~ S t a r d u s t ~

2017 E d i t i o n ~

Stardust
We are all miracles,
wrought from the
dust of stars.

“He told me to look at my hand,
for a part of it came from a star that
exploded too long ago to imagine.
This part of me was formed from a
tongue of fire that screamed
through the heavens until there was
our sun. And this small part of me
was then a whisper of the earth.
When there was life, perhaps this
part got lost in a fern that was
crushed and covered until it was
coal. And then it was a diamond
millions of years later, as beautiful
as the star from which it had first
come.”
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“The Happiest Man”
livia Bietz

O

1st Place, Stardust Magazine
Fiction Contest
“A man is always prey to his truths.
Once he has admitted them, he cannot
free himself from them.”
Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus

T

he sun filtered through the cathedral
of elms shading 205 S. Cherry Lane.

Gerald shut off his alarm, which resonated
with the power of a church organ. He did
not believe in lingering, not even on
weekends. The snooze alarm, he often
instructed his wife Helen, was a crutch
invented for the weak of will. It was
religiously important to him that he should
wake early, go for a run, and eat a breakfast
in a timely manner. The careers of great
athletes were in his hands. While he
brushed his teeth, he had a fleeting thought
of skipping his workout, but it was only
fleeting.
He relished the thrust of warm
water in the shower. He felt almost reborn.
A newly-installed Bose system piped music
into the shower bay as he luxuriated to a
lilting lyric from a pop station that his wife
often listened to. Love me like you do, oh, love
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me like you do…oh, what are you waiting for? He
wondered what the singer meant by love.
But this was no way to think. He loved his
wife and his daughter. A man must love his
family.
Gerald regarded himself in the
mirror. He measured himself considerably
attractive. He looked better than he did in
college, through the fog of the bathroom
mirror at least. In his early 50’s too.
The smell of sausage ascended the
high foyer as he navigated his way down the
steps while executing a slick Windsor knot.
Helen had already filled his plate. He liked
this part of the routine. His daughter sat on
the couch watching reruns of E! News while
he read the sports page.
“I hope you don’t mind,” Helen
smiled, “I planned a trip for Sarah and me
this weekend. She shouldn’t have to
continue wearing clothes like this to school-and without a proper haircut.” Gerald
pondered this. He saw nothing wrong with
her hair or her clothes. He decided not to
put up a fight. Sarah and Helen were always
traveling and shopping. His work provided
them the opportunity to do so. This made
him happy.
“Sounds good,” he smiled back.
He thought maybe now would be a
good time to interact with Sarah.
“Are you excited for the trip?”
“My hair’s fine. She just wants to
get away from you,” she proclaimed.
Gerald looked up from a riveting
story about the James contract he’d settled
last night. Lebron had given him a full-body
hug and a high-five afterward in the hotel
lobby. What a man.
“Sarah, why would you say that?”
Sarah rolled her eyes and slipped
outside to the Volvo to go to school. This
hurt Gerald. He loved his wife. They were
happy.
“Of course she didn’t mean that,
hon.”

“I know, Helen.”
He moved his face towards hers, but
her cell phone rang and she disappeared out
the door to take the call. Gerald wondered
who she talked to all day when he was not
around. She did not work, had few friends
for that matter, and from her mother in
Seattle she was estranged, in large part her
own doing. He forgot about this whole line
of inquiry after noting that the Cavaliers
were a half-game out of first and felt quite
content. Sarah must just be an unhappy
child. She thinks an awful lot, he thought—
kids these days; they grow up way too fast.
If Gerald’s life were a cake, then his
work was the icing. He met with his
athletes and discussed their current
contracts and which provisions would be
ripe for renegotiation. He loved most
working with basketball players. They were
usually the happiest. And they all got along
quite well with Gerald. He was, after all,
good looking--and a very happy man.
Happiness, he contended, was infectious
once you had it. You just had to believe in
it, just like those Tony Robbins books
promised, and it could take you places.
He had a good time at lunch with
some fellow co-workers that day. Over some
jalapeno flatbreads and brews at Gaston’s,
they organized a golf retreat for the
weekend. Gerald felt sometimes as if he
could beat Tiger Woods, especially the
post-super-model-Tiger whose career had
landed in the dumpster with all that
ugliness. The news playing on the vintage
TV above the bar showed some breaking
story about refugees fleeing Syria. Gerald
looked away.
He was very content about his
work. He felt as if he got a lot done. Other
guys, like Ramirez and Newburg, just didn’t
seem to produce. And he was happier still to
be receiving, on a weekly basis, tickets to
NBA games. He would have liked to attend
a few with Helen, but he knew she wouldn’t
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be interested. Helen, he whispered beneath a
bite of jalapeno. He felt a twinge in his
stomach and coughed into a napkin, but the
discomfort gradually subsided and was
entirely gone before he inked his final
paperwork for the day.
It would have made more logistical
sense for Gerald to take the freeway home,
but he sometimes enjoyed driving the backroad. He never really understood why he
preferred the back route.
He never
questioned it.
Perhaps it eased the
transition from work to home. Maybe it
broke the routine and invited an element of
spontaneity and unpredictability to the
ennui of an otherwise predictable regimen.
Like a bug to a light source, he never
thought seriously about most of the things
to which he was attracted. He tuned the
Sirius radio to the Knicks game, enjoying
the fact that the road was usually quiet at
this time. So it was quite a surprise when a
teenage boy decided to run across the
yellow line in front of him in the hazy
twilight. He couldn’t swerve because of the
median strip, so before he could react, he
watched the body thud wetly off the
windshield in slow motion before
catapulting over the hood and onto the road
behind him. Facing stiffly forward, Gerald
did a 360-degree scan of the scene through
his mirrors.
No one was around.
He pulled to the curb and got out.
He looked at the boy. It was
difficult to tell through the blood and torn
flesh, but he knew him. It seemed to be
Sarah’s boyfriend. He was a gentle kid.
Tristan, he believed his name was—one of
those names that kids seldom had when he
was growing up. Gerald had no idea how to
check for a pulse. But it was clear that the
boy was dead. He was certain of that. He
thought for a minute. He had never been in a
life-death situation and was disoriented and
confused, but his mind could not help

