tones were loud and 
grating.

This way was the only thing to do, even if other angels 
wouldn’t approve. He would meet violence with violence and 
killing with killing. Five dead angels should equal five dead 
men. Although Gala wouldn’t approve of the method, the end 

result would bring about peace. Surely there was wisdom in 
that.

And yet, all of his instincts rejected it. He knew that he could 
kill the men quite easily if he prepared offensive magic in 
advance, but the price of hurting a sentient being was so high. 
By hurting someone, he would betray the way of Gala. He 
would become a fallen angel, forever exiled from Vita. If he did 
this, he would never see the shining beaches of Vita or the 
small and tidy houses of the angel colony. Never see his home 
again. Never see the smiling faces of his family and friends. 
Was justice worth the cost of his entire life?

Raziel sat thinking with his wings still wrapped around him for 
what seemed like an eternity in the recess, imagining the men 
getting further away from where he had left them with each 
second. Eventually, he stood up, spreading his newly healed 
wing. At this point, he didn’t care about being noticed and he 
was soon soaring above the city streets.

Normally, he would have appreciated the feel of the cool air on 
his skin and the unusual view of the grid-like city beneath him, 
but now his focus was only on one thing. After flying a short 
distance, he spotted the five men beneath him. They were 
moving quickly toward the direction where he had been hiding. 
He angled his wings downward and plunged toward them. At 
the last moment, he slowed his descent and landed behind the 
men.
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“I’ve come to stop you,” Raziel snarled as his anger rose again 
at the sight of the murderers. The men turned around and the 
leader stepped forward again.

“Boys, it looks like we get a second chance to kill this one. It’s 
stupid enough to come back,” he laughed. When the man 
signaled, the others lunged at Raziel, not expecting him to fight 
back.

In a flash, Raziel focused his energy on his medallion and 
manifested a shining white blade in his hand. The first man 
couldn’t stop his momentum towards Raziel and the blade 
plunged straight through his chest. The other men were luckier 
and managed to stop in time, but they gawked at Raziel with 
shock painted on their faces. Angels didn’t hurt others. A 
violent angel was like a tall dwarf or a winged human. Unheard 
of. Their shock soon melted to panic. They all began to scurry 
like mice.

Raziel killed two of them with jagged energy spikes through 
their retreating backs, but the leader and another were still 
escaping. He used four magic blades, as white as fresh snow, 
to pin the belted man to the wall of the alley. The blades went 
right through his hands and feet, gouging deep holes in them. 
Each blade, originally glowing like white dagger-shaped 
flames, were now dulled by the blood coating them. As the 
man screamed in pain, Raziel approached him casually, 
savoring the moment. It was fulfilling to see the man 

experience the same fear and pain he had likely inflicted on 
others. Raziel knew he had made the righteous choice.

“Have mercy.” the man begged from the ground watching as 
Raziel’s feathers began to darken. Starting at the feathers 
closest to his back, the darkness spread like ink in water. By 
the time Raziel stood directly in front of the man, his feathers 
were as black as the night sky. The man stared in horror, tears 
now flowing freely down his face. The alley became colder and 
Raziel’s presence appeared to double in size. Each feather 
seemed to absorb the light of the sun and convert it into 
malicious intent. The energy blades poking through the man’s 
bloodied hands and feet went from brilliant white to pitch black. 
Raziel had fallen.

“I don’t think so,” Raziel spat as he plunged a dark blade into 
the man’s heart. As the man took his last breath, Raziel undid 
the feathered belt. Raziel’s tears began to fall on the feathers, 
washing away the dirt and grime that coated them. He wept for 
the innocent angels those men had slain and the lives they 
could have led. He fastened the belt around his own waist. The 
belt had a new owner.

Raziel spread his dark wings and rose into the air. As he flew, 
he scanned for the last man but couldn’t see him. The man 
could have gone anywhere in the city at this point, but Raziel 
would find him. After all, one angel still had to be avenged.
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Frozen Flames

The unforgiving chill of the winter breeze had never before 
bitten with such sharp teeth. Nicole’s long curls were violently 
whipped behind her and against her neck, joining in on 
nature’s attempts to distract her. However, much to their 
disappointment her mind was already occupied by a much 
greater power. She did not give any attention to the thought of 
her hair until loose strands began to dance freely in front of her 
pale face, begging to be recognized by her matching brown 

eyes. Nicole quickly moved aside any bothersome hair as she 
stared straight ahead of her; she would consider it the greatest 
failure to miss the moment Martha walked through that door. 
She barely dared to blink for fear of missing the exact second 
that the cause for her once untouchable love, now challenged 
by the confusing and confused world, returned to her side in 
the bitter cold. The door itself, leading to the warm yet 
menacingly dark indoors of Martha’s house, sparked strange 
and unimaginable fear inside of Nicole. Its rough wood, almost 
the color of jet black, stood out and refused to comply with the 
rest of the white, snowy surroundings. While most of the world 
around Nicole celebrated mockingly at the terror she currently 
faced with the swirls of the soft snow and the cheery noise of 
people in the town, this door appeared to only reflect the 
cruelness of the situation as it remained as sinister, gloomy, 
and dreadful as her nightmares.

Nicole suddenly felt a disgusting mix of irritation and jealousy 
as she heard more clearly the sound of laughter in the 
distance. She turned to find the source of this new sound when 
her eyes found, instead, a most unexpected memory that had 
before been locked in a chest in the back of her mind for what 
she assumed to be a long time. As she peered down the snow-
covered road accompanied with the broken laughter, this chest 
became unlocked, and her mind was transported to a summer 
of years past. The snow melted defeatedly before her, the sun 
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pierced through puffy white clouds that had before been 
drapes of gray. But this was not what truly intrigued her. Before 
her, only a few feet away, stood a younger Martha by only a 
few years. The laughter that had previously belonged to 
unfamiliar voices in the distance was now replaced by one 
quite recognizable, as its owner walked down the lane with an 
admirably confident and carefree air. Martha did not walk 
alone, however; another young girl soon came into view, one 
much less confident and carefree as the first, grasping and 
holding on to Martha’s sleeve as if it were a shield to protect 
her in the new and overwhelming space. It was this that had 
caused Martha to helplessly laugh.

“Nicole, do you honestly think I would take you to visit my 
family if I didn’t know they would love you?”

“Of course I trust you, Martha, but…”

“But what?”

Martha continued to grin as she stopped and faced the past 
Nicole, placed her hands upon her shoulders, and shifted her 
body so that their eyes met. The sun shone brightly upon them 
as spotlight, watching just as anxiously as Nicole from both 
past and present to hear Martha’s next words.

“You know I’d never let anything happen to you. To us.”

Unable to resist, Nicole foolishly returned Martha’s smile. 
However, she knew she couldn’t hold back the question much 
longer that had been torturing her mind for many hours, if not 
days. She fiddled with her hands as she spoke, but did not 
break the gaze between them.

“When do you think the time will come when we might finally 
reveal to your family and the rest of the world that we’re not 
just friends?”

Martha’s smile faltered for a moment as her eyes flashed a 
sudden look of uncertainty, though only for a second, as she 
was quick to revert to her old look and hide behind her 
compassionate words. More than anything else, she wished to 
protect the innocent girl standing in front of her from the misery 
of truth. She wore a fading, but most meaningful smile as she 
replied,

“Soon. I can feel it.”

Martha turned her head to examine a shining black door, and 
put a heavy arm around the shoulders of Nicole. They soon 
started to take slow steps towards the building, both feeling 
ever grateful and lucky to have the other as they 
unconsciously walked in unison. Together they passed a patch 
of colorful and beautiful flowers that populated the green lawn 
full of soft grass. Martha studied and admired them carefully, 
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then suddenly looked up to meet Nicole’s gaze once more 
before they walked into the building.

“I love you, Nicole.”

“I love you too.”

The mind of Nicole was abruptly thrown back into the present 
as the sound of a door creaking open shocked her with the 
power of a thousand bullets. As her head anxiously lifted from 
the ground, they met the eyes of a girl whose outstanding 
beauty and strength bested that of the sun hiding in the 
blanket of clouds above. The eyes belonging to such a girl had 
always blown Nicole away with the uniqueness of their vibrant 
blue…but, as she peered more closely at them now with her 
own, she was met with an unfamiliar pair looking back at her. 
Once holding the electricity to melt even the strongest heart if 
its owner were lucky enough to discover it, they now met the 
world with a new look that flashed a pale and faded blue. The 
crashing waves that had stormed within her eyes for all 
eternity up unto this point had ceased; they had given up their 
power to the mightier and unforgiving forces of the world.

“Martha?”

Nicole’s voice rang out in the freezing air, more loudly than she 
had expected yet quite alone, as if it clearly did not belong 
here. Martha refused to utter a word until she had joined 

Nicole by her side, something that she had fought countless 
battles to do throughout her young but challenged life. The 
crunches of the snow beneath Martha’s feet as she walked 
slowly yet determinedly towards Nicole played the chorus of a 
magnificent song that only they understood, one that had 
formed as they themselves bonded early on in a similar 
atmosphere. The first place they had ever dared to walk 
together alone, years ago, had been covered in the same 
blanket of wintery snow, snow that had then been a reminder 
of nothing but delight. All through the evening until the sun 
warned them of nightfall with a warm and cheery grin, they 
threw snowballs carelessly at one another and fell foolishly in 
the snow, the worry of another’s judgement not crossing either 
girl’s mind. Nicole found that this melody of memories was now 
shone upon with a different light, being played in an 
unrecognizable key.

These footsteps and their haunting song eventually came to a 
stop. The two lovers and strangers now stood facing each 
other, Martha’s eyes interested in anything but Nicole’s.

Silence.

“Martha?”

Hearing the shakiness in Nicole’s voice, Martha finally turned 
to look at her in what appeared to be a mixture of pity and fear. 
But never regret. As their gazes met, Nicole was surprised by 
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a discovery made not with her sight but with her disturbed 
mind as she looked into the glassy surface of Martha’s eyes. 
This glass, which now became polished with her own tears, 
had been severely shattered by the invisible bullets fired in the 
battle that took place inside the building she once dared to call 
her second home.

Nicole began to believe that Martha had been so wounded 
from this emotional battle that she would not speak for some 
time. Due to this, it came as a tremendous surprise when she 
heard a word uttered from her direction.

“Nicole, my parents…”

The silence that fell after this weak attempt filled Nicole with a 
feeling of dread that she had not yet experienced.

“Nicole, my parents said I could no longer live with them 
unless I end all contact with you.”

As a desperate escape, Nicole’s gaze suddenly dropped to the 
cold ground as her stomach did the same. This wasn’t real; it 
couldn’t be. How could they have been so foolish as to try to 
make them understand? No, how could she have been so 
foolish as to suggest such an idea? It wasn’t safe, it was never 
safe…

She suddenly felt Martha’s hand grasp her own. She had read 
Nicole’s face; she knew exactly what she was thinking. She 
always did.

This moment Nicole had feared for years felt just as if they 
were mourning the loss of someone they had both been 
completely destroyed to loose, and they were left with no 
choice but to rely on each other for the strength to fight 
through the unimaginable. Yet, instead of a person that day 
they were burying a treasure, a treasure that was unmatched 
by any other in the world. A treasure that would haunt them 
from its grave until the end of time. Any memories that she had 
stored away and cherished from the times they spent together, 
which now felt like a dream that she had been brutally 
awakened from, flashed before her in an overwhelming storm. 
The harsh droplets of this storm began to appear in the 
corners of Nicole’s eyes as she fought desperately to prevent 
them from falling down her cheeks, but they overflowed 
regardless. The tears stung the soft skin on her face as 
punishment in the chilling air.

The silence between them spoke volumes that deafened the 
two girls’ ears. Eventually, the torment that came as a result 
became too immense for Martha, the one who had always 
been able to take the pain during any battle. Today brought a 
different story. A different ending. Nicole felt Martha’s hand 
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release her own, allowing it to fall by her side. A symbol of 
surrender.

There was nothing yet everything left to say as Martha turned 
to face the door that held a future she had never chosen. 
Nicole counted the footsteps as Martha began her procession, 
unconsciously awaiting the tenth; after years of walking the 
same path in a dreadfully different world, she had counted the 
tenth to be the step before knocking her knuckles on the same 
wood. The step before she opened a door that held a family, 
small but cheery, a family that never failed to give a warm 
welcome. A welcome, she realized now, that was not meant for 
her. In the corner of her eye she witnessed what appeared to 
be a moment of hesitation from Martha as she turned the icy 
door knob and pulled the door open again, sending yet another 
hideous screech through the frozen breeze, but Nicole refused 
to raise her head and reveal her face now soaked in frozen 
tears. The moment she heard the door click after the last long 
and dreadful screech as it was drawn shut, she covered her 
face in gloved hands to silently rid herself of all tears left within 
her.

Her body shook not only from the chilling gusts of wind, but 
also with the strongest attempt and desire to rid herself of the 
unforgiving flames of love and passion that continued to 
flourish inside of her. They began to dance ever more violently 
to the broken melody of her muffled cries, and scorched the 

last few bits of her that had not yet been burned. If only the 
threateningly freezing snow that bit away at her exposed skin 
could meet and end the dances of the flames that bit away at 
her ruined heart, she would be saved. After she allowed 
herself to cry in this humiliating fashion for a long period of 
time, standing in a street now occupied only by her and the 
other decaying flowers, her body eventually held no more 
strength left within it to spill any tears. Nicole’s hands fell 
defeatedly to her sides. What was she to do now, now that she 
lived on a planet that had lost its earth and skies?

She slowly moved her eyes and turned her head to gaze at the 
small neighborhood around her for the first time since she had 
arrived in front of the house. She had forgotten that there 
existed a world outside of this building and the girl that lived 
within it. A distant world. Finally turning her body in a new 
direction and beginning to take a few heavy steps away from 
where she stood, a few spare tears reminded her of their 
tiresome presence as they stung her pale cheeks. She wiped 
these away with the back of her rough knitted gloves, and 
rubbed any tears or hidden resentment out of her eyes that 
may have still lingered in them. These same eyes then peered 
upwards to stare at the gloomily gray sky. The sky of any 
possibilities she once held with her beloved had certainly been 
hidden from her with the same hideous clouds. They appeared 
to return her watchful gaze with a wicked grin, relishing in their 
greater power as she stood helpless and defeated under them. 
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Unable to stand the sight, she shifted her gaze once more to 
study the snow-covered road that lay before her, drearily 
becoming aware of the long journey ahead she must take to 
return to her own residence. Strange it would feel as she lay in 
bed that night, her mind destroying itself over the fact that her 
world had lost the most precious gem in this world’s twisted 
cave, leaving her to grasp bitterly at the stone dust that had 
been left behind as a reminder. Nicole shot a glance back at 
the dark door, but no longer held the strength to become 
enraged by the ugly sight of it. Instead, she turned her back to 
the awful building for the last time, and mustered all her 
remaining strength to begin walking down the freezing and 
lonely road.
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The Skateboard
Short Story
Grade: 8
Birchwood School
Instructor: Lorraine Tzeng

The Skateboard

The brisk morning breeze blew through the vacant streets. 
Block by block I strolled by rundown red-brick houses with 
crumbling chimneys and gaping holes in the roofs. The plight 
of the neighborhood did not improve with boarded-up windows 
and split-in-half mailboxes hanging by a tiny piece of wood. I 
frowned as I walked. House after the house was the same, 
one doleful front after the next. Even after walking this route 
many times, the depravity of my neighborhood shocked me. I 

wanted to get out of this place. Alongside me walked my nine-
year-old brother, lagging one step behind. As we approached 
the elementary school, he slowed down and dragged his feet.

“C’mon, you have to go,” I said for what seemed like the 
hundredth time. “You need to study hard, so you can get a 
good job and earn some money. Mom has been pretty sick 
lately. C’mon. Hurry up. I’m going to be late for work.”

“Yeah, but you got to drop out so why can’t I?” my brother 
remarked. I rolled my eyes and gave him a little shove in the 
direction of the school

My brother glanced at me and meandered into the double 
doors, hanging his head. I wanted him to get a good education 
and go to college, unlike me. A gust of wind hit my face and 
stung my nose. I shivered under my thin jacket, knowing that 
winter is just around the corner.

When I was in 12th grade, my mother came down with a very 
bad sickness. We couldn’t afford to take her to see a doctor, so 
she rested and couldn’t continue with her job. Unfortunately, it 
was the only thing sustaining us so I had to find a good-paying 
job quickly. I found the closest one I could find at a bike shop 
and withdrew my applications from colleges I wanted to attend. 
I wanted to earn enough money to help my mom recover and 
pay for my brother’s education. I really wanted him to get a 
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good job so he can make a good income but I knew there was 
a long road ahead of me.

I hurried to work because I didn’t want to be late again. My 
boss could deduct my pay or even fire me. I noticed a 
skateboard, sitting out on the lawn of one of the broken-down 
houses. I knew stealing was wrong. But I really couldn’t lose 
my job. I knew I was making a bad decision, but I snagged the 
board off the dry grass. Pushing off the ground with my feet, I 
started to roll down the street, slowly picking speed.

As I was rolling downhill, my speed began to increase. The 
wind became so cold, that I began to lose feeling in my nose 
and fingers. My eyes grew watery as I rolled like lighting 
through the streets.

Not able to break, I started to lose control. The breeze stung 
my eyes. My vision blurred as the howling wind deafened me. 
As I was approaching another street, I ran over a manhole and 
lost control of the board. Swiveling like a snake, the board 
turned sideways, flinging me into the air with my arms 
outstretched. My heart stopped as I stared, face-down at the 
road beneath me. It was a long downhill drop. I flew through 
the air, arms outstretched. I landed with a thud on my side and 
curled into a ball as I skidded along the pavement.

When I awoke, I was in a hospital bed with cuts and bruises all 
over me. My right leg was in a cast. As I looked around the 

room, I saw the nurse at the computer. Beside her, my brother 
sat in a chair a few feet from my bed. He noticed I was awake 
and rushed over to me.

“Where’s Mom?” I managed to breathe out.

“She couldn’t come. She can barely get out of bed and is 
constantly coughing.”

I tried to sit up, but my brother pressed me down. “You need 
your rest,” he said.

“Listen, you need to study hard to get a good job,” I said to 
him.

“But I can just get a job like you.”

“No, you need a job that requires good education so you can 
bring enough money in.”

“You always want me to get a good job but you decided to not 
go to college and get a job in the bike shop.”

“I didn’t have a choice,” I said. “I couldn’t go to college 
because I had to stay here to take care of you and mom. And I 
want you to have the option I didn’t so you can’t throw it away.”

“Ok,” he said, staring right at me. I could see the gray deep 
down in his eyes.
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The next week, I had recovered enough from my injuries to 
walk my brother to school again. This time instead of hanging 
his head, he said goodbye and walked confidently into the 
school doors. I smiled and then started walking to work. I’m 
finally glad my brother is trying at school, I thought to myself.

When I arrived at the bike shop, my boss looked up from the 
counter and glared at me.

It was a rough day at work. I dealt with many angry customers, 
one of them being an angry old man that said his grandson’s 
bike had fallen apart while he was on the road. He asked for a 
refund but I said that we don’t give out refunds. He started to 
raise his voice and say that he was going to sue our store and 
stormed out.

On my way home after work, I saw the old man that yelled at 
me in the store. As I was getting closer to him, I noticed a 
wallet on the ground. It was obviously the man's wallet, but he 
didn’t seem to notice that he dropped it. Inside the wallet was a 
wad of cash. I saw myself in a new, warm jacket. Not having to 
stay cold in a worn-down, piece of fabric. But then I thought 
about the skateboard.

I ran to the man and gave him his wallet. He thanked me and 
gave me half of the money as a gift. I was going to go get 
myself a new jacket and use the rest for the bills. But I thought 
about the skateboard again. A kid like my brother could be 

sitting alone, inside his house instead of riding around on his 
board. I walked back to the bike shop.

“Back so soon?” my boss said in an agitated voice.

“Yes, sir. I would like to buy that used skateboard.”

It wasn’t in great shape, but it was in better condition than the 
skateboard I had stolen. I shuffled through my pocket and 
handed over the money counter. And left. I rode the 
skateboard all the way to the house. Setting the bike on the 
doorstep, I knocked on the door and then ran away as fast as I 
could. I didn’t stop running until I reached home, never looking 
back. I opened the door and went to my mom’s room. I pulled 
out the remaining money and put it on the nightstand. My mom 
looked up at me and smiled.

“You’re working so hard,” she mumbled. “I’m so proud of you.”

I smiled back down at her, putting the money in the drawer.

“You’re going to get better, I promise.”
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Words Undead
Poetry
Grade: 11
Solon High School
Instructor: Nanci Bush

Words Undead

"It was just a joke", they say,
I didn’t mean any harm!
I’m inclusive, not a racist.
But that joke was SO funny…

Dude, why‘re you acting so GAY?
If I'm gay, what are you!
Why is gay an insult, I implore?

Look at her, so sensitive, they ignore.
Because it was “just a joke.”

You’re going out with that thug?
Careful or you’ll end at the hood.
Tell him to pull up his pants, they snigger.
Glaring at them, daggers in my eyes,
It was “just a joke,” they deliver. 

Houssain, you said your name was?
This dude's gonna go ka-boom.
That offensive? Not at all.
Because it was “just a joke.”

Go make a sandwich, they say with smirks
And my mouth opens in revolt-
You a feminist or something? Their inquisition,
And my scream sticks in my throat
Because it was “just a joke.”

Long after you leave my sight,
I lie in bed and question,

Why did I sit and take your slight?
When I could’ve stood the right position.

It’s never “just a joke.”

I will grow older and wiser,
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I wonder, will you too?
Words have souls,

And ghosts which haunt.
So when yours reappear...

If years later at the office,
Your boss to you presents:

Dismissal --grounds of misconduct,
With eyes of utter resent.

Walking out of that glass building
Your ears overhear:

“Could’ve been more respectful.”
“Should’ve kept it zipped.”

As you search that voice’s owner
So your solemn eyes caress
The cold smile of Houssain.

As he waves to you his final goodbye,
Will it be a joke?

Was it ever a joke?

Drop here!

Drop here!

The Cycle of a Tree
Short Story
Grade: 11
Solon High School
Instructor: Nanci Bush

The Cycle of a Tree

A large brick building lies slightly to a distance with big glass 
windows and a revolving door that’s being made good use of 
today. Right outside of that building, bright-eyed teachers 
stand on the grass, waiting to collect the children who they are 
yet to meet. Parents are scattered along the lawn, either 
kissing their excited children goodbye or consoling and 
convincing their scared children that school won’t be that 
scary. Fathers carry their small kids on their shoulders as 
mothers shoot out precautions at a mile a minute.

About thirty feet away from the building, a young oak tree 
stands diminutively beside a grand maple, the yellow sun 
glimmering off of its bright, green leaves.
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A very young girl of about four tightly grasps her mother’s waist 
and sobs into her teal skirt. The girl’s chocolate brown hair 
starkly contrasts her chalky, tear stricken face.

With the clock ticking closer to the bell and concern written 
across the mother’s face, she tries to soothe her distressed 
child. She tries it all-the motherly smothering of physical love 
that works miracles, the gentle but firm persuasion, and even 
the ice-cream bribery. Yet after all this effort, her daughter was 
still sniffling with bloodshot eyes and a runny nose, refusing to 
relax the iron grip she has on her mother. At a loss, the mother 
looks around for a solution, any solution… and her eyes settle 
on the two trees growing side by side, one large and tall, like a 
parent, and the other a young tree.

With her vision locked on the trees, she peels her daughter off 
of her and walks over to them. She stands under the arms of 
the mighty maple, protecting the two of them from the 
overbearing sun and prying eyes.

Wrapping one arm around the grand maple’s trunk, the mother 
points at herself. Big and strong, able to stand tall and 
independent no matter what the world throws at it. Once she 
sees her point reflected in her child’s eyes, she walks her over 
to the young oak and wraps the girl’s thin, fragile arms around 
its thin, fragile trunk. Then she begins to raise both of her arms 
as high up as she can, one signaling her child and the other, 
the tree, showing them both growing larger. Then, she points 

to the mammoth maple. Her mouth forms the soundless word 
“you.” “This will be you,” she says. Finally, her girl’s sniffles 
come to a halt. She wants to be like the maple, she will 
become the maple according to her mom, and her mom’s 
words are the gospel. Her mom pecks the light brown top of 
her head and guides her to her teachers, and she’s no longer 
complaining.

A young girl of about six wails her eyes out after coming 
empty-handed out of the revolving door on the day of the 
school spelling bee. She’s on the ground, maple leaf-shaped 
shadows falling on her as she buries her head in her arms, her 
swollen bag bulging out behind her, on the grass. Her mother 
pats her back and tries to soothe her. She moves in front of 
her, lifts her head up, wipes her tears away, and motions for 
her not to cry.