weighing the peculiar outcomes and
consequences. He knew that if he called the
police he might go to jail—or at least make
an unfortunate headline. From what he
figured, this unpleasantness might even
cause harm to the firm.
He heaved the body into the back of
the Suburban. This was all quite an
inconvenience. Blood was dripping
everywhere, even over his golf clubs. It was
going to be a chore to get the stains out
before the retreat. With such thoughts
replaying in his head, he fixed his eyes to the
yellow line and drove home.
Helen had prepared New York
strips and potatoes. She really should have
had her own televised cooking show. Gerald
could get her a real agent. The next Paula
Dean, minus the racist stuff. He was relieved
to be with his family. Sarah sat glued to her
phone. He thought this was just a teenager
thing. His wife smiled at him as he talked
about his day and his lunch. He thought she
was quite pretty but should probably either
do something about those wrinkles or start
exercising more. He never understood why
so many people just let their bodies go.
He decided to spend his evening
watching basketball. He liked to see the
clients he represented in action. He knew
virtually nothing about basketball; the fouls
he deemed particularly confusing. He much
preferred
football.
Gerald
had
quarterbacked his high school team. That
experience, he posited, that long-term focus
on a singular mission, had molded him into
the man he was.
When Helen left the house later
that evening during Sports-Center, Sarah
sat by him on the Timberlake sofa.
“She’s having an affair.”
“Now honey, that’s no way to talk.”
He smiled and she stormed away.
She was just angry, of course. Teenagers like
to make up stories, Helen concluded the last
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time Sarah had told a lie such as this. Gerald
thought for a moment about the red marks
on his wife’s neck. He couldn’t remember
whether they were from him. It didn’t
matter. He loved his wife.
“Sarah, I have something to show
you.”
He knew that he could not keep
Trevor’s condition from her forever. He
escorted her to the garage and showed her
that her boyfriend had died. He explained
pragmatically that he had accidentally hit
him. Sarah was not happy that Gerald
hadn’t called the police. He wondered why.
It did not seem like the logical thing to do,
he explained. She attempted to run inside to
the phone, and he knew he had to stop her.
He had ordered her to stop, to think, for
Christ’s sake, but she kept on going against
all reason. He reached past a bottle of
bleach for a hammer from the workbench
and threw it in her direction, just to startle
her into reality. It rotated in slow motion
like a pinwheel when she started to turn,
Gerald realizing before it left his fingers that
he could not turn back time, hearing it
glance off her forehead just north of the left
eye before skewering the drywall above the
dryer vent. He felt badly. He was surprised
at the suddenness with which she fell.
He dragged the bodies into the
house, with Sarah and her boyfriend
slumped on opposite ends of the couch so
that they could all three watch basketball
together. She had never really wanted to do
anything with him, so this was some
consolation.
He directed Sarah’s face
toward the screen, daubing the blood across
her brow.
When it got to be eleven, Gerald
turned off the set and said goodnight. How
nice to be young again, he thought. He was
disturbed that the kids had frowns on their
faces, frozen in place like that in the vacant
moonlight penciling through the blinds. He
moved the corners of their mouths upward

slightly and positioned Trenton’s stiffening
arm around her flaccid neck.
There.
Now they were happy.
Gerald proceeded with the evening
routine that he found solace in. He lay in
bed and checked off the weekly to-do list
that Helen always left on the nightstand by
the bed.
The Honeydew List, he called it—
honey do this, honey, do that. The wordplay
made him grin.
It was only Thursday, and he was
happy knowing that he had finished the list
earlier that evening by fixing the dripping
faucet in the master bath. It’s always the
most expensive faucet that blows the
cartridge first, he noted. Then, as he did
every night, he said a prayer. He’d had a
lovely day. And the thought of waking up
tomorrow to do it all again!--he could hardly
wait--and he closed his eyes, still smiling.
Work Cited
Camus, Albert. The Myth of Sisyphus: and Other
Essays. 1st ed. New York: Vintage Books, 12
Oct. 2015.

5|Page

~ S t a r d u s t ~

~2017 E d i t i o n ~

“Virginity”

… & Other Things We Lose

H

aley Butina

1st Place, Stardust Magazine
Essay Contest

I

t’s something that we all know about, all
talk about, all obsess over at some point
in our lives. Societies put it on a pedestal
for people of many cultures, religions, and
age groups. For teenagers, however, it is an
especially significant value. It’s both feared
and esteemed--a gift and a treasure to some,
a barrier and a taboo to others. In high
school hallways, college campuses, and even
in middle school classrooms, teenagers label
each other based on whether they still have
it or not. If they do, they are deemed pure,

pristine, and virtuous, a fresh or untouched
one. Conversely, not having it links people
with harmful gossip and hateful shaming.
While as old as human society, the concept
of virginity is ultimately a barrier to
acceptance,
hurting
and
shaming
compassionate people every day.
What is difficult for many to
understand is that virginity is a social
construct. Virginity is not a physical
quantity or even a condition that can be
preserved, given away, taken away, or
renewed. However, societies have elevated
virginity as a “virtue” that makes both men
and women feel scared, insecure, and
outcast. For some, virginity is a dangerous
and harmful ideal--one some religious
extremists are willing to exploit as a
rationale for suicide bombings, killing
themselves and innocent others, all in
perverse anticipation of a heavenly harem of
pristine virgins. Because of its sexist
undertones, indefinability, and deadly
consequences, the concept of virginity is one
that we as a society should demystify more
and glorify less.
Virginity as a construct affects both
men and women, but the sexist undertones

6|Page

~ S t a r d u s t ~

~2017 E d i t i o n ~

of the concept target and demean women
more intensely. The majority of cultures
have similar views on virginity. As a rarely
broached term in patriarchal societies,
“virgin” is a label directed mostly at women
(Kalyani). Thus, virginity is an attribute
given more moral attention by women,
playing a role in many parts of women’s
lives. For women of all cultures, virginity is
a quality that women are expected to have.
As virginity is associated with purity,
honesty, and goodness, virgin girls are often
stereotyped as pure, honest, and good. Girls
who have had sex are easily thought of in
society as dirty, untrustworthy, and
worthless. In ancient times (as with many
modern societies), a daughter losing her
virginity was seen as a dishonor to her
family—even when a victim of rape--so it
was popular for families to commit “honor
crimes” on their daughters. Even today
around the world, honor crimes allow
families to beat, mutilate, and torture their
daughters for losing their virginity. In
ancient Rome, fathers were permitted to kill
their daughters for losing their virginity. By
modern estimates, 500,000 honor crimes are
committed each year worldwide (LET’S).
Whether judgments be made because of
religion, personal morals, or even grotesque
sexual fantasies, non-virgin women are
often shamed by their family, friends, and
men. Non-virgins face harsh judgment,
hateful harassment, and unjust segregation.
At its worst, virginity is a
questionable virtue because it can define a
woman’s full worth. Virginity has been a
defining factor of female value for centuries,
with one of its earliest appearances in the
Neolithic era when used to determine the
amount of dowry a father would receive for
the marriage of his daughter. A virgin
daughter, of course, would raise the dowry
(LET’S). Although the old concept of
monetizing virginity may seem as misused
as virginity itself, similar practice is still

going on today. In 2015, it is still fairly
common for women to “sell their virginity”
on the internet. Whether it be on eBay,
Amazon, or Craigslist, women often
participate in “virginity auctions”, where
they sell their virginity online. Women
participate in virginity tests to prove that
they are indeed still virgins, undergo other
tests to demonstrate a complete absence of
sexually transmitted infections or diseases,
and then meet the man with the highest bid,
usually in a country like Australia where
prostitution laws are not applicable. Many
such cases spanning 2004 to 2014 involve
women who use this money to pay for
college tuition and other important finances
and claim to be “pro-choice” with their
bodies (Boone).
The fact that women would sell
their virginity is not the most appalling part
of the transaction; as these women have
autonomy over their bodies, one might well
argue that they have every right to profit.
The most reprehensible part of these
transactions is that virginity sells--and for
extraordinary prices. Men have been known
to bid from $30,000 to $1.5 million for
virginity. The shocking amount that men are
willing to bid displays not only the value of
virginity in today’s society but also the truly
perverted value society places on virgin girls
(Gordon).
Furthermore, the “possession” of
virginity is a sexist notion. As mentioned
before, virginity is exceptionally more vital
for girls to “possess”. Girls are taught by
society that their virginity is a prized jewel
that should be kept close to their hearts
until they find their “special someone”. As
defined by either religion or by personal
morality, a “special someone” may be
determined by how long partners have been
dating, or even by marriage. However, girls
face much pressure to keep their virginity
and their sexually-eager boyfriends at the
same time. Conflict arises once again by the
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impervious societal stereotypes and
expectations for both boys and girls. While
girls are expected to keep their virginity,
remain “pure”, and face discrimination once
lost, boys are encouraged to lose their
virginity as quickly as possible. When it is
learned that a boy “lost” his virginity, it is
not looked at as a morally cataclysmic
moment in his life. When a boy loses his
virginity, his friends are likely to applaud
him, and he is looked at as more dominant,
powerful, and masculine. It is “cool” for guys
to lose their virginity, a reality which causes
numerous teenage virgin boys to feel
insecure about not having lost it yet.
Yet another harsh component of
virginity is the concept of how it is “taken”.
When girls have sex for the first time, the
common phrase used is that she “lost her
virginity”. Girls not only “lose” their
virginity, but they have it “taken” as well. It
is common for girls to refer to their first
partner as the boy who “took” their
virginity. Why is virginity lost, taken, or
stolen from girls? Why are boys the ones
who “take” this perceived possession from
girls, and why has it never been looked at
the other way around? When a girl makes
the decision to have sex with someone, she
should not feel like she is losing something.
Why does society make sex seem like
something girls “lose” but allows boys to
“gain”? It is a less recognized concept in
society for girls to ever take a boy’s virginity.
The fact that virginity is tightly connected
with a woman’s morals, that virginity has
come to define women’s worth, and that
virginity is seen as something that girls
“lose” shows that virginity is a concept the
world needs to deconstruct.
In addition to being sexist, the
concept of virginity is extremely hard to
define. Merriam-Webster defines virginity as
“the state of never having had sexual
intercourse” (Merriam-Webster 1). But what is
sexual intercourse? What may seem like a