The mother unzips the purple bag, plucks out a textbook, and 
flips it open on her lap. She shifts, resting her back on the 
trunk of the maple tree. She motions for her girl to come 
closer. Her child is reluctant at first but later bends to her 
mother, curious.

The child stares at the paper, her scrutinizing eyes not making 
much out of the printed words. Then the mother begins to 
silently teach the girl, under the protection of the tall maple 
tree.
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A year later, parents eagerly wait outside of the school for 
signs of bubbling children, the mother and her husband 
standing under the trusty maple.

The school gates spin open just as the sun begins to set, and 
tired children with excitement in their eyes come bounding out. 
In that small blob, a young girl in a yellow frock stands out, her 
eyes searching for her parents. Her glance instinctively goes to 
the tree, where, as sure as the sky, her parents await. As soon 
as she spots them, she runs over the maple as fast as her 
small limbs can carry her, a golden trophy wrapped in her arms 
and contentedness written all over her face. She reaches the 
tree arms akimbo, the Spell-Bee trophy resting in the crook of 
her elbow. Her parents ecstatically pepper her with hugs and 
kisses; the three of them get into their maroon sedan and drive 
off to a restaurant to celebrate their girl’s win.

A less young girl of twelve stands on the open grass, 
surrounded by pretty, tall companions. They poke and probe 
her, their mouths forming revolting, hateful words, their eyes 
looking her up and down with disgust. The girl hangs her head, 
her shoulder-length hair forming a protective wall around her.

Her eyes rimmed with red, a few salty tears land on her cheek 
as she regretfully tears at her lips, rendering them bloody and 
cracked.

Eventually, once the other girls are done toying with her and 
leave, she crumbles into the comforting warm embrace of her 
tree, pressing into its familiarity as she embarrassedly lets her 
tears overflow; her poorly muffled, violent weeps ringing softly 
in the vicinity.

Only when her lunch bell sounds loud and clear does she try to 
ease out of her bawling and get up. She wistfully looks at the 
tree, and after a moment, notices something. She bends down 
and picks up a dandelion out of a tuft of grass, somehow 
growing in fall. Her hand wraps around its stem and her 
eyelids close. After a moment of serenity in that now quiet 
field, she blows, making the flower’s white fluffy tendrils float 
away in the breeze, carrying her worries with it. After every 
strand visible to her floats away, she gets up and leaves to the 
building, her stride a little stronger.

A now not-young girl of fifteen sits under the tree with her 
friends, chatting away during lunch. Everywhere on the lawn, 
excitement runs wild, for the dance is right around the corner. 
From the crowd, a tall boy arises and nervously shuffles to her 
and her group. He looks down at her smiling awkwardly and 
pulls a luscious red rose from behind him and offers it. Hoots 
explode from her friends’ mouths as she shyly accepts it and 
unconsciously backs up to the tree.

Now almost a woman, she sits under the tree with her legs 
crossed, on top of a picnic blanket along with her mom, who 
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now has patches of white hair. Both of them are wearing red-
rimmed eyes and black as they flip through a family photo 
album. They remain together in silent solace under the maple’s 
tree until after dusk. Later in the dark of the night, when all 
tears have been shed, they pack up and leave, their minds 
now somewhat more at peace.

A year passes by, and then finally, an adult, a strong woman 
strides out of those rotating doors for the last time, wearing a 
robe and a graduation cap, a diploma tucked under her arm. 
Her fellow students are all with someone or the other, loving 
friends or family.

But not her.

A nostalgic smile takes over her face as she moves over 
towards where the proud maple would be. I say ‘would be,’ for 
now, in its place lies a stump, its face revealing many, many 
rings of age.

And right next to that- the oak, no longer young and weak but 
strong enough to support itself and grow into something 
majestic. Near the base of its trunk, yellow flowers, dandelions, 
have already begun to bloom.
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Saltwater
Poetry
Grade: 11
Gilmour Academy
Instructor: Coreen Schaefer

Saltwater

The glass reflected rainbows over the walls of the restaurant 
like the sky after a summer storm, bright
Sunbeams glimmered like a curtain, waiting to be closed by 
night’s hand
A fish called me over to its otherworldly abode in the corner of 
the room for a chat

He asked me “Would you like some tea? We have herbal and 
lemon.”
So I asked him “How can you make tea if you live in the 
water?”

“I’d love to be friends, you know,” he said, “It gets lonely in my 
corner”
“Why do you live on that side of the glass? We could be 
friends if you didn’t”
He floated around the kelp forests and plastic coral
Customers strolled around the servers and the plastic tables

“Why don’t you live on this side of the glass? We could be 
friends if you did”
I wondered for a moment, and then said “How would I breathe 
underwater?”
And the fish responded, “How could I breathe in the air?”
We peered into each other’s eyes, nodded, and I floated away 
to my plastic table
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Birdbath
Short Story
Grade: 11
Solon High School
Instructor: Nanci Bush

Birdbath

Lina and I are chugging fruit punch in Becky Anderson’s 
backyard when the birds start dying. Becky raises a toast to 
making it out of high school in one piece, nevermind the fact 
that we all lost ten pounds and stopped eating bread, and all of 
a sudden there’s a sparrow in her drink and she can’t stop 
screaming. It’s the first one—there’s a moment of pause, like 
the wind is inhaling, before the others follow. They drop from 

the sky like rain, unending. Lina shrieks, jolts into me, 
accidentally dumps half her drink down the front of my shirt.

“Shit,” she gasps, “Sorry.” The juice blooms across my chest 
like a neon bloodstain.

“It’s okay,” I say. The crowd swallows up the sound of my 
voice. Everyone is running, except for Becky, who has 
retreated to her kitchen, pressed up against a windowpane 
with skinny limbs shaking and eyes fixated on the rest of us 
trampling her tulips to death. I almost reach back to grab the 
cups on the grass, stack them neatly for the trash can, but I 
figure whoever ends up picking up the dead birds will have to 
get the litter too.

The birds are still falling and I never knew there were this 
many in the sky in the first place. Lina holds her hands above 
her neck the way we used to during elementary school tornado 
drills; I follow suit, even though I hate the awkwardness of 
running with my head down and both arms up, and we lurch 
through the surging crowd together, jostled around by bony 
girls and their himbo boyfriends and the ten dead birds at their 
feet.

There are feathers in Lina’s hair by the time we make it to her 
car, and my ribs ache from getting elbowed by a football 
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player. We slam the doors behind us and the thump rings 
circles in my ears, the din outside muffled.

Lina hisses from the driver’s seat, cusses under her breath. I 
turn from staring out the window at Jennifer huddled under and 
shielded by the boy she broke up with last week—Lina’s 
knuckles are red all over, glossy from hand sanitizer rubbed 
over the nick.

“Robin,” she says by way of explanation. “Its beak hit me on its 
way down.”

I tug tissues from the box and dab at the congealing hand 
sanitizer. “Poor thing,” I say.

“Me or the bird?”

I crumple the tissues into a ball of splotchy red and white and 
ignore her. “That’s a helluva lot of blood for such a tiny cut.” 
More blood wells up from the triangle of skimmed skin, and I 
dab at it.

“I don’t have bandaids,” says Lina. We both flinch at the thud 
of a bird striking the roof above us, and she jerks her hand 
away. Even from inside the car, I can hear the irregular 
drumbeat of dead bird hitting pavement.

Her other hand is digging through the glove compartment, and 
she pulls out a Taco Bell sauce packet. “I have this, though.” 
DIABLO, it says. Devil.

She tosses it to me and I think about our first Taco Bell run, 
how we were huddled over a Cosmopolitan article on her 
bedroom floor, how we read that spicy food burns calories and 
raided her kitchen looking for something stronger than Flamin’ 
Hot Cheetos, how we pulled up to the drive-through and 
ordered 140-calorie-tacos and asked the cute college boy at 
the window to hit us with the hottest sauces they had.

I tear open the packet as she starts the car. “Where are we 
going?” I ask. Some of the sauce oozes from the edge, and I 
lick it off. Lina shrugs, watches me tilt my head back and 
squeeze the packet onto my tongue. I sputter when it hits my 
throat, but the burn of it is comforting. Familiar.

“Want another?” Another bird hits the roof and this time, we 
ignore it. “My glove compartment is full of them.”

“Later,” I say. “Where are we going?”

Lina cracks a grin. “To watch the sunrise. Duh.”

“It’s twelve a.m.”

She shrugs again and shifts gears. We back out from Becky’s 
oversized driveway and the car shakes over a hundred little 
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speedbump-bodies and I want to ask if running over a beak 
could pop the tires. I want to ask if anyone will hold a funeral 
for the birds like they held a funeral for Avery in sophomore 
year.

“The sun doesn’t rise till six,” I say instead.

“We can take a nap.” The car shudders over five birds in a row. 
“Or play a card game.”

We drive until the juice stain on my shirt dries. I go through two 
more sauce packets and Lina downs three at a stop sign. I 
wonder when we went from 140-calorie-tacos and 0-calorie 
sauce packets to just the sauce, if it was gradual or one of 
those things that just happens; I don’t remember much from 
the last four years of high school, except for the antiderivative 
of cosine and my weight at the end of each June.

Lina stops the car in a parking lot with no street lamp and kills 
the engine. Her hands are thin and pale against the steering 
wheel as she slumps backwards, and I know without having to 
touch them that they’re ice cold.

“I feel bad for the birds,” she says. Her eyes are closed and I’m 
sure she’s thinking about Avery, about the way pictures of the 
three of us were pasted into Driver’s Ed powerpoints as a 
warning to drive safely or a memorial or both. Maybe we 
stopped eating tacos after we found out about the accident—I 

struggle to remember if Avery ever came on the Taco Bell runs, 
but all I can remember is that she was the skinniest of us 
three, and I guess it became a competition to take the spot left 
behind afterward.

“Yeah,” I choke out. For a moment, we stay like that—still and 
quiet and sad.

“Go to sleep,” she says, finally. “I’ll wake you when the sun 
comes up.”

***

There are three more empty sauce packets when I shake 
myself awake. It’s still dark and Lina has her door half open 
with her legs dangling out of it, a lit blunt between her fingers.

“You’re smoking.”

She glances at me over her shoulder. “And you’re awake.”

“I thought you said you’d stop.”

“Yeah, well. The world’s ending.” She takes another hit, 
exhales hard and heavy. “It’s almost eight and I’ve been 
waiting for the sun for two fucking hours.” I look outside, then 
at the clock, then back outside. Something a little like fear and 
a little like bile burns in the back of my throat. “At least it 
stopped raining birds.”
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“Birds can’t taste spice,” I blurt out. Lina turns around, studies 
my face in the dim light of the dashboard glow.

“I know,” she says, “Avery’s mom used to feed their birds spicy 
seed so the squirrels wouldn’t steal it.”

“Oh.” My tongue goes slack—I picture the sun lodged behind 
my teeth, swollen in my throat. Freshman year, a bluebird 
landed on Avery’s shoulder when we were taking homecoming 
pictures. They always loved her.

“Yeah,” says Lina. “Want one?” She lifts up her other hand, the 
one without the blunt, and offers it to me. Another sauce 
packet rests in the curl of her palm, and I take it gratefully. I 
wonder when the two of us became more bird than girl, when 
our dresses started hanging off spindly frames like feathers. 
When we stopped caring about spice and embraced the burn 
of it as a remedy.

“Cheers to the end of the world,” she says, “Or whatever the 
hell this is.”

“Cheers,” I echo. We tilt our heads back and if this were a 
movie, this is when the sun would come back. This is when all 
the dead birds would come back to life and this is when Avery 
would too.

But this isn’t a movie. Instead, it stays dark, and the birds stay 
dead, and Avery stays a memory. Instead, we sputter when the 
sauce hits our throats.
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Identity Poem; Predation
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Identity Poem; Predation

Identity Poem
I am bare bones / brittle skeleton / no skin
thick tongue / thin hair / no voice / I
taught myself to speak

quietly or / not at all / I 
am disruptive / disrespectful / dissimilar
from my mother even though our blood runs
the same, red / hot / angry enough to

scald eager tastebuds, make you
lose feeling / faith / memory / lose memory of
my face, pallid like nausea; I am 
always throwing up from

fever / motion-sickness / insecurity / once,
I jammed two fingers down my throat till I
gagged then did it again / again / again till I
puked. Once, I ran so hard

bile burned its way up my throat and I
puked and I felt skinnier / prettier / emptier
a gutted gourd / infertile / nothing but rind /
yet still not interesting enough for anyone to

bite my lips / bruise my neck / I want to be
set ablaze at the stake if it’ll burn away flesh
like calories like guilt for not loving myself
more, like we’re supposed to. I want to

pry my ribcage open / I want to find my
beating heart / I want to know it’s there / 
grown from the dirt and decomposition and
disappointment rotting in my cartilage / I want
to breathe / breathe / breathe.

predation
all I remember of that summer
is acrid storm on tongue, and

anxiety. funny how I thought diffidence
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would make me more likeable; funny how

I thought filling myself with water and
watermelon would make me more

loveable. as if bony wrists
and empty hands could catch

your eye, without breaking—or with.
funny how the snail thinks itself safe

before the light swallows it up; watch how
the anglerfish contorts itself around prey,

manipulative til the end, and feasts.
funny how I bite down on nothing. 

Seasick
Science Fiction/Fantasy
Grade: 11
Solon High School
Instructor: Nanci Bush

Seasick

Miriam stumbles into bed with her hair still wet, her 
dREMtracker still buzzing beneath her skin. She fingers the 
faint outline of it below her left collarbone, the circle of raised 
skin where the chip is embedded, and double taps to make it 
stop. Outside her window, the sky is draped in dark. 

She closes the curtains with the press of a button and shakes 
two pills into her palm, chalky and white. Worried that the 
Ambien will dissolve in her sweaty hands, she chases it down 
with a glass of water. Her bottle of pills is close to empty—
she’ll have to get another soon. It’s an OTC, milder than the 
prescription version, but a hell of a lot cheaper. The drugstores 
don’t do delivery, but sometimes Miriam wishes they did. 

Her dREMtracker pulses one last time, a reminder to go to 
sleep. She flicks off the lights, takes off her blue-light blocking 
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glasses, and breathes in time with her dREMtracker’s soft 
vibrations. She drifts off. She dreams of the ocean; she is 
always dreaming of the ocean. 

***

Morning brings brunch with Lisa, whose eyebrows are fixed in 
a look of perpetual worry, the kind that feels half pitying and 
half condescending. She won’t stop making soft, overly 
understanding noises or asking questions that she thinks are 
subtle, like “Have you been feeling alright lately?” and “Have 
you been to the doctor’s at all?” and Miriam wonders when her 
sister became so insufferable. 

They order another round of mimosas, and Lisa goes off on a 
tangent about the newest smart-blenders on the market. 
Miriam pokes at her quiche, which is the lip-puckering kind of 
salty, and nibbles on a piece of cantaloupe. She hates brunch. 

“So what have you been doing lately?” Lisa asks, turning the 
conversation back around. “Other than jewelry-making.”

“I started a new book,” Miriam offers.

“What’s it about?”

“Frogs,” says Miriam. In truth, there is no new book, but Lisa 
doesn’t need to know that.

Lisa shrugs. “Whatever makes you happy,” she says. Her 
fingers twist around a strand of hair, thick with concern. “I’ve 
been really into podcasts recently—”

“Look,” Mirian interrupts, “I think I need to get going.”

“Oh. Oh, um—”

“Yeah. I need to stop by the store for some things, I’m pretty 
sure they close soon.”

“It’s not even noon yet,” says Lisa, “What kind of store closes 
before noon?”

Miriam fumbles for a lie. “Weird hours, I guess. I’ll see you next 
week?” She hoists her tote bag over her shoulder and stands, 
narrowly avoiding knocking over the unfinished quiche on her 
plate. 

“Sure, I guess.” Lisa looks like she wants to object but doesn’t 
know how to. Her eyebrows are furrowed and worried again, 
and Miriam almost reaches out to smooth them. 

Instead, she darts out of the cafe, her head down and her 
hands clutching the straps of her bag. 

***

The drugstore is mostly empty. A middle-aged woman is 
browsing the lipsticks and a gaggle of teenagers is arguing 
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about which bag of candy to buy and two cashiers are on their 
phones; none of them pay Miriam any mind. In the medicine 
aisle, there’s one other person: a man with graying hair and 
knotted temples. He watches her grab a bottle of Ambien and 
grins.

“You too?” he asks, brandishing his own bottle. Startled, 
Miriam nods. 

“Yeah,” she says, “Me too.” Miriam knows she’s just one drop 
in the tidal wave of restless sleepers crashing at the door of 
somnologists, all begging for a crutch to hit that sweet spot of 
eight hours a night. All treated with Ambien, the new catch-all, 
cure-all. The new panacea. It’s the medication of the masses. 

Still, she isn’t used to meeting others like her. She gives the 
man—who looks like he’s about to spill his life story onto the 
scuffed tile—a quick smile, and heads to the checkout. She 
wonders if she’s disappointed him. Maybe he isn’t used to 
meeting others like him either. 

***

She takes her pills after showering but before climbing into 
bed, downed with a glass of water that she immediately refills 
from the tiny water fountain at her bedside. She does this 
every night; there is comfort in the routine, in its monotony and 
its security. She clings to it. 

Sleep tugs at the edges of her consciousness, softening every 
hint of coherence. Salt-water waves crash behind her eyelids, 
heavy and hazed and sweeping away sand grains until—

Her eyes blink open drowsily. The clock on her ceiling reads 
12:27 a.m. 

12:27 a.m. Why is she awake? She jolts up, racks her brain for 
a memory of taking her nightly Ambien. She squeezes her 
eyes shut, furrows her brow. Her heart pounds, the heavy beat 
of a war drum. Elusive, the memory evades her as each night 
blurs into the previous and makes a watercolor painting of her 
mind—she reaches out and tries to sift through the smallest 
details to differentiate each night of sitting in bed and 
swallowing cups of cold water with two pills, but even the most 
insignificant differences slip from her grasp like phantom fish, 
and there is no way to tell the days apart, there is no way to 
catch a memory in a stream of monotony, and the war drum 
pounds in her veins, in her ears, in her skull, and she 
squeezes her eyes shut and furrows her brow and thinks so 
hard it hurts. And still, the days won’t separate. 
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Bzzzt. Bzzzt. Bzzzt. Her dREMtracker buzzes, a mosquito 
against her chest. She knows, instinctually, that it’s a warning 
of an increased heart rate. Her eyes snap open. She breathes 
in, then out. She follows the tracker’s vibrations. The blurred 
days melt from her mind like candle wax. Slowly, the war drum 
in her chest quiets. 

She shakes two pills from the bottle and downs them. 

And she sleeps. 

***

Miriam wakes up with her hair tangled and her mouth a desert. 
She fumbles for the glass of water by her bed, still half-empty 
from last night, and drinks from it in deep, greedy gulps, like 
she’s trying to drown. The clock reads 7:23 a.m. and she adds 
up the hours in her head—9 and a half, more or less. Her 
dREMtracker will figure out the finer details, like time spent in 
each stage of sleep, but Miriam likes doing the mental math. It 
gives her a sense of control. 

A beep from her phone reminds her that an order of earrings is 
due today, and Miriam bounces out of bed. The wire hoops sit 
in her workshop, already finished, but she needs to buy more 
jade to fulfill the order. She’ll have to take the MagLev out to 
the city. 

She checks her dREMtracker report as she eats. She 
remembers, vaguely, the panic that seized her in the middle of 
the night and frowns at the thought of it. Her SleepScores are 
lower than usual because of increased heart rate and 
wakefulness at midnight; a sense of disappointment settles 
below her belly, the same kind that was so familiar in high 
school, the kind that struck when she failed a test that she’d 
stayed up studying for. She didn’t sleep well, back then. 
Nobody did. 

***

She presses her palms against the concrete wall to steady 
herself. The MagLev station, bursting from its seams with 
activity, makes her head spin. An onslaught of nausea and 
vertigo crashes over her, and she doesn’t know if it’s the 
crowds or the smell of the overflowing trash cans or leftover 
anxiety from the night prior, or all of the above. 

She gets in line behind the swarms of busy people and waits 
for the camera at the train’s door to scan her face and let her 
in. When it does, she squeezes between families and chooses 
a window seat. Miriam rests her bag on her lap, careful of the 
jade inside; going out to buy more of it has been her only 
errand today. It isn’t difficult, but it feels Herculean. 

The terrain whizzes past her. She doesn’t bother taking out her 
phone. The train is so fast she’ll be home in under five 
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minutes. Instead, she stares at the blurs of green grass and 
gray buildings flashing by until her eyes sting. 

“Arriving at Terminal C, as in Charlie. Next stop: Terminal D, as 
in David,” crows the PA system. She exits the MagLev. It 
speeds away at a breakneck pace and she stares at the space 
it leaves behind, at steel tracks stacked in a gaping vortex in 
the ground. Her heart catches. She pictures another train 
racing by and sees mortality, pictures being hit and hears 
bones snapping, pictures falling and sees herself. 

Miriam stares down the pit, and wonders if she will fall. 

***

That night, she downs her pills with two glasses of water rather 
than one, the chill of it soothing her throat. Her dREMtracker 
lulls her to sleep. In her dreams, a torrent of rain pours from 
the sky’s open maw and a storm brews until—

The clock reads 12:34 p.m. She doesn’t know why she’s 
awake. Her memories are as unclear as always, but this time, 
she’s determined to not let forgetfulness ruin her SleepScore. 

Staying calm, she shakes two pills from the bottle and downs 
them. 

Until—

The clock reads 4:13 a.m. Her gut clenches. She sifts through 
memories, mind hazy, and emerges empty-handed. Two nights 
in a row now, she’s forgotten to take Ambien. 

She shakes two pills from the bottle and downs them. 

***

Her SleepScores indicate periods of wakefulness at around 11 
p.m. and 4 a.m. 

Miriam doesn’t remember waking up during the night. She 
chalks it up to stress, determined to not let work affect her 
eight hours. Fingers nimble, she spends the day deftly 
fashioning together a new necklace. 

She takes her pills after showering but before climbing into 
bed. Her bed is warm; she sleeps easily. She dreams of 
Icarus. She dreams of falling. The sun melts her wings and the 
sea swallows her whole and all she can taste is salt until—

The clock reads 11:38 p.m. Blearily, she takes two pills and 
goes back to sleep until—

The clock reads 1:17 a.m. Her stomach roils, turbulent. It 
protests against the cold water she drinks with her pills, but 
she swallows the whole glass anyway. She sleeps. Until—

The clock reads 2:59 a.m. She can’t make out her floor in the 
darkness. She wouldn’t be surprised if it’s become the ocean 
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and her bed a flimsy raft in its tumultuous waves and she the 
only passenger. She is queasy. She is seasick. She takes her 
pills and the world spins away until—

4:46 a.m.

She shakes two pills from the bottle and downs them.
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Less Than or Equal To Twenty-Four

Sold!

Some people’s comfort place is their bedroom, or maybe 
simply the people they surround themselves with. Mine is 
garage sales. It’s a niche hobby, but something about being 
there radiates warmth to me. I love having the opportunity to 
scrounge through boxes and tables of well-loved items from 
before my time. I’m an admirer more than I am a spender, 

which might seem strange for something that has the word 
“sale” right in the name, but being surrounded by things that all 
have their own hidden story makes me feel at home.

Hopping off of my bicycle and rolling it to the grass next to the 
curb, I put down the kickstand and make my way over to the 
driveway ahead of me. Breathing in the warm summer air, I 
smile to myself. Today is what I subjectively consider the best 
time of the week: Saturday morning. Even though it means I 
have to wake up at an ungodly hour, especially for a weekend, 
going on my weekly garage sale tour makes it worthwhile.

I am obviously not the peak demographic of garage sale 
customers, considering I’m usually surrounded by adults and 
the occasional family who happened to pass by on a bike ride, 
but something about getting to take a peek into the life of 
others through the objects they once cherished is fascinating 
to me. I don’t always leave with purchases in my bike basket, 
and sometimes I can only find one sale after combing the city 
for signs. Either way, I always end up finding something 
memorable, even if I don’t buy it.

Saturday is the unofficial garage sale day in my area, and 
today is no different. Right now is my third house of the 
morning, and there’s at least one more, a couple streets over, 
that I want to visit next. As I wave a hello to the kind-faced 
woman manning the box of money, I double-check that my 
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journal is still inside my bag. Ever since I first purchased the 
leather covered journal from one of my first garage sales of the 
summer, I’ve used it to document each house I visit. If I find a 
particularly interesting item, whether it be a vintage typewriter 
or a well-loved book covered in creases and annotations, I 
make note of it in my journal with a simple sketch. It doesn’t 
serve any specific purpose, but my interest in these unique 
used items makes the garage sale field guide interesting 
enough for myself, at least.

My train of thought is interrupted by a voice coming from my 
left. Turning to face the source, I smile upon seeing the familiar 
face of Robin, who is looking through a crate of yellowed 
novels. “How’s your morning going, honey? Any new finds?” I 
shake my head, gesturing to my empty bike basket at the end 
of the driveway.