simple question turns out to be a complex
one when the common definition is to
account for non-heteronormative sex--or
when it is medically defined.
Virginity
is
ultimately
a
heteronormative term. Commonly, the loss
of virginity is viewed as penetrative sex.
This is where the definition becomes noninclusive and complicated for people of
different sexualities. LBGT+ individuals are
not at all included in the traditional
definition of sex. What happens to the
people who express their sexualities in a
form other than “penis-in-vagina”? If a
person has never had heterosexual
intercourse in their life but they have had
every other kind, is she or he still a virgin?
The
most
popular
and
acknowledged definition of sex is
exceptionally non-inclusive, because it also
positions “penis-in-vagina” intercourse
above all other types. The traditional
definition minimizes the importance of
every other kind of sex, because after a
person would participate in any kind of sex
that is not heterosexual/penetrative, they
are technically still a virgin. It is shallowminded to tell a LGBT person that their
intimate, physical expression of love
“doesn’t count”. Does that imply that their
expression of love is not as important, or not
as valid?
Furthermore, the definition of sex is
very difficult to define medically. The author
Hanne Blank described in Virgin: The
Untouched History” her journey to various
hospitals and research facilities in search of
one medical definition of sex, or the loss of
virginity. She unsurprisingly did not find
one (Blank). The most common “medical”
definition of the “loss of virginity” is the
“popping of the cherry” or “tearing of the
hymen”. However, this overwhelmingly
recognized “verification” of virginity is
actually a myth. When people think of the
hymen, they most commonly think of a thin
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layer of skin that covers the entire vagina,
which would of course be broken during
penetration (Nevermore).
However, the hymen does not cover
the entire vagina; the covering of the entire
vagina is actually a very rare medical
condition. The hymen only covers an area
around the top lining of the vagina. Now, all
hymens are different, as some may cover
more area than others, but they have one
thing in common: they are never lost. People
often associate the action of penetrative
intercourse with the permanent breaking of
the hymen. But in actuality, the hymen can
never be removed from a woman’s body; it
can only be stretched, and maybe during
intense penetration or disturbance of the
vagina, it can be torn. This can result in
minimal pain and possible bleeding, which
are two factors that females are often
warned about when talking about sex.
But even if a hymen is torn or
stretched, it will heal itself and eventually
adapt to the position it is normally put into
during intercourse. When a female stops
having intercourse regularly, a hymen can
move back into its original position. It will
remain a part of a woman’s body for her
entire life.
Using the state of a hymen to
determine virginity is inaccurate also
because pursuits other than sex can easily
tear or stretch the hymen naturally. Things
such as intense physical activity, like sports,
or the use of tampons are commonly known
to stretch and tear the hymen (You).
Fundamentally, the determinacy of
virginity by the state of a woman’s hymen is
inaccurate and misleading. The idea of the
hymen establishing virginity was ultimately
made up somewhere during the Scientific
Enlightenment for the sole purpose of
having physical proof of virginity in women.
The hymen was not even associated with
virginity until 1546 when Vesalius, a
Catholic anatomist, dissected 2 dead virgin

women (LET’S). Society has clearly been
looking for medical or physical “proof” of
virginity for years, and primarily for the
demeaning and sexist purposes mentioned
earlier.
When it comes down to it, virginity
has no absolute definition. Nor is there a
distinct or definitive method or condition
that can prove a woman’s virginity. This
also leads to speculation over when men
lose their virginity? Is it the first time they
ejaculate? If so, how does masturbation,
which is a normal and natural part of human
life, come into play? By this logic, do boys all
lose their virginity within 11 to 15 years old?
If not, can men even lose their virginity?
The bottom line is that because
virginity has no universal definition, it is
ultimately a matter of a person’s personal
view to define when his or her virginity is
lost. For some, penis-in-vagina contact may
be the definition. Homosexuals may have an
entirely different viewpoint. Some people
may consider oral sex to be the loss of their
virginity, though some men still believe in
the “popping of the cherry” myth. But either
way, virginity has no absolute definition,
which makes its power and control even
more slippery. Although it is clear that
virginity is hurtful to women, the concept is
demeaning to everybody. It makes
individuals of both genders feel scared,
insecure, and even worthless. Because
virginity is held on an unrealistically high
societal pedestal, it is an extremely
important value to people of all ages. Girls
face the extreme pressure to keep their
virginity, while boys are more mildly
encouraged to keep theirs. As mentioned
before, because of these expectations, many
teenagers in innocent relationships find
themselves in inevitable conflicts.
Girls have been taught by their
parents, their older sisters, their sex ed
classes, and society to keep their virginity
until they find the right someone. They have
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been warned about the risks of pregnancy,
sexually transmitted diseases, and an
endless list of others. They have been
warned about the pain and bleeding that
results in the first time, and they have been
almost scared out of losing their virginity.
But the most horrendous lie that society
tells the young girl of today is that “losing”
her virginity will change her. She is told that
after having intercourse for the first time,
she will be a different person, with different
thoughts, opinions, and ideas. She is told
that after her first time that she will never
be the same again. This not only deters her
from participating in sexual activity but
makes her feel insecure when all of her
friends start to do so. It is no surprise that
she feels dirty, unclean, and unsure after her
first time.
While girls are having abstinence
lectures during sex ed classes, boys are
reaching the point in their lives when they
too awaken sexually. Boys reach a point in
their lives when their friends start making
sex jokes and begin to discover
pornography. From there, sex acquires an
immensely important value for boys. It is
talked about, joked about, researched, and
obsessed over. Boys are encouraged by their
friends to lose their virginity as soon as they
can and face harassment, teasing, and
bullying for not “losing it” as soon as
possible.
But what is worse is that the
pretense and rivalry among boys can drain
the emotion and affection out of sex. After
countless offensive jokes and endless plays
of emotionless pornography, it is common
for boys to be emotionless towards and
during sex. Society has been known to shame
boys for wanting affectionate, intimate sex.
From a very early point in their lives, society
plants a seed in boys’ heads telling them
that sex does not require any amount of
emotion, love, or care. It is just something
that has to happen. These opposing

viewpoints that are implemented within
boys and girls causes a strong conflict when
it comes time to date. After a few dates to
the movies, holding hands, and maybe even
sharing a kiss or two, the couple asks
themselves, “Should we be doing more? If so,
is that even okay?” The girl is naturally
going to become tense, afraid, and hesitant
to the idea of that level of physical intimacy.
She has been taught about sex her entire life
with negative connotations; she is
frightened to approach the risks and is not
sure if she is ready to be changed “for good”.
She wonders if the guy that she is with is
the “special someone” that she has been
encouraged to search for since she was little.
But she is also just as petrified knowing that
her significant other is more than ready to
pursue new sexual experiences…and that he
might leave if she is not. This thought
complex is common among many teenage
girls in relationships, and after tricking
themselves to believe that they are “in love”,
they often trick themselves into thinking
that they need to engage in sex in order to
keep their significant other. This thinking
results in reluctant if not timid intercourse,
and regret soon after.
On the boy’s end of the spectrum, he
is of course excited to achieve the goal that
he has been longing for since he was 12. He
thinks about all the stories and advice that
his older brother has offered him, and he
builds up great expectations. He is anxious
as well about himself and what he has been
promised for so many years. Although he
had a great time, afterwards he may find
himself thinking, “I expected a lot more out
of that.” He spends hours on end wondering
if he did everything right, if he did
everything he was supposed to. And he
questions if what he did was okay.
The concept of virginity and “losing
it” frequently leads to these kinds of selfquestioning, both parties having similar
thoughts and insecurities. It is clear that
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one’s thoughts beforehand are filled with
reluctance and ponderous anxiety, but what
thoughts follow the event? A large reason
that virginity is an issue in our society is
because it contributes to shaming. “Slut
shaming” can be defined as the action of
placing guilt and subordination on a woman
based on her sexuality. Virginity essentially
opens the door to “slut shaming” because it
frames a woman’s worth as inversely
proportional to how much sex she has had.
It is common for a woman who has too
much sex to be shamed; the “loss” of her
virginity builds a barrier between her and
her virgin friends.
Although it is more popular for
women to be “slut-shamed”, men also feel
the wrath of societal shaming when dealing
with sex. The difference is that men are not
commonly shamed after losing their
virginity; instead, they are shamed before.
Virgin men are adamant about staying
respected amongst their peers. It is common
for teenage boys to hide or lie about their
virginity to their peers in hopes of avoiding
pressure or harassment. Sometimes, teenage
boys even get to the point of searching for
someone to lose their virginity to. This of
course causes conflict, because while a boy
may be looking for meaningless, emotionless
sex, just to be able to say he did it, girls have
been taught that sex is full of meaning and
emotion.
Because of these conflicting
paradigms regarding sex and virginity, men
and women run into imminent conflict
regarding their relationships.
Due to the insecurity, fear, and
unpleasant results of believing in virginity,
it is clear that the demeaning nature of the
concept is more harmful than helpful in our
society. The truth is that virginity as a virtue
is a societally-imposed value, perhaps even a
fairy-tale, that our parents, teachers, and
those who care about us imbue when we are
kids. It does what all fairy tales do: it leads
us believe that there is more magic or

meaning in life than there sometimes is.
However, while some fairy tales teach us
valuable lessons to carry through life, the
fairy tale of virginity does the opposite. The
concept of virginity harms everybody…the
people that have it, the people that “lose” it,
the people that are afraid to, and the people
that are eager to… all are shamed in one way
or another. The virtue of virginity has been
sexist since its origins and has continued to
define and limit women’s worth for ages.
It’s as medically undefinable as it is
downgrading to every stripe of physical
intimacy, and it ultimately causes mental
and emotional harm. Virginity—as a virtue,
the time to lose it may be now.
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“Focus Skills”
enny McKernan

K

The paper this poem is on felt warm when I
printed it.
I see the black font leap off the sheet, just a
little bit.
The paper would make a crinkling sound
were it corrugated.
Did any of my lines so far make your senses
stimulated?