“Nothing yet, but maybe I’ll find something after checking out 
one or two more after this,” I reply. I have, however, added 
new pages to my journal, but Robin has never really 
understood my motivation behind taking notes on things 
instead of simply buying them.

Robin nods and continues, “I just cannot get over how 
precious it is that you spend all these mornings out and about 
like this. At your age, I would never be caught out of bed 
anywhere near this time of day, much less at a garage sale!” 
Internally, I sigh. Here she goes again. Every time I run into 

Robin at garage sales, which is quite often, she makes an off-
hand comment about how she simply adores the fact that I’m a 
weird teenager with a weird hobby. I know she means well, but 
the words of a woman who I figure must be older than my 
mother by a few years and myself, the aforementioned 
teenager, sometimes don’t translate perfectly.

I keep to myself most of the time, but I still get strange 
comments from teenagers and adults alike. The latter’s words 
tend to hurt most, but Robin is different in the way she speaks 
to me. She only ever sees me at garage sales, so our only 
topic of conversation is garage sales. It’s a much needed 
escape from never-ending questions about school and work.

Smiling through the now-awkward atmosphere, I quietly laugh 
in agreement. After seeing that I don’t have a response, Robin 
leaves me alone with a last smile before looking back down at 
the crate of books. Robin is a rare type of adult who usually 
understands that I’m not often inclined to make conversation, 
which is much appreciated by me.

Turning my focus to the table closest to me, I scan through the 
items with price stickers haphazardly placed on them. My 
favorite part is guessing the owner’s background based off of 
the items they’re selling. There isn’t a section of children’s toys 
or clothing, a tell that this family has no children of their own, 
or maybe their children grew up too long for them to have any 
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leftover items. The woman running the sale appears to be 
older, so I go with my second hypothesis.

There is, however, a bin of assorted trinkets that catches my 
eye. Worn dolls, small glass art pieces, and old toys lie 
together even though they have nothing in common. These 
items are the ones that often interest me most, the tiny 
knicknacks that people purchase on a whim from a gift shop or 
craft fair. It makes me think about what it would be like to live 
in the time when the owner was a child.

Or maybe, what it would be like to be one of these trinkets, like 
in those movies where toys come alive. Life would be much 
simpler as a toy, I can only assume. No judgemental stares 
from anyone, no backhanded comments thrown my way. I 
would be admired on a shelf, and then one day get the 
opportunity to people-watch while sitting on a garage sale 
table.

Snapping out of my reverie, I look at the other end of the table, 
where a pile of battered notebooks much like my own lay in a 
stack. I have no need for another journal, but I pick one up 
anyway and flip through it. The pages are blank save for a few 
at the beginning, filled with haphazard cursive that I can barely 
read.

I move on to the other item on the table, a fairly large wall 
clock. It isn’t in pristine condition, but its beauty causes me to 

stop and stare, too nervous to actually touch it. Opening my 
bag, I pull out my journal. The next open page is adjacent to 
my last sketch of a bracelet filled with tiny charms of different 
objects that I had spotted at the house I had stopped at before 
this.

I fill the center of the page with a quick sketch of the clock, and 
then I look back up to marvel at the real clock again. Suddenly, 
I feel a tap on my shoulder, and I instinctively move to the side 
so I don’t block the table. The person clears their throat, my 
eyes flicking up from my journal in response.

“Excuse me, are you interested in purchasing this?” It’s the 
woman who runs this garage sale, wearing a soft smile.

“Oh, no, sorry. I was just admiring it, it’s very beautiful,” I begin 
hesitantly, but she interrupts me with a wave of her hand.

“You should take it,” she responds firmly, “For free.” My eyes 
widen, staring at the woman in disbelief.

“I could never take this from you without paying anything,” I 
reply honestly. As if she didn’t hear me at all, she carefully 
picked up the clock, holding it out to me.

Staring into my eyes with a force that makes me want to look 
anywhere else, the woman stood her ground. “I can’t explain it 
to you right now, but right when you arrived I knew you were 
the one this clock is meant for. I didn’t think it would be so easy 
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to find you, but it worked.” Her last sentence was said in a 
quieter tone as if I wasn’t meant to hear it.

Carefully, I take the clock from her hands, flinching a little upon 
realizing its weight. “Are you really sure?”

The woman nods as if it’s obvious. Quietly, she adds, “Midnight 
will take you to where you are meant to be,” and promptly 
makes her way back to the cash table, where a customer is 
waiting.

Sitting in my desk chair spun around to face the clock that is 
now hanging on my wall, I sigh. The absurdity of this, staring at 
a random abandoned clock as if it’s going to come alive when 
midnight hits, makes me strangely uneasy. Realistically, I know 
nothing will happen, but another side of me hasn’t stopped 
thinking about what the woman said to me before turning 
away. “Where I am meant to be”. Just what exactly did she 
mean by that? Where am I meant to be, if not here?

I yawn silently as the clock nears midnight, off by just a few 
minutes now. It’s now or never, I suppose. Either something 
happens now, or more realistically, I end up going to bed as if it 
were any other mundane night. My inkling of curiosity is 
quickly being replaced with weariness as the second hand 
ticks on.

Even so, I can’t bring myself to get out of my chair or take my 
eyes off of the clock. Eyes widening so I don’t miss anything, I 
take a nervous breath as the clock hits midnight. A second of 
silence passes. Then another, and another.

I begin to brush off the superstition of the clock being cursed or 
magical. I hadn’t necessarily assumed anything would really 
happen, but it still is a let-down. Making to stand up and get 
ready for bed, I stop. Glowing beside me, I sense an intense 
light on my right. Whipping my head towards the source, I 
freeze in shock.

The light is coming from my garage sale field guide sitting on 
my bedside table, and soon enough the pages begin to flip 
back and forth unprompted. It feels as if I’m watching a movie, 
but with infinitely better graphics considering this is actually 
happening right in front of my eyes. Frozen in place, I want to 
move towards it, yet nervousness holds me back. The light 
emitting from the journal gets increasingly brighter as the 
pages flipping generates wind, and I quickly cover my eyes 
with my hands, squinting them shut. With nothing to look at 
now, my ears zero in on a loud ringing sound filling the room. 
Not daring to open my eyes, I assume it’s the clock adding to 
the chaos.

Bright blinding white light engulfs me, streaming through my 
eyelids despite them being tightly squeezed shut. Nothing 
comes out when I attempt to scream. Maybe the chiming of the 
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clock paired with the wind is too loud for my own ears to hear 
myself, or maybe fear is filling up my lungs to the point of 
overflow.

I can tell that one side of my brain is itching to present its bullet 
point list of ideas on the current state of things, in hopes to 
rationalize myself and get my heartrate down, but it is heavily 
overpowered by the other side, which is doing nothing but 
screaming. The personification of my brain is essentially 
pacing back and forth, arms gesticulating wildly, eyes wide 
open and terrified. This must be what the woman at the garage 
sale was talking about, but she was so incredibly vague that I 
had absolutely no way of knowing it-whatever it was- would be 
so intense.

I feel like I’ve been sitting in my desk chair with my arms 
crossed over my face for either half an hour or half a minute. 
It’s impossible to tell with no way of seeing or hearing. 
Wherever the wind is coming from, it hasn’t let up yet, and I 
begin to wonder if I’m even in my room anymore.

Then, all at once, my world goes dark. Or, at least the insides 
of my eyelids do, which leads me to believe that the white light 
that had been tormenting my eyes for what felt like an eternity 
has disappeared. My second observation is that it’s quiet, a 
very sharp contrast from just seconds earlier. Logically, that all 
means I can uncover my eyes and try to figure out what in the 
world just happened to my journal. Something about that idea 

makes me hesitant, though. It seems just a little too bizarre 
that everything disappeared just as quickly as it arrived.

I tell myself to count to five and then open my eyes, for no 
reason other than to psych myself into doing it. After hitting 
five, I pause for a moment. My surroundings are just as dark 
and quiet as they were five seconds earlier, so I move my 
hands away. Blinking to try and adjust to the darkness, I slowly 
spin around in place. It’s near-pitch black, but I can tell that I 
definitely am not in my room anymore.

More outlines come into view, some almost as tall as me. It’s 
too dark to see anything more than blobs, but as I look back 
and forth I can tell that my eyes will soon adjust. I reach my 
arm out towards the figure closest to me and stifle a gasp. It’s 
as if I’m moving through syrup, as no matter how quickly I try 
to extend my arm, it’s instead at an strangely slow pace. I try 
to wave both of my arms back and forth as quickly as I can, 
but it looks and feels like I’m stuck in slow motion.

Furrowing my eyebrows in confusion, I decide to try yelling out 
for help. Only a split second of noise comes out of my mouth 
before I go silent. My eyes widen as I impulsively bring my 
hands up towards my throat, although I immediately regret that 
as I’m stuck watching my arms slowly move. My mouth is still 
open out of shock, no sound coming out when I try again.
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All of the events that have happened within these few minutes 
suddenly catch up to me: the chaos that happened when the 
clock struck midnight, whatever is happening right this second, 
it all causes a wave of nausea to fill my stomach. Fear courses 
through my veins as my brain takes off running a mile a 
minute. The sensation of feeling frozen in place isn’t the stuff 
of nightmares, as much as I wish it was.

All I can see are strangely shaped outlines placed sporadically 
around me, some small but others almost the height of the 
ceiling. Nothing is moving, but it makes me wonder if any of 
the shadows belong to humans who were rendered unable to 
speak or move like I am. That thought sends chills down my 
spine, the idea that I could be trapped here forever.

There’s no way of telling how long it’s been since that fateful 
moment in my bedroom, but it feels like it’s been hours of 
standing when the darkness finally transitions to light. It takes 
a scary amount of willpower just to tilt my head upwards to 
what I had assumed was the ceiling. Now, seeing it open in the 
middle, I’m not so sure what exactly it is. What I can 
comprehend is a bright blue sky dotted with puffy clouds above 
me. The sky instantly reminds me of my Saturday mornings, of 
biking through the sunlight and gazing up at the clouds.

The feeling of déjà vu clouds my brain. That would make 
sense, considering I was just at a garage sale yesterday after 
all. It was yesterday, wasn’t it? Everything concerning the day I 

took the clock home is jumbled and cloudy in my mind, and I 
can’t seem to remember how long it’s been, how long I’ve 
been in this room. Right before my mind starts to go haywire 
once again, a giant shadow looms above me, breaking me out 
of my sky-induced trance. It’s a giant hand, seemingly coming 
out of the sky.

Only then do I look back down, around at the figures in the 
room with me. The very first object in my field of vision causes 
my eyes to widen in recognition. It’s a giant silver bracelet, but 
more specifically it’s the very charm bracelet I had drawn in my 
journal. Oddly enough, though, it’s ten times bigger than it was 
when it was sitting on the table at the garage sale. I would 
have assumed it were some type of chain if I hadn’t 
recognized the unique charms dangling from it.

Why is the bracelet so large-or maybe, why am I so small? 
The giant hand gives me no time to ponder, however, picking 
up the bracelet, and then, as if an afterthought, picking me up 
as well. I am unceremoniously placed onto a cloth surface, the 
charm bracelet jingling next to me as it collapses in on itself. 
Now having a much clearer view of my surroundings, horror 
washes over me as I realize exactly where I am.

I know these trees. I know this driveway. I even know the 
fabric, the tablecloth, that I sit on. It’s a bit disorienting at first 
because of how small I am sitting on this table, but I can 
clearly see that I am once again back at the garage sale on 
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Maple Lane, the very house I had visited before the one where 
I was gifted the clock. I had once stood in front of this table, 
marveled at the items that lay upon it.

This time, I’m sitting on the other side and it’s clear that I have 
finally found where I’m meant to be.

Freefall

I always hear about the hypotheticals of plane crashes, but I’ve 
never stopped to actually imagine what it’d be like. I’ve heard 
the generic flight attendant safety speech so many times that I 
could probably do a passable job at standing up and 
reenacting it myself, but have I ever tried to picture myself in 
the situations depicted on those little pamphlets in the seat 
pocket? No. I haven’t. Have you?

Now that I am in this type of situation that I have (never) 
imagined, I see that there’s a reason why no one talks about 
these details. There’s nothing to compare it to, at least in my 
eyes. 
There’s no 
          “it felt like-” 
          “it reminded me of-” because that sentence, I suppose, 
was meant to be left incomplete. This is new territory and I 
think that in of itself adds another level of terror. So many 
things are happening and my brain has no way of processing it 
because my brain has nothing to compare it to, no way to 
familiarize myself.

So I watch. I watch because I can’t find it in me to think. I can 
identify the fear, the panic, the chaos. But that is all I seem to 
be able to do. People are yelling things, but I can’t pick apart 
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what each voice is saying, all noise rendered to gibberish. 
Sitting here squished in this tiny economy seat won’t do me 
much good, but I’m not really sure if getting up is any more 
beneficial. 

I begin to move as if possessed by some outside force, my 
movements jerky and robotic and not my own. I follow what the 
people around me are doing so I can at least pretend I’m 
helpful, and once again I would love to explain what exactly we 
are doing but I have no way to put it into coherent thoughts.

The plane falls and I fall with it, and that’s about all I can tell 
you.

C is for (CLASSIFIED)

Two things happen when I wake up Sunday morning: I open 
my eyes, like everyone does upon waking up, and I scream. 
The latter, if it wasn’t obvious, is most definitely not something 
everyone does upon waking up. The screaming isn’t planned, 
for further clarification. Maybe somebody out there enjoys 
starting off their day by yelling, to get the grogginess out or 
something, but I personally have no interest in adding it to my 
morning routine. The person who had been shaking my 
blanket-covered shoulders gives me a strange look, as if I’m 
the weird one for screaming about a complete stranger 
hovering above me in my own bedroom.

This is my own bedroom, right? A quick scan around me 
confirms that I wasn’t kidnapped and I am in fact laying in my 
bed, and so I bring my attention back to the stranger, eyes still 
slightly tired from sleep. Although, as I continue looking at their 
face wordlessly, the person looks oddly familiar. I can’t place a 
name or reason why, though. Eventually the stranger gets fed 
up with my silence, and comments “It’s about time you’re 
awake, it’s nine-o’-clock and we have things to do!”

I blink, once, twice. They even sound familiar, too. The 
stranger is still there, looking increasingly exasperated at my 
lack of response. I sit up, going from sleepy to serious in the 
blink of an eye. Eyes narrowing, I start rapid-fire questioning 
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her. “Do I know you? Do you know my mom or something? 
Why are you so casual about this when you have no idea who 
I am, you’re a complete stranger!”

The stranger snorts, brushing off my questions in favor of only 
answering the last one. “I’m not a stranger. You can call me C.”

“C? Like… Cece or something? One letter clarifies literally 
nothing about what is happening right now.” ‘C’ shakes her 
head.

“Just C, not Cece or whatever you said. Seriously, we need to 
get moving. Your mom is fine with it, but you should probably 
text her before you leave. Although I doubt she’ll say no.”

So she does know my mom, at least so she claims. For some 
reason I trust her word, even though I have no reason to. I 
know I’ve never met C in my life, but my brain has convinced 
itself that I do. I can’t quite place the feeling but if I had to put it 
into words, it would be that C is supposed to be here, right 
now.

“I have homework to do.” It’s a lackluster excuse, but it’s true. 
C doesn’t need to know that I always end up procrastinating 
my homework until around ten in the evening, which isn’t a 
routine I’m proud of but at least I always get my work 
submitted before midnight.

“We’ll be back by ten,” C retorts. I stare at C incredulously as 
she gives me a knowing look. I swear I didn’t say that out loud, 
and I want to question how exactly she knew that, but before I 
can open my mouth, she walks briskly to my door.

“I’ll be downstairs, get dressed so we can get moving. I didn’t 
account for you taking fifty years to wake up, so we need to 
get moving now.”

I shake my head to myself in disbelief as I grab the first 
sweater and jeans combination I see out of my closet. While 
closing my closet door, I start trying to figure out why I’m acting 
like this is just another average day in my life. I should be 
forcing my mom to leave work, or honestly, call the police. 
However, I can’t shake the thought I had just a few minutes 
ago, that C has some sort of reason for being here. She 
reminds me of myself, now that I think about it. Similar speech 
patterns and quips, even similar looks, we both have light 
brown hair. Hers is wavier, though, the way I’ve always wanted 
actually, and her eyes are darker than my own. That in itself 
raises a number of new questions about C, but I am 
interrupted by a shout from downstairs. “What part of getting 
dressed takes this long?!”

After pulling on my socks, I turn on my phone. No notifications, 
as per usual. I scroll to my most recent text conversation, with 
my mom, and type “I’m going out with a friend. Not sure what 
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we’re going to do yet but i’ll let you know when I’m on my way 
home”.

A second passes, and the typing bubble already appears on 
her side of the chat. I’m walking down the stairs as her 
message comes in, and my mood darkens upon seeing her 
reply.

The text reads “Have fun!! It’s been so long since you’ve hung 
out with anyone, invite them over next time!”, followed by a 
smattering of heart and smiling emojis. The overly-enthusiastic 
texting isn’t what irks me, it’s that it’s another reminder that my 
friends have abandoned me, as if my brain hasn’t made that 
clear to me daily. But my mother doesn’t know that, and I’d 
rather keep it that way.

I can’t remember how long it’s been since I saw my friends in 
person, or even how long it’s been since our group chat was 
active. In my eyes it feels like it’s been forever, and it 
constantly haunts the back of my mind. Scrolling through our 
group chat, I try to figure out where we went wrong, but 
nothing comes to mind. The shift between us happened all at 
once, and I just don’t know when or why.

I look up from my phone to see C sitting at my kitchen table 
staring into space. Her eyes come back into focus upon 
hearing my footsteps approach, and she stands up. We’re the 
exact same height, apparently. “Get the keys,” she says 

brightly, a contrast to my now-irritated mood, “we’re going for a 
drive.”.

I hate driving. I do it when necessary, but it’s only stress-free 
when I’m going somewhere I’ve been a million times, like 
school or my mother’s workplace. It’s not associated with any 
particular event that happened to me, it’s just an irrational fear 
that I’ve never been able to shake. If I had to guess, it’s 
probably related to the uncertainty of the road: each car is 
moving on its own and there’s no way for me to know exactly 
when someone will merge, or switch lanes, or turn.

Back when I did hang out with my friends, I always made an 
excuse why I couldn’t drive and needed a ride if it was 
somewhere I wasn’t used to going. It was selfish of me, sure, 
but I made an effort to pay for things like gas or food so I didn’t 
feel too guilty for never offering to drive.

Despite that, I now find myself sitting behind the wheel of my 
used car, starting up the engine. “Can I know where we’re 
going so I can put it in the GPS?” I ask, trying to mask the 
stress that just sitting in the driver's seat is giving me.

“I’ll tell you the directions, don’t worry about it. I know that 
driving- I mean, I can tell that driving makes you nervous... 
from your body language, you know?” I turn to look at her, 
confused. Is it really that obvious how stressed driving makes 
me? It’s beginning to get strange how C seems to know all 
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these things about me that I’ve never mentioned before, at 
least never out loud. I file it away in the back of mind for now, 
though, so I can try to keep my mind free from distractions.

We’re driving down a street I’ve only been down a handful of 
times when C turns down the radio a couple levels down and 
calmly asks, “Are you satisfied?”

I falter, hands tightening on the steering wheel. “That... that’s 
kind of a loaded question to spring on someone out of 
nowhere, especially considering I still know nothing about you, 
I don’t even know your real name! Why did I even agree to go 
with you, what kind of spell did you put on me? I should have 
called the police or my mom or anybody else-”

“Who else? Tell me, who else would you call?”

She obviously knows she hit a nerve with that question, and if 
she didn’t, then my steely expression and silence gives it 
away. I would have answered an easy “One of my friends”, but 
now? I don’t think I could bring myself to do it.

C continues, “Seriously, answer the first question. We both 
know the answer but I want you to say it, out loud for once. It’s 
hard to seriously think about yourself like this but I really think 
it’ll help if you do. As tempting as it seems, you can’t just try to 
ignore all of your problems by internalizing everything you 

want to say. You need to start communicating, so you might as 
well start with me. Also, turn right at this intersection.”.

My grip on the wheel is still just as white-knuckled as I flip the 
turn indicator upwards and switch lanes. As we round the 
corner, I say quietly, “I’m not satisfied.” A beat of silence 
passes before I start speaking again, a little louder. “I hate that 
my friends seemingly abandoned me for no reason and I hate 
that I can never communicate the way I can in my thoughts. 
It’s just too difficult to properly word the things I want to tell 
people, so I just don’t do it at all.” I continue rambling until my 
throat starts to go hoarse. I’ve never unloaded that much at 
once onto anyone before, considering I only ever talk to myself 
these days. It’s unusually easy to rant to C, considering I am 
notoriously terrible at opening up to anyone other than my own 
brain.

I can see C nod in my peripheral vision as she responds, “I’m 
proud of you for admitting it out loud. I know that it might mean 
nothing to you because you barely know me, Now, the next 
step is deciding to do something about it. Don’t you want 
closure? Don’t you want to at least try? What if it was all a 
misunderstanding, and there’s really no issue other than your 
schedules not lining up? I don’t want you to lose this friendship 
because of overthinking, and I know you don’t either.” I sigh, 
unable to deny that she is right. Interestingly enough, the one 



657

thing C got wrong was saying her words were meaningless. If 
only I was able to verbalize my thoughts as easily as she does.

“Turn left into this lot and park somewhere,” C adds as an 
afterthought. I pull into a parking spot that looks easy to get out 
of, and balk at the clock above the radio when I realize that it’s 
already five in the evening. Had we really been driving for that 
long?

We unbuckle our seatbelts and get out of the car. Taking a 
proper look at our surroundings, I see that we’ve arrived at a 
park of some sort, one that I’ve never seen before. C 
immediately sets off onto the trail in front of us, and we walk, C 
a few paces in front of me.

After a couple minutes of walking, we end up at an empty 
clearing, grass and wildflowers abundant. I look at C 
confusedly as she lies down on the ground, staring up at the 
sky.

“Is this what we came here for?” I question. There really is 
nothing here worth mentioning, and I can’t understand why we 
came all the way out here for a field.

“Not this,” C replies, gesturing to the clearing, “but this.” She 
points up to the sky above us, as I follow suit in lying down. 
Now parallel to the ground, my jaw drops upon seeing what 
she pointed at.

The sky is an absolute explosion of color, of warm blues and 
pinks and purples and colors that I can’t even put a name to. 
We came just in time to see the peak of tonight’s sunset, but 
it’s unlike any sunset I’ve seen while sitting in my room looking 
through the window. It’s intense yet calming at the same time, 
and looks as if a painter had swept broad strokes of color 
across the sky. I’m lost in the sunset, unable to formulate a 
single thought. It’s beautiful, and it immediately reminds me of 
my friends.

These days, reminiscing about what I decided to consider my 
“former” friends usually hurts my chest and my heart, but right 
now, oddly enough, it doesn’t hurt a bit. My mind is overflowing 
with memories, spilling out into the grass and in the sky, and 
instead of shoving them down, I let them overtake my 
imagination.

This moment right here feels like a scene out of a movie, one 
where the protagonist is bombarded with flashbacks zooming 
through her head, projected to the audience like a video 
compilation. In my case, I recognize mental images of us 
blasting the radio in the car as loud as we can stand, staying 
up until the sunrise talking about everything and nothing at the 
same time, laughing until our stomachs quite literally hurt-a 
feeling that I realize I haven’t felt in a while-, and laying on the 
grass staring up at the sky. Just like I’m doing right now.
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The park I’m in currently isn’t the one my friends and I would 
frequent, but it still makes me wonder how exactly C knew to 
come here. It feels like it’s too much of a coincidence to bring 
up my friends and then take me to do the activity I loved doing 
most with them. I had brushed off all of her other off-hand 
comments where she sounded like she knew a little too much, 
but now it was getting a little too bizarre. Had she been 
stalking me? I seriously ponder this for a second, until C lightly 
shoves my arm.

“No I absolutely have not been stalking you!” C says 
indignantly, and then slaps her hand over her mouth 
immediately after. “You didn’t say that out loud-”

“I didn’t say that out loud.” We both speak at the same time as 
I turn my head to the left to look at C. “I didn’t say that out 
loud,” I repeat. “I wrote everything else off as coincidence but 
now, can you explain?”

C sighs, still staring up at the sky, which strangely enough is 
still just as vivid even though it should be dark by now. “The 
short answer is no, I can’t, because an explanation comes with 
lot of science and magic stuff that you aren’t going to 
understand, but-”

I interrupt with eyebrows raised, “Magic stuff?” C finally turns 
over to look at me with an annoyed expression. She continues,

“But, you know. You know the pieces. You know the parts. You 
just have to put them in place. Take a picture. Quiet your mind. 
Breathe. You’ll know what to do next. Who I am doesn’t matter. 
You do. I’m just here to make sure you don’t forget that once 
you get off the path.”