1st Place, Stardust
Magazine Poetry Contest-Satire

T

his is a little poem I have to write for
English 11.
The process of composing it is the
opposite of heaven.
There are some focus skills that I’m
expected to complete.
So here are some sensory images I hope that
you find neat:

Another thing I have to have is a parallel
phrase,
So here is one that won’t receive the
slightest bit of praise:
“This poem is not very good.
This poem is as dull as wood.”
Being forced to write
poetry is stupid,
annoying, and cruel.
But I guess I have to do it,
since it’s a grade for
school.
Other people's poems will
be both clever and quite
stylish.
Mine, however, I assure
you, will be lame and
childish.
In truth this piece of
poetry belongs in a
landfill.
But at least I completed
each and every focus
correction skill!
So what if I put little
effort into writing it?
I think we can all agree
this poem is full of....
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“The Cursor”
hloe Makdad

Tick-tock. Tick-tock. Tick-tock.

C
I

t blinked at her as she sat in her desk
with her hands hovering over the
keyboard. She stared blankly at the
page, and when her eyes closed, she
could still see the black line taunting her
retinas everywhere she turned.
Blink. Blink. Blink. Blink.
She didn’t even have to glance
around to know that every one of her
classmates had an idea, a story to tell. The
soft clicking of twenty Chromebook
keyboards was enough to put the pressure
on her, but the clock was enough to drive
her mad. And, surely, the barbarous cursor
knew this.

The chaffing thing was in sync with
the clock, reminding her that time was
running out. Slowly, her head turned around
and she glanced at her teacher, clinging to a
cup of coffee like the Holy Grail, while
helping another student. At least he had an
idea to work with.
I wonder, is creative genius spontaneous?
Do deadlines inhibit creativity or excite it? Maybe
we could put our full attention to crafting something
perfect--if we had infinite time, or maybe then we
would have no impetus for innovation. But that’s not
how the world works. We don’t have all of the time in
the world, and likewise, we must conform to time’s
constraints to accomplish anything within our short
lives. But, again, does this stifle creativity? Of
course, admirable ingenuity historically has come
during times when we needed it most. The breaking
of the Enigma, the creation of the atomic bomb. Still,
what of Sir Isaac Newton’s leisurely crafting of
calculus? He found a problem, a dawdling puzzle to
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work on, and created a solution that would both help
to break the Enigma and to engineer the atomic
bomb. Newton, in contrast to those pressure-cooked
in the MI6 and Manhattan Project, had no deadline,
that is, if you ignore his imminent death.
Tomorrow. She had to have this
story done by tomorrow, but she just
couldn’t envision it. Her paper was still
blank, and she didn’t think there was any
way that she would be holding a warm
stack of paper, fresh from the printer,
tomorrow by third period. What was one to
write about if one were truly concerned
about doing something different, something
contemporary?
Tick-tock. Tick-tock. Tick-tock.
Sighing, she rubbed her hand
against her temple as her elbow rested on
her desk.
Can we truly be innovative, new, and
creative? If the universe is indeed as large and as
primordial as physicists tell us, there has to be
someone out there in a parallel universe who looks
just like me while typing the same words on the same
computer, or at least someone who has before. It’s
simple mathematics. Although our genome is
incredibly complex, it has a stupendous, albeit
limited, number of permutations. The universe,
however, is infinite, and we are the infinitesimal
subjects of something bigger than our brains can
comprehend. With infinite space, and finite
combinations, it is only logical to assume that some
things have to be the same elsewhere as they are here.
It may be a better use of our time to think of things
we like, rather than things that are “new,” as it may
be impossible to be truly innovative in a universe as
vast as our own.
Forgoing her attempts at doing
something new, she tried to find inspiration.