I stay silent for a moment, letting her words sink in, even 
though I’m still wildly confused. “You’re very well-spoken,” I 
comment, for lack of a better response.

C smiles, as if there’s an inside joke that I don’t know. “Yeah, 
well, I learned from the best.” With that, she gives me a light 
push so I’m now laying on my back again, eyes meeting the 
sky once more.

My eyes get lost in the colors instantly, but C’s words are still 
fresh in my brain and I pull my phone out of my pocket. Aiming 
it at the sky above me, I focus the camera and click the 
shutter. I turn my head back to the left, to face C, but I’m met 
with emptiness. She’s gone.

Sitting up, I whip my head around, looking for any trace of life, 
but the clearing is completely devoid of noise or movement. 
How had I not heard her leave so quickly? The sun has finally 
set now, so the dark makes it difficult to see, but I’m positive 
she couldn’t have ran that quickly.
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In my hand, my phone buzzes, signifying a notification that I 
notice is just for some random app. It reminds me of the 
picture, still bright on the screen, although my measly phone 
could never do the true sunset justice. Somehow, I know 
exactly what to do, and maybe exactly what C was trying to 
hint to me.

I open the messaging app and scroll down to the groupchat 
with my friends, which hasn’t been used in around a month. It 
surprises me when I see the timestamp- my brain had made 
me feel like it’s been months, but it really hasn’t been that long. 
Confidence surges through me seemingly out of nowhere as I 
begin to seriously entertain the idea that it wasn’t their fault, it 
was more mine. Adding the sunset photo to the chat bar, I hold 
my breath, but only for a second, before pressing send.

As an afterthought, I add “Thought of you all tonight, maybe 
we can do a sunset drive next weekend?” Almost immediately, 
the typing bubble pops up, and I get a chorus of “Yes!” and 
“Let’s do it!!”. I smile at the screen, slightly amazed that it was 
that easy.

“Don’t sell yourself short, things are harder when overthinking 
gets in the way.” My inner monologue speaks up as I stand up 
and make my way back to the parking lot. It occurs to me at 
that moment that there was a reason C’s voice sounded so 
familiar.

And, with that, the last puzzle piece falls into place.
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Homecoming

There was only one thought on the minds of the entire city: 
Only four more days until Homecoming. My town has always 
been dedicated to making the day perfect, this year being no 
exception. Walking down my street, I quietly admired the 
decorations hung throughout the town. Banners hung from 
porches, candles twinkled through window panes, and 
festivities rang all through the streets.

Celebrations lasted the entire week leading up to 
Homecoming. Children could be found in school dutifully 
coloring images to add to their home’s decor, and in the 
evenings, they listened intently to tales of Homecomings past, 
eyes and mouths wide. It was gratifying to see the 
townspeople’s bond strengthen during Homecoming season 
each year. Living in a small town in what I considered the 
middle of nowhere, Homecoming was one of the few citywide 
celebrations I got to experience. It might not be enough to put 
us on the map, but it had always been a huge, meaningful day 
to everyone here.

In every home, a calendar could be seen with the 24th circled 
boldly, the days before it X-ed out like a

countdown. Homecoming was an event that could only go on 
with everyone’s participation, and it was plain to see that 
everyone was devoted to making it as perfect as necessary. 

Along what was considered the main street, although it wasn’t 
much busier than other streets, were more banners hanging 
from telephone poles, a vibrant explosion of color. Each one 
was embossed with a candle insignia, the symbol of 
Homecoming. A symbol of light. Of truth. Of remembrance.

Three days left.

From the looks of it, the entire town was outside today. During 
today’s walk, I watched as younger children ran around 
outside and neighbors talked on the sidewalk in between 
houses. The warm colored leaves hadn’t yet fallen, a natural 
addition to the decor. Homecoming season doubled as the 
perfect time for people watching, which I always enjoyed doing 
on my walks. It had been a tumultuous year so far to say the 
least, so my walks weren’t always as calming as they used to 
be. Sometimes I would find myself yelling out a greeting to a 
neighbor or reaching out to grab a ball thrown too far before 
catching myself.

Homecoming week felt like a breath of fresh air, something 
familiar to cling onto. I smiled as I passed a group of children 
that I had practically watched grow up. They were still young, 
so they didn’t completely understand the meaning of 
Homecoming. The most prominent feature among everyone 
was a smile, although whether it was a joyous or subtly solemn 
one varied from person to person. I myself was filled to the 
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brim with anticipation for the big day, but it was difficult to tell if 
my excitement had changed to nervousness. Two.

At this point in the week, I could physically feel myself 
preparing for the day. By now, the nerves had kicked in and a 
few stray worries began to invade my thoughts. I knew that this 
year would be a particularly difficult Homecoming for me, and 
the effects of that were evidently bearing down on me. Today’s 
daily walk had a particular bittersweetness to it. Instead of 
focusing on the joy of the holiday, I had seemingly decided to 
fixate on the melancholy side. Split second visions played in 
my head: a purple banner waving from a newly renovated 
porch. A golden dog slowly making its way around a backyard. 
A nuclear family of four. I tried not to dwell on the visions for 
long, but as the day went on, I felt my mood gradually move 
downhill.

The toughest part was that once the 24th came and went, it 
would be over. Banners stored away for next year, candles 
blown out, streets quiet. The day after Homecoming is always 
the most difficult. The townspeople are still amiable of course, 
but nothing truly beats the emotion and camadrie of 
Homecoming. Once the clock strikes midnight, everyone is 
forced to remember what normal life is like, left only with an 
aching pain in their hearts. The feeling eventually goes away 
as one resettles into the mundane.

One day left.

My entire street seemed to be outside today. Autumn had 
barely just begun, and the weather was a perfect combination 
of warmth. Children were enjoying the weather outside, while 
their parents put the finishing touches on their outdoor 
decorations. Each house had its own unique banner hanging 
near their front door, much like a family crest. The intent of the 
banner was to aid in guiding older relatives who may not 
remember what the house looks like back home.

As I passed each house, it occurred to me how different 
families treated Homecoming. Many families treated the day 
as a celebration of life and death, while others were still in 
periods of grieving, Homecoming simply making it even more 
difficult. I used to consider myself the former but in recent 
years the latter. Children are often more enthusiastic than 
adults about Homecoming simply because they haven’t had 
enough time to grasp the concept of death yet. As the years go 
by and they begin to recognize more of the spirits visiting their 
home on Homecoming, the day becomes much more 
personal.

Tonight, I watched contentedly from my rooftop as I did every 
year, fireworks exploding into the cool air and candles shining 
all down the street. Despite midnight’s chill, front doors opened 
and some families made their way outside to sit and wait. It 
was finally Homecoming. My sense of fear had seemingly left 
my body, with only pure excitement remaining. Today was the 
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day I’d been waiting all year for, the day where, just for a few 
hours, I would get the honor of being reunited with my family. 
Something inside me felt the candle belonging to my family 
light up, signaling that they were ready. Combined with that 
signal, my energy level seemed to increase. I climbed off my 
roof, crawled through my bedroom window, and slowly walked 
downstairs.

When the stairs audibly creaked from the weight of my foot on 
the seventh step down, as it always had done, I heard quick 
steps bounding around the corner. I was met with a friendly 
face that I hadn’t been able to see since last year. I crouched 
down, my face crinkling into a grin as my dog licked my face. It 
took me a moment and a bit of drool to realize that I could 
actually feel my dog. He was surrounded by a shining golden 
outline, but I inhaled sharply when I realized I could actually 
feel his fur, something that I hadn’t been able to do since he 
was alive. I buried my face in his fur once I felt tears 
threatening to fall.

A moment later, I felt a solid hand that could only belong to my 
grandfather lightly rest on my shoulder. I

shakily stood up, looking into his kind eyes with my now tear-
stained ones. I could tell he was already close to tears too as 
he pulled me into a hug. I’d always been close to my 
grandfather, and being able to feel his embrace caused more 
tears to fall. Looking further into the living room, I watched in 

awe as other relatives manifested at the front door, a number 
of whom I had never gotten the opportunity to meet during 
their lives, only recognizing them from my parents’ stories.

One of the things about Homecoming that never failed to 
amaze me was the visual of seeing relatives appear. There 
was something so ethereal about their golden outlines that 
made me stare in wonder year after year. Soon, the room had 
become a family reunion with relatives appearing one after 
another.

As I made my way around, hugging the family members that I 
had known before their deaths, I finally came to rest my eyes 
on my immediate family in the center of the room. At this point 
all three of them had also broken down in tears, something I 
once thought I had gotten used to seeing. I mustered a smile 
as I got closer, but it was difficult to keep it in place as tears 
streamed down my cheeks. I managed to choke out a simple 
“You’re here”.

At the sound of my voice, the three of them turned to look at 
me. My mother gasped loudly, hiding her face in her hands, 
her shoulders rising and falling as she sobbed. My father 
stared unblinkingly at me, in shock that he was really looking 
at me. Finally, I looked down at my younger sister as she 
stared directly into my eyes, as if she was trying to memorize 
them. Perhaps she was.
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“It’s you,” she replied in a whisper. “Mom, Dad, it’s her!” she 
exclaimed louder. Reaching out her small hand, my sister tried 
to pull at my own hand, but expectedly failed. I involuntarily 
gasped upon feeling her cool hand pass through mine, it being 
a very strange new feeling.

“We… we expected you to come through the door, and I have 
to admit I got worried when you didn’t. But then when I saw 
you coming from the direction of your room, it made me feel… 
it made me feel as if you were still... here,” my mother said, 
whispering her last word. A small smile appeared on my face 
as I realized that I had come from the roof like I had in past 
years. When I was alive. Now, I remembered, I was to be 
expected to enter through the front door just like the other 
spirits.

“We miss you, honey. Every single day. I know this is 
supposed to be a day of closure and satisfaction, but I can’t be 
satisfied when I have to see my seventeen year old daughter 
become one of them.” Emphasizing his last word in a grievous 
tone, my father gestured to the ghosts around us who were 
respectfully keeping their space as I talked to my family.

Carefully, I ventured, “Has there been closure on… the case?” 
At that, my father went to place his hand on my shoulder, 
jerking slightly as his hand fell through my body.

“Yes, thank God. They managed to locate the driver soon after. 
He was drunk and we knew you weren’t at fault. Now he’s 
rightfully in jail where he belongs.” With that, my father went 
silent again, and I knew that would be all I’d get out of him on 
that topic. In the first few weeks after the accident, I had done 
a lot of thinking about what had happened to me, and despite 
being a ghost, I still impulsively flinched whenever a car 
passed by. I felt like I was obligated to know fate of the incident 
though, to gain some sort of closure.

By now, a number of the ghosts came up to bid their farewells 
before disappearing to visit the homes of our other relatives. 
The intensity of which my town celebrated Homecoming made 
it the first stop for ghosts with family here, and I was happy for 
that. It meant that I would get to reunite with my parents and 
my sister first, and then, I suppose, I will have to move on to 
visit my various other family members.

Later on, as the room became darker and emptier, my parents 
led me over to the cabinet in the corner of the room. I already 
knew what was inside, as I had witnessed many a ghost sign it 
over the years. My mother continuously wiped her tears as she 
pulled the books out of the cabinet. Both were fairly large, the 
pages worn over time. They were family heirlooms, one from 
each side of the family, that were only taken out during 
Homecoming. Ever since I was young, it had been made clear 
to me that my family was one based off of tradition and 
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kinship. We visited my extended family often, and they had an 
infectious familial pride of their ancestors.

Every Homecoming, my parents read out a different set of 
names and told my sister and I stories about them, passing 
down stories from generations past. As my parents flipped 
through the pages to the first clean page of each book, I 
realized that my sister was the lone audience member for their 
stories this year. It was a small tradition, one that was most 
likely filled with a number of falsities as stories dramatized over 
time, but it was one of the simpler joys of life that I won’t get to 
experience ever again.

Not wanting to dwell on everything I was missing out on, as I 
already experienced enough of that longing daily, I busied 
myself with figuring out how to pick up the pen. As ghosts can 
only touch other ghosts, I wasn’t exactly sure how to go about 
writing my name in the books, another lesser hardship of being 
dead. Going purely off of the telekinesis that I had seen in 
movies, I put all of my thoughts into grasping the pen.

My attempt was fruitless, as my hand had simply hit the book. I 
sighed dejectedly, until I realized that my hand had actually 
made contact with the book. Upon this realization, some power 
within me allowed me to pick up the pen, and I slowly wrote 
out my name. Another hardship that I hadn’t thought about was 
that I hadn’t written anything in months, so writing out my 
name and date two times took an embarrassingly long amount 

of time. Finally, I carefully placed the pen back down and took 
a step back.

Feeling a cool sensation on my back, I turned around to see 
my sister, who had seemingly attempted to poke me, holding a 
piece of paper in her other hand. I smiled, finding it oddly 
endearing that she still hadn’t realized that she can’t touch me. 
Crouching down to her level, I studied the drawing she held. I 
covered my mouth with my hand and felt the tears come back.

“Is this us?” My sister nodded, gripping the paper tighter.

“It’s beautiful! I can tell you really spent a lot of time on it,” I 
exclaimed with her smiling in response. I continued, eyes wide, 
“I wish I could keep it… but... “, I trailed off.

My sister’s eyes widened too, and she seemed to shrink back 
in fear. Noticing something was off, I looked down at myself in 
confusion. My body was becoming even more translucent. 
“What’s…”

Through her tears, my mother replied, “That just means that 
you’re moving on to another house. Whoever it is first, tell 
them we say hello.”

Just then, it finally set in that this was my last few minutes 
interacting with my family. That I would have to wait an entire 
year until I could speak to them again. Of course I knew that 
already, having experienced over a decade of Homecomings, 
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but the gravity of the situation increased tenfold when you are 
on the other side. All of my time would be spent waiting in 
anticipation for next September, as after just a few months of 
being one, I could already tell that there wasn’t much one 
could do as a ghost. There was nothing stopping me from 
visiting my family on any other day of the year, but as 
expected, it’s far more painful to see them knowing they can’t 
see or respond to me.

For what felt like minutes but was most likely a couple seconds 
at most, I watched my outstretched hand fade closer and 
closer to transparency. My sister grabbed onto my father’s 
side, watching with unblinking eyes as tears slid down her 
face. To me, it felt as if time had stopped in its tracks, giving 
me the feeling that it was taking an abnormally long time for 
me to disappear. I used the reactions of my parents to try and 
gauge time, but they were almost as frozen as I felt. The 
process of being summoned to another house had never taken 
this long when I had seen it happen to family ghosts 
throughout the years.

This was my first Homecoming as a ghost, so perhaps it took 
longer for new ghosts. Deciding upon that hypothesis, I 
attempted to snap out of my trance in order to spend every last 
second I had with my family. I desperately wanted to hug them, 
to feel warmth for the last time again. I wanted to talk to them 
for hours, to hear every single detail about how my sister was 

doing in third grade, to hear what my family had spent each 
and every day doing. There was so much I wanted to do, and 
yet I couldn’t manage to force a single word out of my mouth.

My time with my family was decently long but felt so very short, 
and now it was finally coming to an end until next year.

The first sensation I felt was a tugging deep in my heart, 
similar to the one I’d felt at midnight. My body seemed to move 
on its own, leading me to the front door. My family followed 
next to me, not taking their eyes off of me. As my golden halo 
outline faded, the world outside the door grew brighter, a 
beacon of light. I wasn’t sure if my family could see the bright 
light outside too, but it didn’t seem to matter since they kept 
their stares on me. As I stepped closer to the door, my mother 
buried her face into my father’s shoulder as he reached out his 
hand toward me, not wanting me to move any further. I knew 
that I couldn’t fend off the pull much longer though, and after a 
simple yet meaningful farewell, I stepped outside, where I was 
promptly engulfed by the golden light. Three hundred and sixty 
five days until Homecoming.
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two photographs and one outtake

Click!
          I look out at the water in front of me, how it reflects a 
deep shade of orange from the sun at the horizon. I may not 
be the only person on the beach tonight, but there’s a certain 
sense of tranquility in this moment, marred only by the sound 
of an occasional crashing wave. Satisfied with the image 
captured on my phone screen, I turn it off in favor of looking 
directly at the sunset. It is often a matter of speed to catch a 
sunset like this, having to first find a good viewing point and 
then make it there in time. Arriving at just the right time makes 
it worth it, getting to see such a fleeting moment in real time. 
One minute the sky is ablaze with warm tones and highlights, 
and in the blink of an eye, the sun has disappeared and it’s as 
if nothing happened at all. 

    Click!
          It’s a quieter sky today. There is nothing particularly 
striking about it upon first glance, which is what makes it all the 
more interesting to me. It gives me the feeling that most 
people might not be looking at the sky at this exact moment. 
For all I know, I could be the sole witness of this exact 
arrangement of clouds. Even after I lower my camera, I can’t 
look away, taking an extra minute to let my eyes follow the 
paths of the clouds as they inch across the sky. The clouds 

move lazily across their bright blue backdrop, at such a slow 
pace that it takes an extra moment of focus to even notice. To 
me, this random afternoon sky seems to be as close to perfect 
as possible. There’s just the right number of clouds, not 
enough to make the whole sky grey. It’s a quiet sky for a quiet 
day, one meant for a trip to the library and a leisurely bike ride. 
It’s a reminder that not every day has to be as extravagant as 
a sunset.
    
Click!
          It looks like it’s just me and the cosmos tonight as I stare 
up at the dark sky, feet planted at the end of the driveway. The 
only light is emitting from tiny Christmas lights woven up a 
palm tree and across the front of the house, the distinct lack of 
light pollution contributing to a completely clear sky. My eyes 
easily map out the Big Dipper and Orion, but my phone doesn’t 
fare as well. Every time I see the night sky from this point of 
view I pull out my phone in hopes that this time I will finally 
capture the stars, despite knowing it never works. The stars 
might elude my camera, but they have a home in my memory. 
Even when they aren’t visible, they’re always there, never 
changing to my eye. The constellations look the same every 
December, the only time of year when the stars let me in. Life 
changes too quickly for me sometimes, but the stars are 
constant. I find myself changing each year, but the stars are 
eternal.
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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 
was obvious now that the watch showed 6:28 in the evening, 
not the morning. I allowed myself a sigh of relief, but 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 
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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 terrible 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 
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 this 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.
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“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 
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 
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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 wealthier 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 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 
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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. 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 
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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 truck driver took out a pen to check off an empty box next 
to a single scrawled word: “Die”.
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by god's hand, i will be free

god, the suffering, and the ill

to shout into the void and descry naught but yourself 
all you have is Yourself 
seven billion people but no one is listening 
help me help me! 

“you have to actually try to get better!”

ii. 
O Allah, O Great One 
grant me mercy when i depart this world 
i have decided to shorten my stay 
with me i bring baggage 
i have not been satisfied with my stay 

ameen. 

iii. 
and the day i go 
let them see 
i want them to know 
what is left of me

the war paint i brandish beneath my eyes 
the battle scars 
i believed all of your lies 
now i am one with the stars

“maybe if you prayed more this wouldn’t be happening”

ameen.

Portfolio: Silver Key
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prequel

new years

“Five… Four... Three… Two… One! Happy 2020!” 

The room erupted in cheers. The girl felt strange; for such an 
important event, the start of a new decade, why did she feel 
nothing? She stood, shouldering family members and friends 
out of the way so that she could go outside and stand in the 
ice-cold.

She needed to feel something. 

The last four months were spent building up to this moment, 
wondering how life would change once the decade was over. 
She imagined a chance to start over, become the person she 
always wanted to be. There was no excitement. 

Crunch. 

“That was uneventful,” she joked half-heartedly, turning to face 
her cousin, who snuck up behind her.

He shook his head, “How did you even hear me?”

“You aren’t exactly the stealthiest.”

He nodded, saying nothing more but stepping up so that he 
could occupy the space beside her. He was much taller, 

towering over her petite figure. He pulled out his phone, 
prompting a knowing scoff from the girl.  

“Can’t even manage a simple conversation with me, huh?”

Once again, she was met with silence. This time though, he 
removed the case from his phone, pulling out a sleek grey chip 
she’d never seen before. He opened his wrist slot, inserting 
the chip into the segment designated for software repairs. 
Almost instantly, his pinched features relaxed, and he let out a 
relieved sigh. 

“What are you doing?” the girl hissed, keeping her voice down 
as more guests were beginning to emerge from the party.

“Finding my peace,” he slurred, a drunken smile spreading 
across his face. 

She shook her head in disgust, “Do you know how dangerous 
that is?”

He simply shrugged, “Sometimes to find a little happiness 
outside yourself, you gotta take risks.”

With that, he deserted her in the cold, attempting to make 
sense of his words. 

She couldn’t.
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“Outside yourself? What does that even mean?” She shouted 
after him angrily, throwing her hands up. 

mid-january 

“You’re missing four assignments.”

The girl simply glanced down at her hands, looking anywhere 
but her teacher’s eyes. He sighed, handing her a stack of 
papers containing not only the missing work she hadn’t 
completed but options to complete for extra credit.  If she 
turned them in, she could get her grades back up to where 
they were before. 

“Thanks,” she mumbled, stumbling as quickly as she could out 
of his office.

Once she turned the corner, she tossed the homework into the 
nearest recycling bin. 

february 

“I don’t think my software repairs are working,” the girl said to 
her mom one day. “Not that you would care.”

It felt important for her to add that last bit, considering they 
were in the middle of a fight, and she would not lose. 

“That’s not how it works,” her mother countered, tone clipped.

She clearly didn’t want to have this conversation. The girl 
wouldn’t let up this time, though. It felt different. 

“I think I need more repairs. I can’t even focus anymore!”

“Maybe you’re just lazy. You can’t count on your software to do 
it all for you.”

She was lazy. Maybe her mom had a point. 

She didn’t mention it again. 

mid-february 

The girl’s hands trembled as she opened her wrist 
compartment, sliding out the software repair chip. It was 
beaten up after four years of on and off use. She observed it 
carefully, noticing every scratch, every red number in the serial 
code lining the dull-edged triangle base. 

She tossed it out her bedroom window and into the snow 
below. Turning back to her desk, she gingerly picked up the 
envelope that sat unopened for the last week. It was from her 
cousin. 

“You’re fine,” she assured herself quietly, electing to ignore the 
quiver in her voice as she tore open the letter. 

In it was a single grey chip: no serial code, no scratches, 
absolutely nothing. Underneath it was a blue slip of paper. 
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ONLY USE IT FOR A COUPLE MINUTES AT A TIME, it read. 

She closed her eyes, taking two full deep breaths before 
slipping the chip into her wrist compartment. 

The relief was instantaneous. 

She felt… happy. For the first time since December, she felt so 
happy she couldn’t help but let out a bout of giddy laughter. 
She giggled alone in her room, smiling at the ceiling, at her 
desk, at anything there. All she could think about was 
happiness. 

She didn’t take the chip out until she went to bed 3 hours later. 

march 

“I’m so tired of this,” a girl in her Biology class sighed.

No, it wasn’t biology. It was physics, probably. The girl hadn’t 
taken bio in nearly three years. 

“Me too,” she mumbled, thumb sliding over the raw skin above 
her wrist compartment.

She’d developed a nervous habit that consisted of rubbing 
over the skin until it turned a nasty shade of bright red. Making 
sure no one was looking, she quickly slipped the chip her 
cousin had given her from her back pocket into her hand. In 

one swift motion, she had her wrist compartment open and the 
chip in the corresponding slot. 

She wanted nothing more than to relive the pleasure she got 
the first time inserting it, but the temporary relief would have to 
do for the time being. 

Maybe if I put it in the empty slot next to the life chip, she 
thought to herself.

That slot had always been empty, and she had never 
questioned it until that day. It was on her mind for the rest of 
the class.

Her classmate had seen the entire thing. She was in math 
class. 

march 29, 2020

“You have to leave your room! This is getting ridiculous! We 
are your family!”

The girl disregarded her mother, keeping her eyes on her 
phone. It was on, but she couldn’t comprehend what she saw 
on the screen. Ever since she put the chip into the unknown 
slot, she hadn’t been able to focus on anything else, her entire 
life now dedicated to a piece of metal. 

“I hate you.”
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Letting out a sound of indignation, her mother ripped the 
phone from her hands. The girl tried to focus on the face in 
front of her. There were eyes, filled with hurt, but a mouth in a 
straight line. She resisted the urge to kick it away. Why was it 
all up in her space? 

“Give me my phone!” she screamed but made no move to get 
up from her position.

Her mother shook her head in disappointment, leaving the 
bedroom. Everyone was always disappointed in her. She 
rubbed at the patch of skin above her wrist compartment, 
which was scabbed over and began to bleed once more as 
time passed. 

Her head felt empty. She felt like her life wasn’t a reality. 
Nothing was real anymore. 

How could something that made her so happy make her so 
sad?

drowning preludes death

You’ve been swimming for so long, desperately flailing in the 
ice-cold to keep afloat as the abyss drags you beneath the 
surface. The adrenaline that has kept you from going under 
has ultimately been spent, and there’s only so much you can 
do when your limbs feel like lead, the biting chill seeping into 
your bones. You cry out, begging, pleading for someone to 
rescue you like they always did when you were younger in 
your best friend’s swimming pool, but this isn’t a pool anymore. 
This is an ocean, an endless void where the closest human life 
could be thousands of miles away. This time you won’t be 
saved, your wails lost in the howling wind as the waves finally 
overwhelm you, and the water sucks you under. There is the 
moment when the horrible realization that you are not getting 
out of this strikes you. You will die as the water is overflowing 
your lungs because, in your panic, you foolishly believed 
shouting underwater would help but to your dismay, it just 
hastened the process. And finally, as your chest burns like fire, 
yearning for oxygen, you register that this is the end. There will 
be no making it out, and you are stuck drowning until 
eventually your lungs give out, and you will perish. This 
moment, this split second, is on a never-ending loop virtually 
every hour of the day. This hopeless feeling that you’ve 
reached the end and there’s absolutely nothing you can do 
about it other than suffering until Death ultimately claims you 
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as one of his own, his clutch a comfort after the horror you’ve 
just endured. You pray for him to take you until one day you’re 
tired of waiting. You make his job easier for him; you do it 
yourself. Because when you’ve been drowning forever, 
perhaps the only place to breathe is the one you go to when 
you stop. 

god is good

god is good!
i want it quick and painless
no blood unless from a gunshot wound straight through the 
head
can you feel it when you overdose? 

god is good!
what is left for me here i have lost everyone
they are all better off without me i am nothing but a burden
when i am finally gone they will all know peace

god is good!
do the mentally ill go to heaven
i want to go to heaven i am tired of this world
life was hell don’t punish me for hell oh please god please

god is good!
no amount of prayer will save me i am too far gone
freedom is sweet and tastes of happiness and joy and love 
and oh god please please please 
freedom! i will be free soon soon soon i will be free!

ameen.
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cold flashes

The wind was relentless up here, each gust like a thousand 
tiny knives embedding themselves into the raw and abused 
skin on my face. In my back pocket, my phone buzzed, but not 
even the siren call of social interaction could bring me back to 
reality. I was in a world of my own.

There was no understanding of the full capacity of what I was 
about to do. My mind was somewhere else, replaying not 
memories of what had led me here but rather those that were 
not powerful enough to prevent this. I thought of my mother, 
struggling to recall her face despite having seen it nearly every 
day of my entire life. I wondered what she was doing at that 
moment. Had she noticed I was gone yet? Was the buzz from 
my phone angry texts of where I’d snuck off? Was she scared 
for me? Or was she completely oblivious to my absence, 
focused on my sisters and their constant chatter that was 
enough to break even the strongest of wills? I love her. I love 
her so much that the thought of losing her was enough to bring 
me to tears no matter my current mood or location. I didn’t love 
her enough, though. 

The world was bustling below me. Despite the late hour, cars 
crowded the streets, honking their horns incessantly as they 
reduced traffic rules to mere suggestions. The city was alive, 
but I just felt numb. It felt like a scene in a movie, looking down 

at the commotion. Everything was so much smaller, unrealistic. 
This was nothing like I had imagined it to be. I expected police 
cars, helicopters; people gathered below wondering, Oh my 
Goodness, is she going to do it? I thought my friends and 
family would be behind me, too afraid to get any closer, 
begging for me to stay with them, telling me that I had so much 
more to offer in this world.

I had no one but myself and my thoughts, alone on this 
rooftop, wondering if I was genuinely ready to go or if I just 
wanted to play out a sick fantasy I had created in my head 
where I would go, remembered as the hero of everyone’s 
movie. Dead girls don’t get compliments, just condolences, but 
I wasn’t ready to accept that yet. The reality was that I was not 
ready. I didn’t want to go, but I wanted to live a life that was not 
mine. I could no longer live as myself and be happy. I believed 
that as much as people try to run away from their past, they 
will always have their memories; they will always be the 
person they were. They can change the way they look, run 
away to the furthest corner of the globe, and they will still be 
the same person they tried to leave behind. 

If I was still me, I was better off rotting in hell where God 
destined me to be. I wasn’t prepared to go, but I was even less 
prepared to continue this life as me. My phone buzzed again, 
this time for longer, meaning it was a phone call. The wind was 
stronger now, nearly pushing me over. 
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It’s not my fault if I’m just sightseeing and the wind happens to 
push me over, right?

No. God would know it was me. He always knew. 

God. I wondered what He was thinking right now, watching me, 
listening to my thoughts. I hoped he wasn’t disappointed; no, 
let him be disappointed. I would have done it by now if it wasn’t 
a sin. On this ledge, I decided hell would be better than the life 
I was living. 

The invisible clock was ticking in my head as I neared closer 
and closer to the edge. The wind was now whistling so loud 
that the once overpowering tumult of the city spread out below 
me was nothing but a distant memory; the noise quite literally 
lost in the wind. When my life ended, the lives of those people 
down there would continue. I would be nothing but a small 
disturbance in their daily lives. I was just another sitting duck in 
the middle of a busy road. Once moved out of the way, they’d 
forget of me. 

The tips of my shoes were suspended in the air. One powerful 
gust, and I’d be tumbling down right into the late-night traffic. It 
was a comforting thought that should the wind push me over, 
no one but God would know I’d intended for that to happen. It 
would be a freak accident rather than an act of cowardice. It 
was better to be remembered as a victim of nature rather than 
just selfish. 

The invisible clock in my head began to slow as Time came to 
a halt around me. There was an interminable ringing in my 
ears, drowning out the howling wind and traffic completely. I 
was so close to achieving what I had wanted for so long, finally 
being free from this awful prison. I was drunk on the prospect 
of escaping, unable to formulate coherent thoughts in my 
muddled brain. 

Freedom, Freedom, Freedom, Freedom.

It was becoming a mantra that I muttered quietly over and 
over, progressively getting louder.

Soon I will be free.
Soon I will be Free.
Soon I will be Free.
Soon I will be Free!
Soon I will be Free!
Soon I will be FREE
Soon I will be FREE
Soon I will be FREE!
SOON I WILL BE FREE!
SOON I WILL BE FREE!
SOON!
SOON!
SOON!
SOON--

***
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“Where have you been?” My mother demanded the second I 
opened the door.

The heat brought feeling back to my numb fingers.

“Out,” I answered with a shrug, dropping my coat onto a chair.

prologue

stop! beg stop please!
in a war with your own mind,
to believe every day that life is better off not living 
existence is the sole limitation in your journey to 
contentedness

to be free is to not Be 
to finally breathe is to not breathe 
to have the power to finally beget the end 
drunkening 

inebriated on the knowledge of your own potency, 
you raise your head up to the heavens and smile 
mockingly
“i will come home to you soon”

"He who commits suicide by throttling shall keep on throttling 
himself in the Hell Fire (forever) and he who commits suicide 
by stabbing himself shall keep on stabbing himself in the Hell-
Fire." 
— Sahih al-Bukhari, 2:23:446
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The Scale of Humanity

Fell

The panicked rhythm of her heartbeat strikes within His ears. It 
is faint, mouse-like against the ferocious screams of the wind, 
almost as if Hell itself is attempting to drown out her existence. 
He knows not to concern Himself with another’s business, but 
He cannot resist sparing a glance through the gangly webs of 
crooked trees: She remains still, crouched behind the black, 
diseased remnants of a grand oak stump. From His perch, He 

can recognize the fierce trembling of slender fingers and 
heaving of delicate shoulders. Her eyes dart to the left, then to 
the right, searching the abyssal shadows for a figment of 
danger.

She knows she is being watched, He senses, and He cannot 
decide whether that fact leaves him longing, or apprehensive? 
He shakes the thought from his mind and peers down at the 
pocket watch in His palm. The golden exterior of the token had 
withered and worn like the pages of an old book, crusted in the 
rust of past centuries, but even so, it still twitches and ticks 
with life. He watches its meager hands travel about its face 
before dropping the piece into His lap—at least, He attempts 
to, but a second face seizes His limbs like a strike to the heart.

“You have to help me.” The trees quiver at the breathless plea. 
Her voice matches the flare of her gaze, and for a moment, He 
is taken aback by the intensity of her mere presence. Her 
body, no longer shivering, yet goosebumps crowd her flesh in 
a carnival of terror. The repeated lilt of her tone forces a break 
in His stare. His eyes meet hers. For the first time locked. Her 
teeth sink into the plush of her bottom lip, further assaulting the 
already-bloodied flesh. She steps closer to His perch, sooted 
feet victim to the muddy earth, and shakes her head:

“They’re going to kill me.”

Portfolio: Silver Key
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He doesn’t blink at her statement, nor does His expression 
shift at the voracious roar that echoes between the trunks of 
trees. The girl, however, vibrates and leans down to fist the 
hem of his crimson robe. “I need your help. Please.”

“Sorry, kid.” He finally answers, “Nothing I can do.”

“Why not? You’re one of them! You can—!”

“I cannot.” He says. “And even if I could, I would not.”

The grip on his garments releases as she staggers backward 
at his bluntness. Her saucer-wide glare stirs nothing inside 
Him. He peers back down at his pocket watch, finding interest 
in the visible passing of time. In a matter of seconds, she will 
leave, He agrees, for she has no use for him anymore. 
Humans are funny like that.

His disinterest falters the longer her shadow remains. After the 
second hand completes its fourth revolution around the face of 
the watch, He once again peers up at His strange companion. 
His shoulder tense, however—His body a martyr to the 
radiance of her curious gaze.

“That’s a bit strange, isn’t it?” He shudders against the ice of 
her words. His turmoil worsens when her bloated thumb 
arches toward the instrument in His palm, “What use is time 
here anyway?”

He parts His mouth, response on the tip of His tongue, but no 
sound emerges. Frustration spreads through His body at His 
own incompetence, and He snaps the pocket watch closed. 
Knees unsteady and chest tight; He climbs to his feet, ready to 
drown this moment in a glass or two of rum, before she stops 
him yet again.

“Hey! You can’t just leave me here!”

He looks at the girl. Truly, looks at her. From the crust of her 
dirtied toes, to the rags of her milk gown, up to the auburns 
rings of her gaze. She’s analyzing Him too, He feels the 
scrutiny and kindlings of resentment gradually bleeding into 
His skin. It is… uncomfortable, He realizes. She can see him 
too.

“Might want to keep running.” His mumble is a match, setting 
off an inferno brighter than the gates of Heaven.

The forest screams and wails as the girl lurches forward, eyes 
glittering with tears, and snatches the old pocket watch from 
between His fingers. He can still sense its ticks as she 
smashes the instrument against the twisted bark of a dying 
tree.

He watches the girl tear off into the snickering shadows before 
collapsing to the earth. His veins bubble. He cannot decide if 
He is feverish with hatred, or shame. Something inside urges 
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Him to hunt down the girl, to finish her off before someone else 
steals the courtesy, but His muscles are stiff—He is naked.

Finally, He lifts the mutilated pocket watch and cradles it 
between cold fingers. Glass shards spill from His palms like 
falling stars, littering His robes with the remnants of time. He 
trembles beneath the silence. A single crack marrs its once 
beautiful face. His eyes ache as He allows Himself a moment 
to trace the ugly scar.

With still hands, He lays the watch back to rest at the base of 
the tree. A minute passes as He once again rises to his feet, 
peering into the darkness in which the girl disappeared. He 
shakes his head, ignoring the whispers of His mind, before 
sparing one final glance back at the crippled instrument.

A nearby tree whimpers—the hands of the pocket watch 
remain still.

Inside the Lines

Like everyone else you were born an artist
But not the type that manifests life out of the most foreign of 
materials
No—
Your art does not come in the form of paint or poetry
It cannot be created nor caressed
It exists not as a where or a why, or even a what
Your art is a who
—rather known as you.
In Kindergarten you learned how to color inside the lines
Mixed reds with blues to vomit violet sunsets
Across drawings filled with mashed-potato holes
Drawings that your parents still hung on the fridge
No matter how much they clashed with great-grandma’s 
hideous drapes
In fourth grade you learned how to draw faces
Sketched caricatures of grumpy teachers onto yellow post-it-
notes
Post-it-notes that were curled into paper airplanes
Small enough to score smiles from your friends who sat three 
rows back
In seventh grade you learned how to capture emotion
Through flowers with missing petals
And weekly-crying trips to barren bathroom stalls
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In charcoal eyes as vacant as Satan’s heart
—a black abyss-type-gaze that sinks deeper, deeper, deeper 
the longer you stare.
Like everyone else who was born an artist
You believed the words that were seared upon your tongue like 
a brand were true;
—you believed that your colors couldn’t spill from the lines
—you believed that your faces couldn’t exist just to exist
—you believed that your emotions couldn’t be seen by anyone
But you
Like a canvas sat right at your feet
You can sketch your lines into shapes into images
Shade your edges until images, shapes, lines become 
perfection
Perfection that is yet criticized by other artists
Criticized until the reds and blues no longer mix
But instead trail tears down the portrait in fat, inky streaks
Ready to be painted over with a fresh coat of foundation
—and redrawn once more.
And while you play the part of the victim
—you’re also the murderer
You spill your opinions onto surrounding paintings like wet 
sand to a hermit crab
Suffocating—
Staining their canvases with images, shapes, lines
Suffocating—

Until there is nothing left but violet sunsets filled with bullet-
shaped holes
Like everyone else who is born an artist
—you mold
Like wet clay in the grimy hands of a toddler
—you are molded
Because that’s what society tells you to do
Tells you to bend more and more
When you’re already past the point of brokenly bent
Tells you to layer on the plaster
Even when it’s no longer your reflection staring back in the 
mirror
Tells you to chisel, chip, chafe
Until there’s nothing…
Nothing…
Tells you to change
—when you are already a masterpiece in the making.
Remember that—next time you decide to color inside the lines. 
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Little Fires Everywhere

There are little fires everywhere; 
cuddled beneath the dust of weeping winds. 
They travel on as little fires must
—feeding off kindlings of shame—
until eyes scorch red and tongues bake hushed. 
Ashes of the abandoned trail behind
pleading, frantic, for remembrance: 
“But if you go, what will become of us? 
    “—Our future? Our essence?
“You would leave us to wilt in the grasp of a monster—!”
The cries of the unloved remain deafened
and the little fires continue to hope and wander. 
Bleary-gazed with hunger,
the little fires rage across the lands.
Always searching
for a life between the mass numbers. 
“Eight boxes full and we’ll pay you a dime-”
“Sorry, it’s fifteen for that bread and my time.”
Exhausted, still empty; 
sickness skips along like a carefree puppy,
drooling dysentery and malnutrition with mirth, 
as the little fires return to the road instead. 
Unsuccessful. 
Once again. 

A family of oranges giggle within a stream; 
giddy-pink from the reach of desperate hands. 
But see, the Monster is a selfish, selfish fellow
that seethes with hatred and malicious bellows: 
“You damn Smokies, with your sin and destruction!”  
        “Take your filth and go back to your own frontier!”  
            “These are our lands and you don’t belong here!”
And so, the Monster beats at flailing fingers
until violet flowers bloom amongst crusted burns
and builds walls and borders with signs of blame. 
The little fires have no choice—
their footprints go forgotten along the Earth
as stomachs roar in resentment and hurt. 
There comes a time where the little fires begin to dim;
kept alight by mania and hopeful grim. 
“Just fold your hands and pray,” they preach,
    “For Death welcomes his brothers and sisters with pride!
“Arms filled with golden cutlery, ice-cream, nothing denied!”
Snowflakes dance and ridicule, 
freezing the rivers of stillborn children and revenue.
A nearby farmhouse moans against Winter’s breath
—the flames of wrath no longer preserve their warmth. 
Yes, there are little fires everywhere; 
    Meandering across the paths of a Hellish nightmare—
        Scampering through the dust of a dystopian fog—
            Sinking—
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                slow
                miserable
                    —into the jaws of a merciless God: 
“Save us—!” 
The plea of the poor; 
but Fate made a deal with the Monster
and nothing defeats this lust—
this cold, endless hunger. 

Lost

My home was a sanctuary
with scuttling waves of
sapphires, powdered sugar clouds
as white as baby’s breath
and foliage
bursting with emerald leaves
and amber roots.
I used to believe
in Mother Nature, embraced
beneath her sweet lullabies
and cradled by her gentle
winds. Her presence used to heal
the scars of my reality, that was, until
You sliced my heart so deep, the
wound refused to close.
There was a time when we used to
fly high above the seams
of the Earth. I remember the
euphoria, elation, sat atop
your shoulder with the perfect
view of hungering, youthful
eyes. Your hunger for youth
like You--a starved crocodile
who longs for the flesh
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of a foolish human.
I yearn to return
to that pastoral perch where
You were just a mere boy
with a scarlet quill in his cap
and kind mischief in his heart
who howled and scampered to
the frozen ticks of Father Time. I
crave to break from this nightmare
where your presence is like that
of a phantom; cold, ordinary,
gone.
I know now that there’s more
to life than faith, trust and a little
pixie dust. Of all the pain
in this world, I was forgotten
by the one who gave me
flight. Unable to find
my direction, I fly
aimlessly, searching for
You. My North Star.
If only You knew
what being lost truly meant.
I was there for you, Peter.
So why did you choose Wendy? 

Sunsets and Strawberries

Phantoms of guilt echo within her ears as she stares at the 
commoner laid at her feet. As if sensing her pain, the 
moonlight brightens, and bathes his figure in a pool of ivory 
iridescence. The tension in her chest matches that of his 
arched, almost cat-like back, and the violet bruises bleeding 
into his aching knees, mirror the stains inside her soul. Maybe 
it is for this reason her veins feel so cold—never before has a 
ritual of respect seemed so offending.

“Rise.”

Her voice is too faint, almost a stranger to the lips in which it 
leaves. The commoner climbs from the marble floor to numbed 
feet, not pausing to allow the muscles of his shoulders to crack 
into place. For the first time since he arrived at her doorstep, 
he allows his gaze to meet that of her face. Shame 
immediately courses through his bones like the venom of a 
snake, and he is back on his knees once again.

Many times he has observed Her Majesty, but the image of her 
form sitting upon her robust throne, steals the oxygen from his 
lungs everytime. It is as if a volcano erupts throughout his 
body, searing his flesh from the inside out. Tonight, her bodice 
is draped in a silken, lilac slip that reveals the hidden stars of 
her skin. If it were not for the golden crown atop her head, one 
might mistake her for a mere maiden.
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Her eyes shimmer like ancient pearls from the lost city of 
Atlantis—he wonders if it is possible for a royal gem to 
reincarnate into human life.

“M-My Queen…” He curses the bewilderment clouding his 
judgement, attempting to piece together the puzzles of speech. 
His cheeks grow hot when he discovers the Queen’s steel 
attention on him before peering over his shoulder into the 
vacant throne room. The knowledge that it is only himself and 
the Queen fills him with both content and fright. He turns back 
to His Highness and continues, “I-I apologize for visiting at 
such a late hour… I greatly hope I am not disturbing-”

“-Why do you speak so formally? It is none but you and I here.” 
Her Highness murmurs, tilting her head, taking silent pleasure 
in the warm hue of his cheeks. Beneath the ecru river of his 
tattered, faded raiments, she spies the fidgeting of anxious 
fingers. With a soft smile and a devilish desire, she tilts her 
head and hums mischievously, “How is that you grow even 
more beautiful each time you enter this chamber?”

The commoner’s blush deepens at the comment.

“I am frightened, Your Majesty…”

“Why is that, my darling?”

“I am frightened of these feelings stirring inside of me...” He 
buries his face within the grime of his palms, shielding his 

pathetic visage from the powerful woman before him. “I fear 
what will become of me if I suppress their strength even 
further…”

The Queen’s smile disappears. Her expression grows cold, 
devoid of impishness. She does not realize she has bitten her 
own tongue until the zesty flavor of blood singes her taste 
buds. Even then, she keeps her teeth in place.

The commoner sighs, conjuring the courage to connect his 
gaze with the Queen’s. He lowers his trembling hands, inhales 
yet another unsteady gust and squeezes his voice out from the 
gullet of his tight esophagus:

“Every night, I always close my eyes to the same wicked 
dream: I am in the ocean where the villainous waves attempt 
to swallow me whole and steal the surviving breath from my 
lungs. And right when I believe my body is lost to the sea… 
You appear. ”

The Queen remains as still as a footprint in a bed of snow.

“I try to hold out my hand to catch you, but you recede farther 
and farther away into the crimson light of the withering sun. 
And before our fingertips can kiss, my fantasy shifts into reality 
and I find myself with nothing but this aching hunger…
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“I wish of nothing but for you to hold out your own hand and 
color me as red as that sunset that engulfs your body… So in 
the end, I will not lose myself to the ocean of stolen dreams…

“Forgive me, My Queen...” The commoner clambers up the 
steps to sit before Her Highness. Like a child reaching for its 
favorite comfort, his hands grasp at her flimsy skirt while his 
head disappears inside the crease between her covered 
knees. Her Highness shivers at the bite of his tears against her 
flesh as they seep past the fabric. His voice, muffled, slurs like 
that of a drunk as he proceeds, “For I have committed the 
worst of all immoral crimes...

“I have fallen deeply in love with you...”

His sobs are the bane of her existence, coaxing a shimmer out 
of her own downcast irises. Even so, she blinks away the 
threat of liquid sadness and weaves her fingers within the 
commoner’s tousled, soiled strands. A simple tug is all it takes 
to connect their gazes once more.

“My dear, your crime is nothing above the cry of a wolf… For 
you have stolen my heart and I wish you to carry it with pride.”

The Queen relishes the widening of his blood-fragmented 
eyes. She lowers her palms to cup his swollen cheeks—his 
skin as sultry as the flames of a hearth. “You need not be 
afraid of anything. For I swear to you, you are the faint stars to 

my everlasting dusk and the awakening sky to my forbidden 
dawn… I would paint a rainbow in your name with all of the 
colors of my sunset…

“However, my love, if you wish to carry my heart—” As graceful 
as a swan on the lake, the Queen slides from her throne to 
kneel before the commoner. She leads one of his hands to lay 
upon her chest, directly over the space of her violently 
pulsating heart. Keeping their eyes as one, she does the same 
with her own palm and murmurs, “...You must know I require 
yours in exchange as well.”

“But what of the resistance?” He whimpers. The remnants of 
tears and moonlight brightening his face like a halo. “My 
Queen, our love is forbidden by law and tradition. You are to 
marry a prince who is worthy to be king. I am none but-”

“-I do not care for your status!” Her Majesty silences his 
excuse with a finger to his lips, “If I cannot marry you, then I 
refuse to marry anyone at all!”

Her confession, similar to that of his, steals the protests from 
his tongue. Suddenly, his head is light, dizzy with the stars of 
giddiness and fatigue. He stares at the Queen incredulously 
for some time, in which he searches for the correct words to 
respond. Even when he speaks, his sound shudders against 
the silence.
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“You would relinquish your bloodline simply to accept the love 
of a poor man… Why?”

The Queen shakes her head with a sultry chuckle.

Before the commoner can react, she lurches forward to cover 
his lips with her own. The saltiness of tears and faint aroma of 
strawberries invade his senses, rendering him defenseless 
against the assault of her invigorating touch.

He is melting… and so is she.

In each other's embrace they tangle and tune: Lips expressing 
each passionate thought and prohibited sense of longing.

“You are the only man that I have and will forever want…” She 
whispers, caressing his cheek with the tenderness of a 
blooming rose. “You have my heart, but do I have yours?”

The commoner’s eyes gleam as bright as the treasure of a 
thousand pirates.