She examined the posters of movies
plastered around the classroom.
Star Wars, Indiana Jones, Back to the
Future. And Jaws.
Nothing.
A time traveling shark with a
luminescent blue whip was all she could
come up with.
She again glanced at the clock. Frantic
on the inside, she began to type. The cursor
would not leave her alone. The flashing
demanded that she write more, more of the
same story that she already hated.
The whole thing seemed wrong. It
started with the letter “A,” which in her
mind was unacceptable. It just didn’t look
right. She lifted her pointer finger and
pressed the backspace key. There. That
looked better.
Blink. Blink. Blink. Blink.
Some were typing furiously, others
were typing gracefully, but they were all
typing something. They all had an
inspiration, or something they felt was new
and creative.
She looked at the clock for the
umpteenth time.
Time is funny. When I looked in the dictionary
to define time, I was struck with two definitions. On
one hand, it is a construct of our own imaginations,
defined as “a point that is measured in hours and
minutes past midnight or noon.” But all constructs
are created by mere humanity. Measurements. 10:08
isn’t really time, it is just our measurement of time.
We like to think of time as something we can
control. Measurements allow us to manipulate what
we interpret. But what we don’t like to think about is
that time, in its truest form, is “the indefinite
continued progress of existence in the past, present,
and future regarded as a whole.” Time has existed
far longer than humanity, and will continue to exist
far after we’ve gone. Time is eternal. We are not.
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Tick-tock. Tick-tock. Tick-tock.
She thought she had an idea that
was acceptable, not great, not new, but
acceptable. Her fingers started to move,
gaining momentum like a train. Was it
really a short story? Well, it was more of a
tale, and it seemed a bit too anarchist, but it
would do. Best of all, it didn’t start with the
letter “a.” It started with “t,” tall and regal,
but not full of itself.
The cursor ceased to flash. She
wouldn’t let it anymore. All she had to do
was keep typing, and the cursor would feel
small and inconsequential surrounded by
her words. No longer did the cursor control
her. Steering it across the page, she now
controlled the cursor.
I am small, and I don’t care if you are six
foot ten and two hundred fifty pounds, because you
are small, too. I don’t care if you are a renowned
world leader, because, in the grand scheme of things,
you are just as infinitesimal as I am. I’m not telling
you this to make you lose your sense of self-worth.
I’m telling you this to keep your pride in check. You
see, we are all passengers on the same segment of
infinity, and in comparison to the world we are a
part of, we are minuscule. And if we, the mighty
human race, are miniscule, what does that make of
our problems, our conflicts? In terms of
mathematics, they are smaller than a line
approaching a horizontal asymptote at zero. So why
do we take the time, time from our limited lives, to
kill each other, to exterminate entire groups of
people, when, in the grand scheme of our universe, the
issues we fight over are subatomic. Why do we argue
over race, religion, and other matters of pride? We
are all equally small. And, in being so small, each one
of us should be able to enjoy ourselves, regardless of
what we believe.

she proud of it? No. Not even a little bit. But
it was done, and it was pretty, if she
squinted enough, that her computer screen
looked like a bunch of grey streaks. She had
simply lost her sense of pride.
For a moment, her eyes met the
cursor, as it stood at the end of her story. It
hesitated. It didn’t flash. It was just simply
there, no longer a source of anxiety.
Do I really believe everything I say? I don’t
really know. I just think it is fun to think about, and
fun to convey. Honestly, it’s my version of a social
experiment. But I do think I believe in making the
most of the time I have, and wasting time on anxiety
and stress doesn’t really fit in with that. I am indeed
human, however, and I cannot always follow the
rules I set for myself. Sometimes I just have to start
an essay with the letter “a.” I try my best though. I
am aware that I will have to do things for the rest of
my life that I would love to avoid, but it’s better to
take the metaphorical bull by the horns and get these
feats over with rather than worry about them. What
does worrying accomplish?

She hit the spacebar after she typed
the final period, the end to her story. Was

15 | P a g e

Time is eternal; humanity is not.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

~2017 E d i t i o n ~

“My Love Affair with
Writing”
hloe Makdad

C

“Writing about a writer's block
is better than not writing at all.’
Charles Bukowski

A

nd so it begins. Time to start yet
another paper. This one is quote
based… shucks. That means choosing
a quote and a topic to write about. You see, I
like to call myself a constipated writer.
Every time I have to write an essay, the
creative parts of me become plugged. It
takes me quite a while to get going, but once
I start, there’s no turning back. Then I
become regular for a while. It’s almost as if
somebody spiked my breakfast with fiber
for those few days, hours, or minutes.
Unfortunately, after a short span, the fiber
wears off and the little writer inside of me
experiences even more severe intestinal
blockage.
This is one of those times.
I figure that the only way to
deliquesce that little writer’s plight away is
to look to the wise words of some fellow
constipated writers.
Enter Charles Bukowski.
From personal experience, I have
found that writing about writer’s block is
much better than missing a due date. So
why not do it again?
I realize that you now probably
think I am crazy, but here’s the deal; I have
chronic writer’s block. Actually, I’m what
you may call a connoisseur (or
hypochondriac?) of the subject. I’ve even
looked into Miralax for brainstorming,
Activia for typing, Depends for when an
accident occurs on paper, but nothing seems
to rectify my problem. At the beginning of