“All I have ever desired was for you to color me with your love 
and affections, and here I am, as rosy as a ripened 
strawberry…

“I belonged to you from the universe’s very first sunset, My 
Queen… I was created to bear your heart in my hands…

“I am yours… Just as you are mine…”

And with that, the commoner seals his fate with a kiss to Her 
Highness’s lips. Their noses tantalize and tease one another 
as their compressed bodies bask in the jealousy of the moon. 
There is only crimson, pinkish hunger… and the faint taste of 
strawberries.
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Eldest

The mind is innocent in youth;
A virgin not yet victim to the thirst of zeal.
I have seen it
In the stars of my sisters’ girlish eyes
Who have yet to truly understand the truth to our world.
I envy them,
For their fortune in skipping the status of firstborn,
For their fortune in waiving the weight that rests upon my 
shoulders.
The mind sours with deepening experience
Like an apple rotting in the Autumn sun.
I have seen it
In the cracks of my father’s wrinkled face
Who has experienced firsthand the wrath of our world.
Afterall,
It was fate herself who stole our mother away;
Snatched her soul by the wrist and lifted it from her gleaming 
gaze.
Somedays I hear my father crying out;
A shrill plea belonging to that of a chained heart.
But, he is a fool—
Doesn’t he know speaking her name deepens the wounds?
Reopens weeping scars that never found the chance to close?
Doesn’t he know the pain that seeps through my veins,

A fiery-hot venom that sears, scorns?
Does he even know that his gaze leers away...?
He is a Fool.
What kind of father cannot look at his own children
Without a veil of discontempt…?
So we vanish—
Poof
Like flickering candles we exhaust into smoke.
Embers of accused disobedience and infidelity follow in our 
wake;
The lashes upon our wrists reminders;
Tattooed outrage along our skin
As he drunkenly forgets the nothingness he has in the world.
Somedays I hear my youngest sister whimpering in her sleep,
Whether for beauty or beast, I do not know.
The other evening she asked if I could recall mother’s voice;
‘Yes’, I replied
As I tried to recall its comforting lilt which had long faded to an 
echo.
Somedays I wonder whether my sisters can see beyond the 
comfort of this smile,
Whether they can recognize the pain,
The guilt that buries like a hailstorm.
Can they hear the whimpers of a drowsy heart—?
Or spy the vacancy that tethers my sanity in place?
And some days,
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I wonder if their love
—MY love
Is truly enough.
Some moments I feel my mother’s gentle touch
When the midnight breeze licks across my bare skin,
When the bitter taste of wine spills down my throat.
Some moments I see her beautiful face
In the golden leaves of swaying trees;
In the sweet fanfare that penetrates my ears like honey and 
sees
The smiles of my sisters
As we leap through another night of pretend ignorance—
But once we return to our bedroom,
With our shoes worn and hearts torn
Silently wailing in agony
Our time of pretend vanishes—
Poof
Yes, I have seen it
And I sometimes wonder whether WE are actually the fools,
Masking our sorrows with pretty dresses and pirouettes,
For when we return to a reality we know we can never escape;
It only deepens the weeping wounds
And reopens scars that will never find
The strength to close.
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Challenging Perception

Standstill

The world has always moved very quickly for Adiaba Lawal.

When she was two, three, four years old, the long days spent 
playing under the baobab trees seemed no longer than 
seconds. When she was a little older—seven, eight, nine years 
old—the elementary school weeks slipped by in the same 
amount of time that fidgety Njideka felt their math lessons took. 

And when she was older still—twelve, like now—she could 
never seem to get as much housework done as she’d like to 
because the days just went so fast.

Time really is a funny thing; Adiaba always seems to think it 
goes faster than other people do.

The other girls in camp, for instance. They describe when they 
were taken as moving slow as molasses, time slowing down 
as they froze in horror as men bore down on them. Most of the 
girls say it happened when they were out alone, running 
errands or walking home. Zikora had gone to fetch the doctor 
for a girl who had a seizure in class. The doctor made it to 
school; Zikora did not.

Zikora described in harrowing detail what had happened, and 
Adiaba was amazed because every intricate nugget she 
remembered made it sound like it took hours. It felt like that, 
Zikora told Adiaba; that one horrifying minute felt like days. 
She is baffled when Adiaba says it felt instantaneous, a blink, 
and then it was over and they were here.

Even here the time flashes by. The first day was a lightning 
flash. The men told them they must learn quickly, and so they 
did. And every day their hands work faster, and every day the 
clock speeds up. After a week, the days of stuffing ball-
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bearings into canisters and vests and bags blur together, all 
just second-hand ticks on the clock of Adiaba’s life.

The months she stays at the camp zoom by. More girls arrive, 
and some of the girls suddenly disappear. Adiaba knows all 
about what happens when they leave, even if she’s never seen 
it. The girls are celebrated, praised, even applauded – and 
then they are strapped to an explosive vest and shoved into 
the middle of a crowded market and ordered to offer 
themselves to Allah.

It used to go without a hitch almost every time. Then, though, 
the national police force caught wind of it. Girls were running 
up to officers, screaming about the bombs they were strapped 
to, begging the officers to save their lives. And the police force 
responded. They defused the bombs, freed the girls, took them 
away. Adiaba has never heard from a girl who has escaped, 
but she can just imagine them standing in front of her, her 
whole body heaving with her absolutely terrified breaths as a 
police officer carefully snips a few crucial wires. Adiaba is 
overwhelmed with a sense of longing for that to be her. The 
men who run the camp she works in are infuriated by the very 
thought.

Adiaba has heard their ranting and raving every time a girl is 
sent out and there is not a mass murder. She’s heard their fury 
every time a girl runs away and her life is saved. She’s heard 

their plots, too, seen the inventions they have made to take 
control back.

They have remote controls now, disguised as things innocuous 
as car keys, and they send men out to follow the girls. And if 
the girls don’t detonate their bombs themselves, the 
supervisors point their car keys at the girls’ chests and press a 
button, and the children are no more, and neither are the few 
dozen square feet surrounding them.

But even this new move, it seems, has somehow been 
countered by the police. Adiaba has heard whispered stories of 
signal blockers, of high-tech devices that can disrupt the 
explosive waves in midair and stop the suicides before they 
happen. Adiaba has heard rumors of girls’ lives being saved 
this way. It’s funny, Adiaba thinks, the constant back-and-forth, 
like a game of cat-andmouse with a high probability of both 
animals ending up dead.

Time continues to move quickly. She overhears conversations 
every week, and it seems that what she remembers like 
yesterday was actually months ago. She doesn’t sense the 
days passing; she stuffs vest after vest after vest, not knowing 
who will wear them, not knowing who will die.

And then one day she makes her last suicide bomb.
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In a movie, Adiaba thinks, this process – like any other “last” – 
would be slow-motion, underscored with dramatic music. But 
making the vests has gotten so easy that she processes it as 
little more than a blink.

And then she’s taken. They take the bomb she just made with 
her own hands and they strap it to her. Apparently she’s not 
one of the trustworthy ones, because an older man goes with 
her, fidgeting subtly with the car keys in his hands. She 
shivers. She is suddenly overcome with longing to live in a 
country where a man dangling car keys in a teenager’s face is 
a reward and not a death threat.

They walk and walk until they are close enough to a building 
that Adiaba can tell that it is a police station. He gestures for 
her to move forward, raising an eyebrow with a murderous 
smile, and fingers the car keys again.

She takes a few faltering steps. Her heart is screaming. She 
knows what she needs to do, and the world moves so quickly 
that if she doesn’t do it now she will never get a chance.

She is still too far from the police station to make any real 
damage if – god – if she blows up now. If she stops she’ll be 
suspicious, if she advances any further she’ll be within range. 
There is not a second to spare.

And she begins to scream, hollering for mercy, begging with all 
of her soul for help. She sinks to her knees on the sand, 
trembling so violently she is sure she will throw up, and she 
screams. “Help me!” Adiaba wails, tears coursing through the 
dirt on her face as she allows herself to desperately hope that 
someone will listen, “help me, please!” And her chest does not 
explode. Her supervisor screams, hollers, curses at her to 
move forward, get closer, so she can be blown up and take 
other people with her. But there are officers flooding toward 
her now. It is all happening so fast, and the sights and sounds 
and smells and emotions are overloading Adiaba’s brain. It is 
all happening at once, so quickly, and there is no time to stop 
and think.

An officer sprints in front of the crowd. He glances up at the 
terrified teenager, at the man brandishing car keys, and he 
puts it together instantly.

Adiaba’s supervisor grins. There are plenty of officers close to 
his girl now; she could explode and take dozens of them with 
her. It isn’t the plan, but it’s close enough.

The world is flying by in Adiaba’s field of view, and every 
second is whizzing by – blink and you miss it. But she doesn’t 
blink, and she sees everything perfectly.

She sees the officer’s hand slip into his pocket.
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She sees her supervisor point the car keys.

She sees the officer pull out a signal blocker.

She sees two fingers jab two buttons in one instant, the 
supervisor to explode her, the officer to block the explosion.

And for a moment – just an infinitesimal sliver of a moment – 
the world stands still.

REDEFINING HISTORY: A Critique of Historical 
Objectivity and an Argument for Re-emphasized 
Subjectivity

 I

In modern American culture, perhaps the most damaging 
criticism of any historical work is that it is “biased”. Accusation 
that a textbook is biased may be cause to pull it from a 
classroom; a similar accusation about a documentary may get 
it stripped from the airwaves. This fear of historical bias is so 
extensive that, in an essay specifically exploring bias as a 
function of historical storytelling, C. Behan Mccullagh says 
outright that “bias is deplorable”. However, this idea that bias 
can be discarded and a level of historical objectivity reached is 
hugely misguided. It can be proven inaccurate by modern 
understandings of bias, and it is inconsistent with the 
etymological meaning of the word “history” itself. It is not even 
an innate part of the field of history: the modern understanding 
of historical objectivity did not exist until the nineteenth century. 
Current understandings of history as objective are harmful to 
the field and antithetical to its origins as a subjective discipline. 
The entire field of history should be redefined with an 
increased acknowledgment of subjectivity and a rejection of 
the false premise of unbiased narratives.

Originally, cultural understanding of history was inherently 
subjective. The word itself is derived from the Proto-Indo-
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European root “weid,” meaning “to know” (“History”). When the 
word entered Middle English around 1400, it was 
indistinguishable from the word “story”, meaning a record of 
events often including embellishment or emotion. History, then, 
traditionally included perception - both what happened and the 
emotion it provoked - and at its origins was by definition 
subjective.

However, in the past 150 years, the Western world has 
abandoned this understanding of subjectivity and seized onto 
the contrasting idea of objectivity. That shift was influenced by 
the technological revolution in nineteenth-century Germany 
and the development of the scientific method (Storer). The 
idea that a field as complex as science could be boiled down 
to standardized procedures was a novel one, and “scienticity 
[became] the hallmark of the modern and the 
authoritative” (Novick 21). The desire to distill other disciplines 
into scientific austerity and thus modernity overtook Germany, 
and American students studying at German universities, 
“based on their understanding of these currents - [and] often 
based on their misunderstanding of them” (Novick 21), brought 
the ideas to the States. American novelists became infatuated 
with the idea of “the objective, the omniscient, the impersonal” 
narrator (40). Realist painters summarized their techniques as 
“impartiality, impassivity, scrupulous observation, [and] 
rejection of … prejudice” (Nochlin 43). Journalist Lincoln 
Steffens complained that reporters were instructed “to report 

the news as it happened, like machines, without 
prejudice” (Novick 43). Most affected of all were historians. 
Before the late 1800s, they had colored their work with their 
voices and biases (45). But as objectivity overtook academia, 
historians grew less comfortable using their own voices, and 
instead resorted to simply quoting others: “a third of Prescott’s 
histories … were given over to footnotes and bibliography,” 
Novick says of a historian of the time (45). 

This was a misguided tonal shift, because history cannot truly 
be objective. While history is built on objective points (raw 
data, like lists of dates or signatories), the majority of history is 
consumed in the form of a narrative, such as a textbook or 
documentary, that has been constructed by an author. To claim 
that narrative history can be objective is to subscribe to the 
claim that Novick calls a foundational premise of objectivity: 
that there can be “a sharp separation between the knower and 
the known” (1). But that is simply untrue. Nothing can be 
known without a knower.

Moreover, every “knower” - every historian who conveys 
history to others - is human, and every human is biased. “Bias” 
is not a dirty word; on the contrary, it is an inevitable truth. As 
members of society, each person has internalized cultural 
messages, which manifest as bias. “We make sense of 
perceptions and experiences through our particular cultural 
lens … [which is] neither universal nor objective,” writes Robin 
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DiAngelo (9). It is counterproductive to ignore bias: just as 
claiming to be unable to see race makes a person unable to 
see racism, “the prevailing belief that prejudice is bad causes 
us to deny its unavoidable reality” (19). Instead of prejudices 
being ignored, they should be acknowledged so they can be 
analyzed and understood.

The necessity of acknowledging bias, though, is in direct 
conflict with the idea of “objective history”. A historian claiming 
to have written “objective history” is ignoring the fact that her 
biases inevitably shape the way she reads, understands, and 
conveys history. Every reaction she has to a text is built on 
bias; every word in her writing has a connotation that she has 
chosen because it fits her views. Therefore, to write an 
“objective history,” one must be unbiased. And because we 
know that every single person is biased, it follows that it is 
impossible to write objective history.

Despite this, many historians attempt to appear unbiased. 
Because true objectivity is impossible, pursuing the 
appearance invariably hurts the work. It does so in two ways. 
Firstly, it deceives the reader. When an author falsely claims to 
be objective, readers naturally internalize their work and the 
biases it includes as objectively true without being aware that 
they are accepting or even being exposed to biases; as such, 
dominant historical biases are liable to propagate. If readers 
were made aware that they were being exposed to bias, they 

could read with a critical eye; however, when bias is disguised 
as fact, readers are vulnerable to internalizing and spreading it 
without scrutiny.

The second way in which attempting to appear unbiased hurts 
a work of historical scholarship is in that obsession with 
accuracy often leads to distorted historical storytelling. Authors 
often feel that, in order to be objective, they must include all 
facts and details relating to a certain case; eliminating some 
facts would mean that the author is deciding for the readers 
what is important, and this, authors feel, is unacceptable 
editorialization. However, this often leads to the reader being 
so overwhelmed by unimportant details that they can no longer 
distinguish the applicable facts. In other words, the author 
sacrifices relevance for accuracy.

Those two terms - “relevant history” and “accurate history” - 
provide the foundation for the remainder of this paper. I have 
coined them to describe contrasting phenomena: accurate 
history refers to history that prioritizes acknowledging every 
fact available, often at the cost of clarity, while relevant history 
emphasizes certain details at the expense of others to 
illuminate a certain point, which may change between different 
relevant works. Accurate history often tries to be objective and, 
since American society prefers objectivity, is the dominant type 
of history; it is often found in textbooks and documentaries. 
Relevant history is more rare and controversial: an excellent 
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example is Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United 
States, which consciously chooses to “tell the story of the 
discovery of America from the viewpoint of the Arawaks [and] 
of the Constitution from the standpoint of the slaves” (Zinn 10). 
Like all relevant historians, Zinn mentions those details to 
illuminate certain points; and, like all historians, his work is 
biased. Zinn writes of “selection and emphasis in history” 
leading to “invariable taking of sides” (10): in other words, 
Zinn, like all relevant historians, is deciding for the reader 
which historical details should be illuminated, which is 
necessarily editorializing and makes all relevant history 
inherently biased. However, Zinn also demonstrates necessary 
responsibility by acknowledging his skewed perspectives. 
Presenting bias without acknowledging its subjectivity is what 
defines inaccuracy and propaganda; but when presented with 
an acknowledgment of bias, readers can recognize and 
analyze biases. Readers should also read a breadth of 
sources with different biases in order to develop their 
understandings of nuance. The other options are unviable: 
hiding bias is counterproductive, since every person and thus 
every narrative has bias, and relying on only one source to 
study history leads to a lack of understanding of diverse 
perspectives and biases.

 II 

To illustrate the above points, let’s examine two interpretations 
of the six wives of King Henry VIII: David Starkey’s 2003 
biography Six Wives: The Queens of Henry VIII, and one of 
Broadway’s newest arrivals, SIX: The Musical, a modernized 
narrative presented as a pop concert. Starkey is a retired 
academic who specialized in the Tudor period at the London 
School of Economics; SIX was written by Cambridge 
University students Toby Marlow and Lucy Moss. Six Wives, 
like many scholarly works, strives for accurate history; SIX, 
meanwhile, cares only for its relevance.

Starkey’s focus on accuracy is obvious throughout his work. As 
previously mentioned, one frequent danger of accuracy is that 
it obscures relevance: by chronicling every detail, an author 
will end up obscuring larger through-lines. Starkey 
demonstrates this obsession with minute details when, for 
instance, he discusses Anne of Cleves’s controversial journey 
to England from Germany to marry Henry: while Henry wanted 
Anne to travel by sea, her family preferred a land route 
(Starkey 523). Starkey spends three pages describing the 
conflict, including mentioning tidal charts and shipbuilding 
techniques, despite the fact that Anne took the land route. 
Such detail clouds the more important points of Anne’s journey 
and of her life.

The second danger of accurate history is, as also previously 
mentioned, is that it deceives the reader, who has been told 
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that the narrative they are reading is objective. Starkey 
repeatedly purports accuracy: for instance, in his introduction, 
he says that he “can describe” situations differently than other 
historians (xxiv); the word “can” as opposed to “do” implies that 
Starkey is he is objectively correct, that he has succeeded 
where others have not. Lest there be any dout as to this 
sentiment, when Starkey was asked why he wrote a biography 
of Henry’s wives when others exist, he replied that “mine is 
better” (caxtonclub.org). And while Starkey accuses other 
historians of partiality - for instance, saying Agnes Strickland 
“loved a legend” (Starkey xvi) - he never discusses that he 
might have biases. However, like every human, Starkey has 
internalized cultural prejudices, which appear throughout his 
work: among others, he says that Henry took his first son’s 
death “like a man, concealing his feelings” (123) despite his 
“feminine sensitivity” (65), decries “womanish tears” in contrast 
to tactical action (515), and writes that “while books are good 
for reading, diamonds are a girl’s best friend” (65) in reference 
to an “astonishingly well read” woman who “love[d] good 
literature” (17). Starkey even defies convention to support his 
viewpoint: for instance, he places Catherine Howard’s birth in 
1520 as opposed to the commonly-accepted 1523 to make her 
an adult at the time of her 1540 marriage to Henry, thus giving 
her more responsibility than many historians do. These 
storylines are deceptive and biased but, because Starkey 
implied that his understanding is correct and refused to 

acknowledge his prejudice, readers are liable to accept them 
as fact.

While Starkey’s narrative is clearly not objective, he is still 
concerned with the appearance of accuracy. To give the 
impression that he is acknowledging all viewpoints, he quotes 
Catherine Howard’s confession of adultery; but he carefully 
omits words like “suffered”, “vicious”, and “require[d]” (Great 
Britain 454), which imply assault. Starkey also seems to be 
under the impression that in order to appear unbiased he must 
not comment on the moral fiber of his characters, because that 
would, in Starkey’s mind, amount to unacceptable 
editorialization. Thus, instead of critiquing individuals’ morality, 
Starkey lunges so far in the opposite direction that he makes 
false claims such as “Henry was kind and generous …  to all 
his wives” (686). (Among others, consider these 
counterexamples: Henry told Jane Seymour to remember 
Anne Boleyn’s execution after she dared voice a political 
opinion [602], called Anne of Cleves ugly [Ridgway], and did 
not protest when Catherine of Aragon was isolated to pressure 
her parents [Starkey 95].) Thus Starkey’s efforts to appear 
unbiased actively contribute to the inaccuracy of his text; those 
deceptive appearances may cause readers to internalize 
biased interpretations as objective. Had Starkey begun with an 
acknowledgement of bias and chosen to emphasize certain 
details and exclude others, his work would have flourished. 
The biases he included would be recognizable and analyzable; 
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passages like that in which he describes Anne of Cleves’s 
journey to London could have been trimmed of burdensome 
details. But because Starkey repeatedly insists he is telling 
“accurate history,” his book becomes problematic.

What, then, would a relevant history of Henry’s six wives look 
like? We have the answer in Marlow and Moss’s SIX. SIX fits 
the most notable definition of relevant history: it emphasizes 
some details and downplays others to provide clarity. 
Broadway cast member Brittney Mack tells potential audiences 
that they are “not gonna be overwhelmed with facts” or a 
barrage of information (Playbill). Her promise rings true: for 
instance, compared to Starkey’s pages-long descriptions of 
Anne of Cleves’s journey to England, the musical’s statement 
that Anne “was literally shipped over from a foreign country ... 
to marry some random dude” (Marlow) is much more to-the-
point. Moreover, it supports a point that Marlow and Moss 
deem important - that sixteenth-century women were often 
pawns in political games - and is a direct insertion of their 
biases into their work. This is not the only instance of the 
writers’ biases being apparent. In fact, the importance they 
place on the study and dismantle of patriarchal structures is 
entangled with the very existence of the show: Moss says that 
SIX was written to provide “loads of, like, meaty roles for 
women and nonbinary people, because our [university] friends 
were those guys and never got to play the fun 
parts” (bwaySHO). As a show that discusses patriarchal 

models and written by writers who vocally criticize patriarchy, 
and as a musical that includes Henry’s wives and not Henry 
himself, SIX has a narrowed perspective and is inherently 
biased.

Imperatively, though, SIX is not trying to appear unbiased, and 
thus its audience will not be tricked into accepting opinion as 
fact. The entire creative team admits that the show is 
prejudiced interpretation; for instance, Anna Uzele, who plays 
Catherine Parr on Broadway, differentiates between “the story 
we tell onstage” and reality and wonders whether Parr’s fourth 
husband was “as good as SIX … portray[s] him 
as” (Broadwaycom). The show also acknowledges 
contradictory viewpoints, in contrast to Starkey’s omission of 
conflicting quotes. For instance, SIX argues that Henry is 
famous mostly because he had six wives; however, when a 
character points this out, another mentions his religious 
reforms as an alternative explanation. And when the show 
breaks from traditional interpretations, the disparity is 
acknowledged: one song includes the disclaimer that “it’s not 
what went down in history” (Marlow). Most notably, whereas 
Six Wives tried so hard to appear objective, SIX outright tells 
us the thesis statement it is working to prove: in the words of 
its Anne Boleyn, “since the only thing we have in common is 
our husband, grouping us is an inherently comparative act and 
as such it necessarily elevates a historical approach based in 
patriarchal structures”. The effect is this: SIX’s audience will 
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not leave the theatre confusing interpretation with fact; on the 
contrary, the bias is so explicit that the audience can easily 
recognize it, analyze it, and avoid internalizing it.

SIX is the better work of historical scholarship. It may seem 
audacious to claim that a pop concert on Broadway could 
possibly be more responsible history than a nonfiction survey 
by a respected scholar, but such is the case with Six Wives 
and SIX. Starkey’s work is admirable and often stronger than 
most historians’, but his insistence on striving towards the 
impossibility of accuracy means his work has abundant flaws. 
SIX is not accurate. It ignores some details in order to 
emphasize others, it minimizes some individuals in order to 
provide more opportunity for its marginalized female 
protagonists, and it was written to prove a thesis. But SIX does 
not attempt to hide this. In doing so, its audience can avoid 
becoming confused or internalizing bias; this allows SIX to 
become one valuable viewpoint through which to study history. 
It should not be the only viewpoint; all historical sources should 
be studied alongside sources with contrasting biases. 
However, the fact that SIX is upfront about its biases and 
motives means it is one source that should be taken into 
account.

III

SIX is what all historical storytelling should be: an 
unashamedly biased story from a specific perspective. 

Because SIX does not hide its bias, it can be studied 
responsibly alongside sources with contrasting biases to form 
a nuanced narrative. SIX should not be the only lens through 
which Henry VIII and his wives are studied, but, because it 
firmly takes one specific viewpoint without deception, it can 
provide a solid telling of the story from one perspective, and 
can be combined with others to form a complete picture. SIX, 
in short, is honest - and that is the most that can be asked of 
any historical source. 

There are signs that American culture is beginning to shake its 
infatuation with objectivity. Robin DiAngelo’s White Fragility, a 
currently-popular racial studies books, argues that all people 
are inherently biased, which implicitly contradicts the existence 
of objectivity. Social media has given rise to pages challenging 
traditional biased narratives, such as “So You Want to Talk 
About” on Instagram. And the prevalence of relevant historical 
narratives is increasing: along with SIX, examples include 
Horrible Histories and Hamilton. 

These changes are encouraging: they mean that American 
society may be tending towards a rejection of the false notion 
of historical objectivity and towards an acceptance of relevant 
history. They mean that Western culture might soon learn to 
accept, present, recognize, and analyze bias. They mean that 
the terms I have presented may soon become part of the 
mainstream narrative. America stands on the cusp of 
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redefining the study of history; as SIX’s protagonists say in 
their opening song, “history’s about to get overthrown”.

We can only hope they are correct.

Walls

In a dusty basement corner of the Golding-Stewart Center for 
Research on Language Development were fifty doors. The 
doors faced each other, twenty-five to a hallway side, and were 
held shut by an electronic locking system powered by the 
same circuits that ran the lights and air-conditioning on 
especially hot days. The air-conditioning was an unfortunate 
expense—cooling fifty rooms cost a pretty penny—but you 
couldn’t just have your specimens overheating to death, now 
could you?

At one end of the hallway—the end where the hallway simply 
stopped, became a wall—there was one more door, a very 
special one. This door opened into a dusty old room filled with 
file cabinets stuffed to overflowing with forms and research 
papers dating back to the very early days of the experiment. 
There was a copy of the original Application for Funding for 
Scientific Inquiry form, which detailed the purpose of the study 
(to examine the language acquisition process, if any, among 
children provided with age-appropriate books but never once 
exposed to spoken language) and how the experiment would 
be conducted (fifty children, isolated as newborns, raised with 
abundant food and water and basic affection through infancy, 
provided nonstop with books—but never, ever, not even once, 
spoken a word to).
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The door to the room at the end of the hallway was mostly 
quiet now. The purpose of the experiment had almost entirely 
been served, and the lead scientists visited only once every 
three months these days. Their reports had become less and 
less detailed. “Expected progress,” they wrote. “Consistent 
with prior observations,” they wrote. “Age-appropriate linguistic 
skills with no verbal component,” they wrote, the same 
language they had used since five years ago when the 
children first demonstrated behavior that implied they were 
reading.

Now all the children were ten, reading age-appropriate books 
but not speaking, and there were no signs nor indications nor 
behaviors that could at a stretch be called hints of the 
children’s verbal development, and so now the doctors were 
beginning to debate what to do with the specimens. There 
were a few who said they should be kept, observed until their 
teen years to see if they could understand abstract texts like, 
say, a chemistry textbook—but most agreed that there was no 
point, they had served their purpose, they should be 
euthanized. Records of these debates, too, were sealed in the 
file cabinet in the room at the end of the hall.

At the other end of the hall lived a little girl named Emily. She 
did not know she had been named Emily, for she had never 
been told. Instead she called herself Q, after her favorite letter, 
the one she found the most fun to trace with her finger on the 

pages of the Alphabet Book. Even after the Alphabet Book was 
taken away, she kept tracing Q wherever she found it in her 
new books. Q’s were rare, though, especially the big Q’s like 
her name and not just the little q’s. Q liked that, in a way, 
having a rare name. It made her feel that perhaps she was not 
the only rare thing in the world.

The problem with the letter Q, though, was that it always came 
with a partner, a tagalong sidekick in the letter U. And Q had 
no partner. She would stand at the mirror sometimes and braid 
her coarse black hair and wonder what it might be like to feel 
another person’s fingers massaging through her scalp, easing 
out the tangles. Sometimes she thought it might feel like an 
invasion of her personal space, but other times she wished for 
it with all her heart.

When she felt that way—when the longing overtook every cell 
in her body and she felt she would give her life just to meet 
another person, even just for five minutes—Q had to put the 
books away. There were always partners and friends and other 
people in the books, and she knew, from repeated experience, 
that she would only feel worse if she read them when she was 
already lonely, because despite all the partners and friends 
and people in the worlds of her books, there was never anyone 
for her.

And so instead, when the loneliness overtook her and made 
her body wrack with sobs, Q would seek out the door. The 
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door never opened, at least not anymore; she had a few hazy 
memories of people passing through from when she was very, 
very little, but those could have been dreams. But Q knew from 
her books what doors were and how they worked, and she 
knew that sometimes people would enter through them and be 
greeted by other people. And so when Q felt she might die if 
she did not see another person, the door was where she would 
tuck her knees to her chest and bury her face between her 
legs and hold herself. Sometimes the loneliness abetted by 
itself, but more often she just fell asleep there, clutching 
herself by the door, and was awoken only the next morning 
when the lights automatically switched on.

Today was one such day. The last night had not been a bad 
night; she had been able to fall asleep in her bed, had lulled 
herself to sleep by revisiting passages from her new favorite 
book. There had been a little girl in that book too, who nobody 
liked and had no real friends, and Q felt she had found a 
kindred spirit. And yet today, when she revisited the story, all of 
a sudden the girl started making friends. It felt as if the child 
was leaning out of the book to taunt her, and Q felt her lip 
wobble, and then all of a sudden she was shaking and crying 
and she could do nothing but curl into herself against the door.

Bad days were more common now than they had been, and Q 
was beginning to think that perhaps she really should put more 
energy into finding a way to end the pain; but she didn’t know 

how. There was nothing sharp in the room, and she knew that 
the food that appeared inside her door every morning was 
meticulously inspected; she could starve herself, but that 
sounded horrid. Q was just wondering if there was any way to 
hang herself from the ceiling, when, with a flash so sudden it 
left an afterblaze of whiteness searing across her vision—the 
lights went out.

And then. Q’s ears, underused as they were, pricked. There 
had been a tiny click at the door.

At once she was uncurled; at once she was on her feet. The 
click had been from doorknob level, and Q knew it was 
audacious to hope, but she had read about locks in her books 
and it said they made a sound when they opened—and the 
lights had gone out too, and just maybe the same circuits that 
powered the light also controlled the electronic locks on the 
door—

Shaking so badly she could barely keep herself from falling, Q 
put a tiny hand against the door. And pushed. And silently, 
without any protest, as if it had just been waiting for such a 
moment, the door slid aside, retracted into the wall.

And Q, for the first time in ten years of life, cast a hesitant gaze 
through.
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Outside was a hallway. The ceiling was lined by faint blue 
lights (backup generators, supplied Q’s brain, for she had read 
a book on electricity some time back; emergency systems). 
But most of all what made Q freeze, and then what made her 
drop to her knees choking on her own oxygen, was that all 
around her in every direction were doors.

Doors lined the hallway, as far as she could see in either 
direction, identical and closed and looking so lonely, and Q’s 
mind was reeling, because if she had been behind one of 
these doors, and if there were more of them, stretching up and 
down the corridor in front of her to infinity, then maybe, just 
maybe—could there be more children?

The prospect of other children electrified her, and suddenly Q’s 
legs could not move fast enough, and she was tripping and 
stumbling over her own feet to reach the door directly across 
from her. And then she froze, the weight of the moment 
crashing over her, because this could mean everything, this 
could give her a reason not to die—but if she was wrong, if 
there was nobody—

But she could not stand here forever. She had to know.

And so Q, her blood pounding so loud in her ears that she 
could not hear the footsteps coming down the corridor behind 
her, reached up and knocked three times, firmly, against the 
door. And for a moment that stretched on eternally, there was 

nothing; and then, after she had nearly collapsed from how 
much she was hyperventilating, the door silently slid open.
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What About María?

The sunrise is silent that morning. The sun peeks hesitantly up 
from the horizon, bathing them all in light enough to illuminate 
the carnage in the water but not any warmth for comfort. The 
survivors curl on the deck like drowned cats; Luis tears around 
them, searching desperately, though it is hard to make out 
faces when they are swimming through his tears. When he 
was fourteen, he vowed that he would never cry again—he is 
the strong one, the protector, the older brother raising two little 
siblings by himself—but if any day ever warranted an 
exception, it is today.

Luis leaps over a baby screaming his lungs raw, darts around 
a staggering old man, and sweeps his gaze across the new 
expanse of deck. He sees no familiar faces, not a sign of the 
little boy he is looking for, and he wracks in a jagged breath, 
calms himself as much as he is able, and sets off further into 
the crowd. Husky words float in the foggy dawn sky in tattered 
scraps of different languages, and from the little that Luis 
knows from having lived in tenements in Spain and then 
France and then England, he can tell that a lot of it is the same 
word, over and over in so many different tongues, waarom and 
pourquoi and why and cén fáth and—

“¿—por qué?” María wanted to know, cocking her little head to 
the side and letting black curls cascade over her alabaster 
cheek.

“To see Mommy and Daddy,” Luis told her in Spanish; then, 
looking back and forth between María’s bright eyes and 
Fernando’s, “You remember them, don’t you?”

The twins glanced at each other, asking each other permission 
to answer, and then they both shrugged. It had been three 
years since their parents left for America, three years that they 
had been saving money to have their children join them, three 
years that Luis had been raising his baby brother and sister 
alone on the streets of London, working eighteen hours a day 
so they didn’t have to. Now, finally, there was enough money, 
and they were going to cross the world and join their parents. 
Luis was indescribably grateful: he loved Fernando and María 
more than anything in the world—would, in fact, give his life if it 
meant his baby siblings would live—but protecting, clothing, 
and feeding two boisterous three-year-olds was a colossal task 
for any teenager. By the time he was seventeen and the twins 
were six, the letter from his parents with trans-Atlantic ship 
tickets was enough to make Luis collapse to his knees with 
relief.

“Are you excited?” Luis asked the twins. Fernando paused, 
tilting his chin, thinking deeply. María didn’t think; she never 
did. She just leapt to her feet, bouncing cheerfully around the 
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room, clapping her little hands erratically and singing, “Mommy 
and Daddy, Mommy and—”

“—Daddy!” A little girl’s wail rises from the deck, floating into 
the air and dissipating into strains of anguish like the water 
from a whale’s spout dissipates into mist. “I want Daddy!”

Luis can’t help himself; he glances sideways. The shrieking girl 
writhing in her mother’s lap can’t be more than three. “Daddy 
isn’t here right now,” the mother tries to sooth tremulously.

Luis averts his eyes and hurries away. He cannot let himself 
be distracted. He has to find his brother.

He passes more and more bedraggled passengers—god, 
there must be hundreds. Over here are four—no, five siblings, 
none of them older than ten, sleeping restlessly under one 
threadbare blanket. Luis’s stomach twists. These children are 
freezing cold, and one blanket for all five of them is nowhere 
near enough; by all rights they should have—

“—my very own bed?” María’s eyes were shining so brightly 
that Luis swore they must be flecked with gold.

“Your very own bed,” Luis assured her. For years all three of 
them had crowded onto one fraying mattress, and now here on 
the ship each of them had their very own bunk bed. Luis 
laughed as María flung herself down spread-eagled on the 
mattress and buried her face in the sheets. 

Despite the thrill of beds and pillows and blankets, the siblings 
never spent much time in the cabin. It was stuffy and 
belowdecks and too small for a pair of boisterous six-year-
olds, and why would anyone spend time cooped up inside 
when there were wide decks and promenades open to the 
salty air? The twins scampered up and down the wooden 
decks, and Luis watched them with a laugh playing on his lips, 
and then he brought them over to a deck chair and they piled 
on his lap and the three siblings cuddled on top of each other, 
just one of many families—

—huddling together on the deck of a ship, their hands shaking 
with trauma, nightmares replaying in their blank eyes. Some of 
them are looking over the rail of the ship, at the sickening 
debris now illuminated by the mockingly cheerful sun. The 
others sit blankly, staring at nothing, struck dumb with horror.

There seems to be not a single person talking now, and in their 
silence Luis can hear deafening echoes of the night before. 
The whole night has been a cycle of quiet and clamor: first the 
silence of uncertain nervousness, then the screaming sprint 
towards the boats, then the lip-locking horror of watching the 
water—and then the earsplitting splinter of the ship and the 
inhuman wails that followed. And now everybody is mute with 
distress. There has been much more loud than quiet in the last 
eight hours, but the quiet was so very soft, as soft as—
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 —a child’s whisper, rousing him from his sleep. “It’s too quiet,” 
María murmured, a hand on his pantsleeve tugging him 
awake.

Luis rolled over to face her; María’s eyes were wide and 
searching beneath her furrowed brow. She was right: there 
was a hollow silence, something missing. It took him a few 
moments to realize what it was.

“The engines have stopped, that’s all,” he whispered. “Go back 
to sleep, muñequita.”

She stared at him for a long moment, and then she padded 
silently back to her own bed, where she lay down but didn’t 
sleep. Luis got to his feet. The engines had run nonstop for 
days, and their absence was unsettling.

A few other passengers were poking their heads into the 
corridor, whispering softly to preserve the sacred midnight 
silence. Luis let his eyes flit over them; then he ducked back 
inside, buried a kiss in Fernando’s hair, told María to wait in 
the cabin, and crept down the passageway, skin prickling. 
There was nothing to be nervous about, really—but something 
was churning in his gut, something dreadful and—

—bitter is hardening in Luis’s stomach; his chest feels encased 
by a layer of ice. He has combed through nearly all of the 
deck, looked at nearly every face, tried not to vomit at the 

harrowing fear in every set of eyes, and there is no trace of the 
little boy. What if he isn’t on the ship at all? What if—what if 
something happened, something bad, what if he’s gone?

Luis crumbles at that thought; he collapses to his knees and 
presses his forehead to the splintering wood of the deck. His 
tears splatter on the ground, adding to the salty water pooling 
under him, and Luis lets himself shake, because for all Luis 
knows Fernando might be gone forever, and the horror 
prickling on his skin now has too-strong echoes of that of 
barely six hours ago, when he—

—pushed his way over to the rail, where there were just two 
boats left swinging off the ship’s edge. He shoved his way 
forward with some well-aimed kicks and some well-placed 
elbows, because he had promised he wouldn’t fail these kids 
and this was their very last chance. “I have kids!” he cried to 
the officer guarding the lifeboat and brandishing his pistol. “Sir, 
I have children! I’m seventeen and I’m all they have, please, 
sir, they’re just six—”

The officer glanced at the children writhing in his grasp, then at 
the half-filled lifeboat, then at the cluster of men surrounding 
them—and then he nodded. “Fine. All of you, on, but hurry,” he 
grunted.

Luis started, astonished by his luck, and then pushed himself 
up on the rail. He set María down on the deck with a 
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murmured “Wait here” in her ear, and then he straddled his 
legs between the lifeboat and the deck and swung Fernando 
into the boat. Then Luis looked back over, ready to lift María 
into the boat—but the deck was empty of children. Luis froze; 
a collosal wave of frigid water slopped over his heart and 
began to freeze his chest solid in horror. And then the officer 
called, “Lower the boat!”

“No!” Luis shrieked, because María wasn’t on the lifeboat and 
he wouldn’t—shouldn’t—couldn’t leave his baby sister on a 
sinking ship. “No! Stop!”

But the boat jerked downward, and Luis thrashed in the grip of 
panic, and in sudden desperation he pushed himself to the 
edge and leapt back onto the doomed ship, leaving his little 
brother depending on the altruism of strangers, because he 
had to find his baby sister—and Luis plunged further into the 
crowd, his eyes flickering everywhere, because he would not 
leave this ship until his muñequita is safe in his arms.

“No!” Fernando screeched, instantly on his feet and trying to 
follow; fellow lifeboat passengers held him back. “No—no! 
Luis! No! Lu—”

“—is! Luis!”

Luis’s heart seizes in his chest, flooding his throat with 
desperate hope, because he knows that voice, and for a 

moment the ice encasing his heart seems on the verge of 
melting. Luis whirls, hardly daring to believe it, and there, 
sprinting towards him, jumping over half-dead bodies to get 
there, is Fernando.

Luis collapses on the deck; splinters lace into his knees and 
his head is drawn magnetically to his hands, and he buries his 
face in his palms and shakes and sobs. And then there are two 
tiny arms wrapping around his shoulders, and Fernando is 
there, and Luis looks up and throws his arms around his baby 
brother, who is now—thank the lord! —safe in his arms.

“Fernando,” Luis chokes. “I thought—I—”

“I know,” gasps the child. He is just six years old, and yet Luis 
knows that Fernando does know the horror that roils inside of 
you when your family is missing. “I’m safe.”

“You’re safe,” Luis agrees breathlessly, too stunned and 
relieved to believe it, and he buries his face in Fernando’s little 
shoulder and hugs Fernando so tightly, vowing to never let go 
again him.

“Luis?” pipes up the little boy, and Luis grasps his shoulders 
and stares into his eyes: “Yes, what is it?”

Fernando is so selfless, so quietly brave, and so of course this 
is his first question. “Luis,” says Fernando, “what about 
María?”
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And Luis cannot answer. There is cement trickling down his 
throat, hardening his vocal cords in place and clogging his 
windpipe. He cannot breathe, much less answer Fernando, 
and he can only stare and choke and let his eyes water, and 
he reaches up his hands to Fernando’s scalp to tangle his 
fingers in the little boy’s curly black—

—hair, it was hair in the water, it was hair that Luis’s trailing 
fingers were tangled in—it wasn’t mere seaweed but thick 
black human hair. Luis squealed, whimpered, and snatched 
back his hand from the hair’s leathery grasp. He held his palm 
close to his chest, gasping, trying not to be sick from the 
feeling of leathery corpse hair or the rocking of the wardrobe.

He fulfilled his promise: he did not leave the ship without 
María. He did not leave the ship at all, in fact; the ship left him, 
and he merely thrashed away from the whirlpool it created as it 
plunged to the sandy bottom of the ocean a mile below. Luis 
was one of the lucky few. He found a wardrobe—miraculously 
floating and, even more miraculously, missing a door and 
bobbing right side up—and he dragged himself into his little 
makeshift boat.

And then Luis cried. He cried, because he failed his parents 
and he failed his little ones. He let Fernando be swept away in 
the calloused arms of the lifeboat’s oars, and now the little boy 
was god knows where. Worse altogether, he had failed to find 
María. She was tiny—perhaps a kindhearted stranger had 

scooped her into a lifeboat. Perhaps she was alive and leaning 
over the edge to splash cheerfully in the water.

Or perhaps it was her hair that had ensnared Luis’s hand. 

Luis was suddenly overcome by sickening fascination, and he 
had to look, because if he didn’t look then he would be 
wondering if it was his baby sister’s corpse in the water for the 
rest of his life. And so, with his stomach roiling from more than 
the rocking of his wardrobe-boat in the ocean, Luis peered 
over the edge of the wardrobe, twisted the little body so he 
could see its face, and screamed.

It was María, oh god, of course it was—in a sea of fifteen 
hundred corpses, of course it would be her little body that 
would bump into his wardrobe. Luis felt the scream ripping 
through his already-raw throat, heard it crack and splinter 
brokenly in the air, and he flung himself down and pounded his 
fists against the wardrobe— admittedly stupid, but he could not 
help himself. His little girl, his baby sister, was lying still in the 
water, her face bloodless and her cheeks glimmering with a 
coating of frost. And of all the injustices Luis has faced in the 
last five years—his father’s layoff, their parents’ move to 
America without him, his struggles to keep the little ones in 
school—this was the most unjust, the most bitter, the most 
utterly unfair and painful thing that could have possibly 
happened. María’s fragile little body was floating lifelessly in 
the water, and she was close enough that he could reach out 
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and hug her, and he would if he could—he would reach out 
and squeeze her so tightly that the life flowed from him into her
—but Luis was seventeen and he had seen far too much to not 
know that María was, now and forever, incontrovertibly dead. 

María was dead, and it was his fault. If he’d just been a bit 
quicker getting to the top deck—if he’d just put María on the 
boat first instead of Fernando—if he’d decided to check the 
forward deck instead of the grand stairwell for her—then 
maybe she wouldn’t have died like this, frozen to ice after her 
brother and then the sinking ship abandoned her.

Luis screamed a bloodcurdling wail of grief, and he stared at 
the water, stared at the little girl’s face. Her eyes were the 
worst, her beautiful eyes as still and cold as the glassy ocean 
around her, those gorgeous black eyes—

—glowing with new understanding as Luis falters. Fernando 
looks up at Luis and bites his lip, because Luis’s nonanswer is 
answer enough. Luis cannot speak; the ice has crept up into 
his throat now, and his entire body is frozen solid. Instead he 
just he watches his brother, who is just six; and yet his face is 
alight with comprehension. He understands that his twin sister 
is dead, understands that she died slowly as hypothermia 
froze her from the outside in, understands that they will never 
be together again.

Luis doesn’t realize that he is crying until his tears splatter on 
the deck. Fernando gasps—he has never seen his brother cry 
before, Luis realizes with a start—and the little boy reaches up 
to wipe away the tears. “Don’t cry,” the child tells him. “María 
wouldn’t want you to be sad.”

And Luis’s heart crumbles at that, because Fernando is right, 
of course, but also because Fernando has never comforted 
him before. It has always been Luis doing the comforting, Luis 
hugging the tears away, Luis kissing the scrapes and bruises, 
Luis tucking the twins into bed at night—and now Luis is so 
destroyed that he can’t comfort anyone anymore, and 
Fernando knows and Fernando is stepping forward and 
hugging Luis’s tears away.

“María wouldn’t want you to be sad,” Fernando repeats softly 
in Luis’s ear. “María would want you to be happy.”

Beneath them there is a hum; the ship’s engines splutter to 
life, and they begin to move away from the carnage and the 
horror and—god—from María, and the thought of leaving his 
sister behind again makes the hyperventilation return.

“I—but I should have done better for you, Fernando, I should 
have gotten you off that ship faster, I should have gotten on 
the boat with you, I—I should have saved M—your sister—”
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“No,” Fernando whispers. “You tried your best, Luis. You’re 
enough for me.”

You’re enough for me—and Luis’s heart is swelling so much it 
clogs his throat and makes it difficult to breathe, and he seizes 
onto the child tighter.

Fernando seems to sense that these are comforting words, 
because from now on those are the words that he repeats 
when Luis wakes up screaming, when he is on his knees and 
struggling to breathe from the guilt, when a Spanish girl 
passes by on the street and the pain becomes overwhelming, 
and most of all when he feels the ice in his heart and cannot 
stop thinking about the ice in the ocean. You’re enough for me, 
the child will say, over and over again until a corner of Luis’s 
mind begins to believe it. Because having half of a set of twins 
will never feel right, but maybe, someday, it can feel like 
enough.

And so that is what Fernando whispers every time the 
nightmares come—you’re enough, you tried your best, you’re 
not a failure—until the panic begins to dissipate and the sun 
begins to rise and, slowly but surely, the ice begins to melt.

Stargazing

There is a moment –
between the instant when the storm stops raging
and the instant when you uncurl, stop shielding your face –
when the world is still,
when the snow is warm but the sky is cold,
when I whisper from your future and tell you to look up.
Watch the sky with me, darling, I tell you,
on your last night in the wilderness,
before the transition back to civilization tomorrow, March 13 –
(and the transition your boarding school will tell you about on 
March 14, 2020,
the transition that will be even more damaging –
but I can’t tell you about that one yet.
It will spoil something – maybe the surprise, or maybe the 
excitement,
or maybe just this moment.)
Shh. Don’t worry about it, not yet - you’ll only suffer twice.
Just watch the sky with me.
 
There 
is an airplane.
Most of its passengers are probably sleeping.
They are off to important things.
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Maybe they think that they are off to the most important things 
of their lives.
Maybe they think that they are off to things even more 
important than a child stargazing in the snow.
We will never know. We will never meet them, any of them.
 
There is a satellite –
(an alien spaceship? you asked me the first night you saw it,
and for all I know, it just might be) –
but the world calls it a satellite,
a robot covered in human fingerprints,
bound forever on an invisible chain, circling the earth until it 
dies.
We did that, my darling –
our species put that there.
We changed the sky, forever.
If you were close enough you could see
how our fingers
tarnished
the bright metal.
 
There is a hunter.
You might know him by his belt,
or by his sword,
and on an especially clear night (like tonight) you might know 
him by his shoulders.

He is stumbling towards the east to reclaim his missing sight, 
they say –
or maybe he is trapped in the sky to pay for what he has done 
– they say that too.
Who knows how he really got up there.
Who cares how he really got up there.
What matters now is that he is up there, and you are down 
here,
but just maybe, if you watch him long enough,
he will look down and lock eyes with you,
and the heavens will stare into your soul.
 
Lie here, my lovely. Lie here in the snow with me, and feel 
cold, and feel small.
It is okay to feel small right now. You are not invisible.
Orion is watching you, and he will watch you
even when you leave the wilderness and the city lights blind 
you,
even when you are not watching him.
For now, though, while you still have the chance,
stare into his eyes.
Sit, and wait, and watch, and breathe.
Be still, my darling,
as the world
                        spins
                                    around you.
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Instructions for Building a Quigloo

Step One: Understand what the heck a quigloo is. “Quigloo” is 
a portmanteau of “quinzhee” (as in snow quinzhee, a 
hollowed-out snow mound that serves as a shelter) and “igloo”. 
The word “quigloo” is used by just a handful of people—
students and teachers at the High Mountain Institute, a 
semester school in Colorado—and sounds like complete 
nonsense to the rest of the population. But sleeping in a 
quigloo can save your life when you’re on a wilderness ski trip, 
like you are. Don’t listen to anyone who calls it nonsense; 
they’ve never relied on a quigloo like you have. You know how 
important it is, and that’s all that matters.

Step Two: Make the pilgrimage from where you slept last night 
to the spot where you will build your quigloo. Fight over who 
will carry gear, fall down hills, slam into trees—it doesn’t 
matter. Just don’t stop putting one ski in front of the other.

Step Three: Build a mound of snow about eight feet high. Sing 
songs or tell stories as you work! If you can’t get out of it, you 
might as well get into it.

Step Four: Return back the way you came and feel like you’ve 
gotten nowhere. Soothe yourself and tell yourself you’ve done 
a lot. Remember that the snow mound needs to harden before 
you can dig it out. Being too hasty might get you a quigloo 

tonight, but it will have collapsed on your head come morning. 
Have patience: it might just save your life someday.

Step Five: The following morning, haul the rest of your gear to 
the site where your mound is. Slam into marginally fewer trees 
this time. Congratulate yourself on remembering where the 
worst of the danger is, and swerving away from it.

Step Six: Return to your mound of snow, now hardened and 
properly ready to become your sanctuary. Climb to the top; 
hack a hole in the top and start drilling down through the 
middle of your roof. It may sound odd now, but you’ll 
understand later. Trust the process!

Step Seven: Delegate the rest of that roof hole to a partner; 
ask her to continue chipping down and out. Go to the side of 
the mound and start digging a tunnel. Press on your stomach 
and hack at snow until you feel trapped and exhausted, and 
then keep going. Dig inward and upward, aiming for your friend 
and her roof hole.

Just when you’re claustrophobic and shivering and ready for a 
break, notice that the snow ahead looks oddly light. Stare at it. 
Recognize that there’s light visible just beyond it—light from 
your partner’s tunnel! Newly reinvigorated, continue stabbing 
at the snow. Imagine that you were about to give up without 
knowing just how close you were!
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Step Eight: Connect your tunnel with your partner’s. High-five 
through the opening! Celebrate, recognize that your hard work 
has brought you together, and then buckle down to finish the 
job.

Step Nine: Realize you’re nowhere near done. Jump through 
the roof hole and begin to chip at the walls. Ton by ton, hour by 
hour, carve your mound into a wide, open dome. When the sun 
begins to set and your hands go numb, shovel your last 
shovelful. You’ve done enough; you could hurt yourself by 
continuing on too long. It is wise to know how to persist, but 
wiser still when to stop pushing.

Step Ten: Cover your roof hole with ice blocks. It was the most 
important part when you began, but it’s important to know 
when to move on. If you left the hole open, snow would fall on 
you overnight. Protect yourself by getting rid of the hole that 
meant everything just a few hours ago.

Step Eleven: Cuddle in your quigloo. Notice the snowflakes 
whizzing by outside, and curl in on top of more snowflakes to 
keep yourself warm. Reflect on the fact that the thing 
threatening you and the thing protecting you are the same; the 
only difference is what you’ve made of them.

Step Twelve: Lay out your sleeping bag and fall asleep 
listening to the wind. See the storm as an equal, not an 
adversary.

Remember that you will never be able to stop a blizzard—but 
at least now you know how to build a house out of snow.
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Quiet Fascinations
Writing Portfolio
Grade: 12
Hathaway Brown School
Instructor: Scott Parsons

           

Quiet Fascinations

Journals  

I love words the way one loves mysterious things, a quiet 
fascination, like whispered giggles when I shouldn’t be talking, 
gossip that creeps and crawls through infested hallways. I use 
them as an anchor, as well as a propeller.

Stay. Don’t stay. Go. Don’t go.

It began in the fifth grade, when I found myself starry eyed in a 
small Five Below, gazing at a vibrant display of journals that 
glittered under the fluorescent lighting. I bought four of them. 
My entries were intermittent, often beginning with an apology 
for not writing enough. But it didn’t matter when or what I 
wrote, the journals were saturated with emotions. Each entry 
was an intervention on myself, introducing me to an 
undiscovered world of words. At the start of this breakthrough, 
I viewed words as an escape from reality, as a scheme to try 
and convince myself that I was worth something. I spent most 
of the past seven years thinking that writing existed as a 
distraction, a way to scream loudly, to be heard when no one 
was listening. But there was more beneath the surface. It 
wasn’t until the depths of summer before my senior year that I 
recognized writing as a documentation of my growing up. It 
wasn’t just a fantasy that I could run away to, but something 
unfiltered and raw, pushing me through crushing pain to 
eventually reach bliss. And as I paged through each journal for 
the first time in a while, slowly rediscovering the girl I used to 
be, the realization came in pieces. Through pouring over the 
ridiculous stories, incomprehensible rants, and shapeless 
doodles, I noticed that writing kept me rooted in the things I 
loved, while still helping me grow, an anchor and propeller.

Reading entries from the past seven years felt like an ocean 
current tugging me back into simpler days, an experience that 
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was as unexpected as it was humbling. The blend of 
confusion, resentment, despondency, and elation pulled me 
further back, and there was no fighting against it. Perusing 
each and every word, dipping into time and memory, hurt at 
first. It seemed to be an interrogation of what I remembered 
and what I had forgotten. But the more I read, the more it felt 
like returning somewhere I hadn’t been in years, like waking up 
after years of sleeping. Writing had chronicled my own 
blooming. I no longer was going to be drowned in the agitated 
waters of my past. I was afloat. And as I sailed through my 
memories, I saw that I had never grown out of my affection for 
writing, the driving force behind my adolescent journaling. On 
paper, my life became tangible and concrete, easier to handle. 
Writing in my journals always left me untroubled afterwards, a 
record of true growth. I believe that is what writing was meant 
to be. I never had to feel worthless if the writing wasn’t my 
best. Journals weren’t meant to trick myself into feeling seen 
or improve my skills, they were just another way to feel.

Writing was unpredictable in the way it contributed to my 
growing up, yet somehow it was always there when I needed it 
most, catapulting me into life while subduing the fragility of my 
feelings. Words were not just an excuse to elude my own 
struggles, but they also made me a stronger person. My 
journals kept me grounded. They reminded me of home. They 
continue to remind me that no matter how much life changes, 
my love for writing runs deep and I will never be lost.

God of Small Things Storyline

As I tore through the novel, The God of Small Things, I couldn’t 
help but latch on to Ammu’s character. The way a spider 
captures a fly, Ammu caught me in her web and strangled me 
in her silk. And just like doomed prey, I didn’t bother attempting 
to fight against fate. I embraced it instead. This story belongs 
to Ammu.

What draws me to Ammu is how conspicuously flawed she is 
from the very beginning, before her kids and even before her 
marriage. She lounges around her parents’ house, plunged in 
a sea of dissatisfaction. Justifiably bored with the smallness of 
her life, Ammu begins to drown. Her parents did not provide 
her with a full education the way they did for her brother, and 
she had to endure years of abuse from her father and 
emotional abandonment from her mother, one of the most 
heartbreaking feelings a daughter can encounter, and one that 
follows Ammu into her own journey of motherhood. To avoid 
being dragged down by the monotony of her small-town life, 
Ammu jumps at one of the first opportunities to escape, to 
breathe. She has the perfect, extravagant wedding to a man 
with whom she contains a perfect, ostentatious love for. But 
beneath the gaudy facade, lies a drunk who, like everyone 
else, hurts Ammu. She no longer can sail through her life on a 
boat built from blissful ignorance. Tragedy, however, no matter 
when or where it occurs, is one of the most crucial catalysts of 
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growth. Ammu now has two children, two oxygen lines, two 
more hearts and will do anything for them. She leaves her 
husband and returns home, well aware that her family will 
never forgive her in order to salvage whatever is left of her 
children’s youth, the first action that demonstrates her 
unequivocal strength. Unfortunately, this catapult of maturity in 
Ammu -- labeled “the infinite tenderness of motherhood” -- 
comes with “the reckless rage of a suicide bomber.” Ammu, 
already an outcast in her own home, focuses all her energy 
into her children, losing all interest in conforming to what 
society wants her to be. She has nothing left to lose, no 
consequences to her actions because she had already 
committed the worst of crimes. And as she strives to give her 
children the best she can, her own youthfulness eludes her - a 
feeling that cultivates resentment and impulsiveness, and it will 
stick with her for the rest of her short life. Her mood swings 
and inability to ever hide a single thing she’s thinking causes 
fear to swell in the minds and hearts of her twins, Estha and 
Rahel. They both are afraid of hurting their mother, of 
disappointing her, so Estha stays quiet about his own troubles 
and Rahel (who can be wickedly candid toward her mother) 
undergoes overwhelming feelings of guilt whenever she 
slightly hurts her mom. This uncertainty that lies within Ammu 
confuses and hurts her children, but something that Ammu 
can’t be blamed for. She is imperfect. She is still blooming.

The air of unpredictability that envelopes Ammu is eventually 
what leads her to make the impulsive decision of being with 
Velutha, “the man she loved by night and that her children 
loved by day.” Many think that Ammu is at fault for Velutha’s 
unjust murder and most of the trauma that her kids are 
troubled by. And perhaps she is. But I do not think that her 
decision to love Velutha was a wrong one. As I read, no, 
perused the scene where Velutha and Ammu saw each other 
for the first time, immediately whatever hesitancy that lingered 
in my brain, disappeared. Their love may not be the purest to 
some, but it is true and humbling in its devastating beauty. 
Unfiltered, raw love brings throbbing elation along with 
anchoring grief. It ignites, heals, and adulterates the 
numbness. The withdrawal is unimaginable, but to experience 
love, even for a short time, is a life fulfilled.

My own mother has reiterated a quote to me for the past seven 
years, one written by the Urdu poet, Ghalib: “In love, there is 
no difference between living and dying. One lives on watching 
the beloved on whom life is lost.” Catastrophe is inevitable 
when experiencing love to its ruthless core, perhaps life is lost 
to it, but vitality is embedded deeply in the seams of love. It’s 
the reason we risk the hurt and it’s what makes love worth it. 
Ammu knew that all along. Within Ammu, resided the infinite 
tenderness of motherhood and the reckless rage of a suicide 
bomber. And unlike anyone else, she loved and she lived 
fearlessly.
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Letter of Recommendation: Riding the School Bus

It’s much too early in the morning to be awake. The sun’s glare 
pokes through the cracks between deformed shadows of old 
stores and withered fast-food chains, shamelessly shining right 
into my eyes. I squint, defying its harsh appearance just to 
marvel at the bottoms of clouds burnished with golden paint. 
Cold air envelopes me, but I’m busy being overwhelmed by the 
music blaring through my headphones and my own thoughts 
itching away at my brain, letting both fill up the early silence. 
The heater exhales vulgar sounds, but it slowly begins to 
sound like a sweet melody as its warmth gradually, but firmly 
hugs my body. I lay my head on my backpack and continue to 
stare out the window.

When school is finally over, the sound of laughter echoes, a 
noise drastically different from the morning’s tranquility. It’s 
impossible to listen to music; the atmosphere is saturated with 
fathomless conversations. They seem to disappear, however, 
as I talk to my friends. It’s on this bus that I grow closer with 
them, where friendships are strengthened despite the bumpy 
ride.

I travel from the west to the east side of Cleveland, a ride that 
lasts about an hour and a half via schoolbus. Sometimes, 
when life proves to be too much, I shut out the noise with my 
own contemplations of the world. The veiled charm of my city 

helps me forget everything else. The bus takes a unique route 
in which I’ve encountered sights I would never see if I drove 
myself, the hidden beauties of my home.

I pass by mysterious graffiti painted on withered buildings and 
have spent months trying to decipher their meanings. As I 
make my way past downtown every morning, the buildings 
morph into a silhouette of my home, mere apparitions amongst 
the sky drenched with orange and purple dyes. Past 
downtown, dark trees poke the sky, veins of nature providing 
life to each of us. I see the same tiny gas stations, Shaker 
Square, 24 hour diners, dwarfish furniture shops and spas 
every day; they’ve become a cushion of familiarity. It's the 
faces of the people who are walking to school or playing with 
their dog or simply smoking their problems away that change. I 
love this solitude more than anything. As I unearth this city’s 
concealed gems, raw humanity peeks through, the way it 
always does when you look at something long enough.

Along with the healing moments of letting myself comprehend 
the world and this life, I owe my most tight-knit friendships to 
the bus. Instead of dreading the long ride home, I look forward 
to being with my friends for an hour, talking about everything 
on our minds.

The school bus strengthens friendships and shows off 
Cleveland, but most importantly, it holds memories that I may 
forget with each passing year. It knows its people more than 
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we know ourselves. It has seen everyone at their lowest and 
their highest, moments we don’t even remember. It contains a 
history like no other, one of every person who has used it to 
reach home or school. It absorbs every important point in our 
lives, like the feelings of anxiety and despair on the first day of 
school to the electrified joy on the last day. The bus soaks up 
all the gossip spilled out of our mouths, the drama from school 
that we think will never end. It watches us grow into the people 
we become. Seeing a school bus doesn’t just remind me of 
school, but the feelings and emotions I have felt growing up, 
and how I changed. It is the most powerful symbol of my 
youth, one that reminds me of every piece of my life that was 
once important to me. The nostalgia of our adolescence is 
deeply embedded into its dark, leather seats, and no other 
objects carry these sentiments.

So whether I am alone or chattering away with friends, in an 
ocean of chaos when the world expels cold air and fear, lies 
the embrace of the warm golden light from the clouds. I know 
that in the endless mess of our confusing childhoods, the 
school bus is a haven, reminding us of our innocent, 
untroubled youth.

Smithereens

I discovered the pleasure of unlimited destruction, the infinite 
joy of converting something into nothing. This thought echoed 
in my mind, bouncing around, bruising everything it touched. 
My head was killing me. My vision blurred, dots from staring at 
fluorescent lighting too long overtaking my sight. I was 
breathing, though. That was important. Voices around me 
slowed down, lowering a whole octave. People around me 
were twisted into amorphous blobs, and the searing pain from 
my head permeated. The piercing ring of the bell reverberated, 
cutting through my thoughts, and I snapped back to reality. 
Students bustled as fast as they could out of the classroom, 
desperate to reach home. I collected my things slowly, despite 
being the last person in the room, and quickly glimpsed at the 
teacher. 

“Lana,” my teacher called out, right as I was about to leave.  

“Yes?” I spun around. I needed interaction, needed humans. 

“You haven’t turned in any recent assignments. Is something 
wrong? That’s very unlike you.” 

I mumbled some answer about how I was stressed about 
finals. In actuality, I could care less. I was done trying to do 
what was right, to conform to the ‘smart kid’ stereotype of 
homework and studying. The idea of rebelling and breaking 
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cycles seemed addictive to me. I yearned for something to 
shatter, for this never-ending routine to end. Everyday, I based 
my life off of one schedule - waking up at the same time, going 
to school, attending competitions, returning home, working 
more, and then sleeping. I have been locked in my room for 
the past four years. Only now I have noticed the soft pink wall 
paint seeping into my brain, causing throbbing migraines. Only 
now have I noticed my life’s monotony that will continue into 
adulthood. 

Exhaustion and grief consumed me as I mindlessly followed 
this circle. I couldn’t live like this anymore. 

Seeing adults around me, I was unable to make out whether 
their happiness was real. Did they ever experience true 
happiness, or were they blissfully ignorant? Just this year, I’d 
started to experience life and break out of this mold I was 
being stuffed into. I had even ditched school, missing a whole 
class. 

The best part? I wasn’t consumed with guilt, instead I loved it, 
with every fiber of myself. 

“Lana!” my friend called out, “are you even listening to me?” 

“Sorry. I got lost in my thoughts,” I whispered, my breath raspy. 
“Have you ever felt like you’re inanimate? You watch all of 
these things happen around you long enough that you notice 

patterns, and begin to hate things the way they are...” I blurted 
all of this out. 

“Uh, not really. I guess you’re right. God, that was so incredibly 
depressing. What is wrong with you? This whole year, you’ve 
been acting--” 

There was no way I’d let her finish that sentence. 

“Different? I didn’t think you were my mother. Maybe I am, but 
I’m better. I can see now,” I didn’t care if she understood what I 
meant. 

It was the truth. My body was finally moving in air, not in 
molasses. My lungs were no longer filled with smoke. My heart 
didn’t weigh me down like it used to. 

“You know, your mom is right. You are acting unusual. Yes, 
people change, that’s normal. But you have transformed into a 
whole different person. You’ve threatened to run away! Last 
year, you were refusing to run in gym class,” Maya’s words 
faded as I tuned them out; they were of no importance. Not 
anymore, at least. 

My mother, once, told me a quote by Ghalib, “In love, there is 
no difference between living and dying. One lives on watching 
the beloved on whom life is lost.” She told me this when I was 
only ten, and to this day I still remember it. She’d been 
rambling about how amazing he was. I took it all in, believing 
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her every word. Our relationship was so pure then, so 
unfiltered. It became adulterated when I noticed how 
judgemental she was of those that did break the cycle. I guess 
that’s what led to my need to break away. Perhaps, I’d lose my 
life to it. I could care less. 

The second I arrived home, I fell into my thoughts. This time I 
wouldn’t threaten my mother with anything. I would just do. I 
was tired of being the inanimate girl that always watched the 
wheel turn round. I grabbed a backpack and filled it with a few 
clothes, along with money that I had collected since I was 
eight, too scared to spend it. I heard the deplorable sound of 
the garage opening, yet my heart no longer fluttered in fear. I 
wasn’t scared of my mother anymore. 

I finished packing in less than ten minutes, and headed back to 
the front door. 

“Where are you going?” my mother asked. I glared at her, and 
watched her hard stare turn soft, her wrinkles so prominent 
against her tanned skin. Gray streaked her black hair, and I 
could see that she felt strained. Her eyes were bloodshot from 
working. In that one moment, I hesitated. 

Did I destroy her? 

No. You’re fine. The doubt washed away, and I brought myself 
back. 

“You have another daughter,” was all I said, as I walked out the 
door and into a world I had never experienced. I broke the 
cycle, and it didn’t matter that I’d left it in smithereens.
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Deep Breath

no longer does
a supposedly flawless future
enchant me
no longer am i anchored in
glittering memories
no longer am i distracted
by the frivolous pleas in my brain 

if every breath is sacred,
god, i want to breathe deep.

i am sick of the
abysmal shadows of ghosts
pinning me down
my mind can not
drown me in luscious dreams
and submerge me in molassess
it can not make the temporary nothings
insurmountable
life is not just an endless circle of living and dying

every breath is sacred.
and god, i want to breathe deep

let the cycle break
and it is a genesis, a rebirth.

the fudgy haze of my past
and the addictions of dreaming
are not elusive
just holes to fall into
when i’m tired of standing

but every breath is sacred.
and god, i want to breathe deep.

let ethereal hope
crawl its way through
the hallways in my heart
infested with brittle trepidation

let me breathe deep.

let the present remain permanent
quintessential has no true meaning to me
anymore

the air is tranquil
the little humming nothings are everything
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the summersaults in my mind
have stopped their gymnastics

my soul flickers
fireflies blinking the dark

this feeling is subduing
inimitable
a dove flying after years of being caged

every breath is sacred.
and god, it feels good to breathe deep.

Kashmir

(Personal Essay)
The sunset feels hot on my forehead. Clouds drip with the 
sun’s golden paint, as it pours over the entire sky.

Silhouettes of jagged mountains and pine trees puncture the 
canvas as I listen to the low hum of my grandfather’s Kashmiri, 
the crickets’ calls, the water lapping against menacing rocks. 
The sun sinks behind the dark mountains in the ocean of faded 
coral skies. I let its lingering rays blur my vision, as I breathe in 
Kashmir’s dusty air. I basked in the Himalayan sunset, 
overcome by my unwavering love for my home and its natural 
beauties. 

Even though the past ten years have turned my homeland into 
a battle ground, subtle beauties continue to peek through the 
chaos of armed guards, pollution and barbed wire. The 
tumultuous social climate has changed my home on the 
outside, but within, in its core, Kashmir stayed radiant. Drives 
through the Himalayas remain humbling, shikara rides on Dal 
Lake are ever tranquil, and most of all the people continue to 
sing.  

I think of how it had been a really long time since I experienced 
a feeling quite like this one, a feeling of complete and utter 
gratification. I, like most people, had spent the majority of my 
life wishing I was somewhere else, hoping one day everything 
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would fall into place. I constantly felt like everything I did 
wasn’t enough, that my life wasn’t at all what I had read in 
books or watched on a screen. I never understood why I 
endured these sentiments. It upset me that I couldn’t find 
something more worthwhile in my life, that I was stuck in a 
constant cycle, mundane and meaningless, and eventually I 
stopped bothering to understand it. These thoughts became 
comforting, a feeling so regular and unchanging, that anything 
else was immediately recognized as a facade for the harsh 
truth. I had never realized, until I was staring at the Himalayan 
sunset in front of me, fiery and glowing, that beauty, even 
amongst rubble and ruin, can illuminate ever so brightly if you 
let it. 

As I watched the water rush below the bridge I was standing 
on, wooden pieces, withering but stiff, I was taken aback by 
the subduing feeling of contentment. I suddenly felt untroubled 
with the simplicity of my life, and for how ordinary it was. I had 
never seen my world in this way. Everything that surrounded 
me followed a cycle, standard, but somehow still wildly unique. 
No one questioned it, or ever thought it was ugly and 
worthless. Kashmir was still a beautiful place, its nature a 
hidden gem glittering despite its turmoil. My idea of what 
ordinary meant began to shift. Maybe it didn’t mean a 
mundane, seemingly endless pattern, but rather a life that is 
exclusively my own, and one that would always stay my own. 
That was ordinary. I didn’t need my life to be a movie. 

Everything that I needed was in front of me, and always would 
be there, gleaming ever so brilliantly as long as I let it.  

I let go of the crippling thoughts that had plagued my life, when 
I felt like my life wasn’t enough, that there was no way to fix it. I 
didn’t have to know everything., I didn’t have to hold on to the 
false hope that one day everything would be okay. It was 
enough to trust everything that I had done was meaningful, 
that my life, conventional as it may have seemed, would 
always be somewhat mysterious. But seeing my family 
chatting away, singing and laughing wasn’t confusing. At that 
moment, it was all I knew. It was everything. My life was so 
easily shrouded in distraction, that I had forgotten how 
extraordinary it was to just accept things the way they were. 
My life was just as valuable as everything around me; it was 
rare and intangible and mine. And every second was worth 
loving.
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Some Hearts Can Never Break

When I First Walked In 

I didn’t notice her
When I first walked in.
Her long brown hair shining
In the light of the desk lamp.
Her tattoo of a golden spiral on the inside of her arm
Her cowboy boots
making her look like a badass.

I didn’t notice her
When I first walked in.
How she won’t wear shoes
When her heels start to hurt her feet
The way she sits on her desk
Scrolling through her phone.
Time slowing down as the desk lamp
Shines upon her.
The way she has to keep her color pattern on every page.
Red, green, and then blue.
I didn’t notice her
When I first walked in
But when I did-
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Parallel Lives

We work in silence
Both in the same room,
Her doing her thing.
Me doing my thing.
Never intersecting.
But our existences were introduced.
I knew what it was like to get unwanted questions
The “who's the man in the relationship?”
And “how do dates work?”
But she was used
To questions like “I think my boyfriend is cheating on me,
What should I do?”
And “do you think I should break up with them?”
Our worlds didn’t mix
Even if I longed for them to.
No matter how hard I tried,
We were parallel lines
Living parallel lives.
Never to cross
Or meet.

Maybe

One day, a kid asked
“If a girl transitions into a guy 
then transitions back to a girl, 
were they really transgender 
in the first place?”
I didn’t understand.
My head shot up like a rocket
Looking at her
Her

I wanted to know her opinion
But at the same time would rather
Dig a hole beneath me and stay in it.

Was she like everyone else,
With their obnoxious questions and side glances
Who act as if I cannot see them?

I’ll never forget her response.
“Well, I’m not exactly qualified in the subject 
to answer that question. 
I mean,

Maybe?”
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For So Long

For So Long

She sparkled in the sunlight 
Her aura radiant around her.
Her brown hair flowing,
Her smile twinkling 
In the light of the sun. 
All things I’ve missed
For so long.

I missed the way she used to sit on desks.
The mesmerizing way
She would have her hand 
In her back pocket as she spoke. 
The way her cowboy boots would
Strike the floor as she walked. 

Her energy gave me life.
Something I now so greatly need.
Without her, I feel shriveled
Like a plant
On its way to greet death.

I have wanted her aura

For so long.
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Whirlwind

I saw her standing there
At the end of the hall
Pencil in hand
Beauty in all

All things small
And all things big
Came racing back to me 
In such a whirlwind

Her brown hair was straight
Unlike the bewitching curls that were before 
It’s the smallest of things  
That I really adore 

Every time I close my eyes,
I see
Her
Tears well up as I remember
The events from long ago
Would she accept me for who I am?
I guess I’ll never know

My emotions plague me

When I pass a room
And hear her voice
Deep, tired, stuck in gloom

My heart leapt at the sound
I haven’t heard in forever
Wishing I could hear it again
Directed towards me instead of to whoever

I start to shake
As thoughts come racing to my head
She’ll never accept you
She’d rather be with someone else instead

My emotions plague me everyday
All I want is to be accepted
To hold a girl’s hand in public
Without weird looks
To have openly queer characters
In all my favorite books

To have the world see me for me
Not just another number
Wouldn’t the world be nicer
If we all accepted each other?
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I saw her standing there
At the end of the hall
Would she accept me?
I don’t know at all

I saw her standing there
At the end of the hall
I’ll always wonder
Where will our puzzle pieces fall?

Just Her

Just Her

I haven’t loved others 
as much as I’ve
Loved
Her

She makes my heart flutter
My words stutter
My world brighter 

Time stops when I see her
Sending my brain into a stir
Her movements, her brown hair, her eyes
The way she glows in the sunrise
Her

I can’t talk to anyone while she’s in my sight
My brain spilling with delight
Sometimes time I wish I could rewrite

To where I could say something
Instead of staying back and admiring
Hidden glances and smiling



733

Always liking
Her

Just Her
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