an essay the ideas are flowing. I have plenty
of inspiration until I attempt to make
practical use of an idea. Then comes the
inevitable encounter with a creative brick
wall. The health inspector comes in and
shuts down the factory, citing me for
imitative, mundane ideas that would
undoubtedly be incapable of spawning an
adequate paper. As per the advice of my
teachers, I look at the examples given to me
in gargantuan packets of models and rush to
a mend these grievances by simply choosing
a topic with which I can muster three and a
half pages. Usually, after the third attempt, I
decide to throw everything out the window
and stare at the glare at the computer screen
until a certain blinking cursor bores into my
sight. When I reach this stage, the little
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writer inside of me either finds a deep, dark
abyss to cry in, or senses that the Miralax
has finally kicked in. More commonly, it is
the former, but if epiphany is finally
reached, if God has shown clemency to a
certain writer’s soul, I become the polar
opposite of a constipated writer.
I hope I don’t have to give you any
more description about that, but, as you
may well know, more often than not, this
too ends in disaster. Remember how I said
that Depends were incapable of rectifying
my plight? I have to bring myself to a
cessation, to ingest some literary coagulants,
in order to stop the madness. After docking
whatever I wrote in the harbor for the night,
I realize how disheveled the paper really is.
My grammar may be regrettable, the plot
may be tenuous, or I may just loathe the
entire premise. Sometimes it even reads like
a paper written by a college student who
stayed up all night studying history while
on Adderall, only to realize that they had
their English final due in less than an hour.
Regardless, the paper has to be disposed of,
or else it may soon defile the classroom and
surrounding areas. Then comes the time
where I do spend a few hours in that abyss,
and proceed, as fifteen year old girls do, to
cry until I dehydrate my body through the
expulsion of my tears. I become jealous of all
of my fellow classmates, who completed
their papers before I even began scowling at
the cursor.
This is followed up by some crying.
I try to find inspiration from other writers,
but more often than not, I realize that I am
seeking advice from dead literary geniuses
who made enough money from their work
that they could truly care less if they
experienced writer’s block for another
millennium. This is followed up by some
more crying. With nowhere else to turn, I
reread some of my old papers, hoping to
regain confidence by reassuring myself that
at some point in time, I was capable of

writing an essay without all of this
hullabaloo. Naturally, this is followed up
with even further crying. Once I have
expended all of my tears, I have to leave my
comfy abyss to f etch some water. Since no
light ever infiltrates the abyss, I often find
myself shocked to see how much time has
elapsed. Normally, this means that all
systems are go. The little writer inside of me
either sees a glimmer of hope with some
new inspiration, or a light flashes red alert
prompting her to reset to factory settings
and begin to churn out a paper on her
default topic —writing.
I know. That little writer needs to
find a new idea. But to for some reason, she
is so obsessive about being creative that she
can’t come up with anything at all.
Ludicrous. But, as she lamented in one of her
prior essays about writing, it seems
impossible to truly be creative and unique in
this universe. Its size is gargantuan, and to
think that nobody, on Earth or some foreign
Star Wars planet, has thought of something
before I have is foolish. Even when an essay
topic that meets that captious writer’s
standards, procrastination proves to be an
equal foe. To continue with the “number
two” metaphors, once I conceive a suitable
idea, I feel like somebody who knows that
they need to defecate, but is in a public
place and therefore decides to avoid
defecating at all costs.
We both know how procrastination
works: I should type my essay. . . but first I’ll check
Facebook. . . and Twitter. . . even though I have
neither. It begins as a harmless dragging of
the feet: O kay, this is it. Time to type my essay. . .
After I make a cup of coffee. I don’t like coffee, but
I’ll make some anyway. Then it gets weirder:
This essay is due on tomorrow. . . But I do have a
history test in three weeks. Yeah, I’ll study for that
instead. Get ahead. And weirder: The IRS wants
me to pay my taxes six months in advance? Sure
thing! And weirder: Y ah, Mom, I’ll clean the
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toilets. I love cleaning toilets. Love it. Two things
snap me out of that state of delirium: the
impending due date, and what my mother
would do to me if I missed it. Being the
youngest of three, I know how my mother
would react if I missed a due date. You and I
wouldn’t be having this conversation. My
eardrums would be annihilated, my quest
for joy in life would be sidelined, and my
healthy fear of my mother would become
hazardous to my wellbeing. Thanks to that
healthy fear, though, I have finally made it to
my destination; three-and-a-half pages, one
thousand, three hundred, and twenty
words, all ready for the due date. I always
sigh when I have to write about writing.
The first time, I was so proud of doing so. I
felt distinguished. I wanted a cookie. But, as
the subject has become my default topic, I
feel less and less enthralled each time I use
it, so much so that I have resorted to
conveying the writing process through poop
metaphors and crying.
But, hey, Charles Bukowski
probably knew a thing or two about what
he was doing and how to write. At least
that’s what they say. And I wrote about
writer's block, and it was better than not
writing anything at all. That’s enough for me
in this society where due dates and mass
production are everything, superior to true
works of art, literature, and craftsmanship.
I’ll spare you that tirade, though.
I told you that I could never find
anything to write about.
Work Cited
Bukowski , Charles. "A Quote from The Last
Night of the Earth Poems."Goodreads. Web.
16 Oct. 2015.
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“The Art of Forgetting.”
enna Chronister

J

G

rass covered in snow, covered in
glass, covered in blood.
My Cadillac, a heap of burning
metal, lays about fifteen feet away
from my body, now a bunch of limbs and
joints turned at unnatural angles.
I’m lying in seven inches of snow,
but I feel like I’m on fire. I guess my car and I
have something in common.
When I left this morning, my hair
was in loose, blonde curls. My makeup was
perfect. I was alive. Now? Not so much. I’m
completely broken. Even more so than when
I decided I wanted out. Before I decided I
wanted off of this God awful planet I’ve
been forced to live on for the past seventeen
years.

So here I am, lying face up, with my
loose blonde curls now caked in red freezing
goop. With my perfect makeup running
down my face. With my life slipping out
from under me. All of this so I could forget.
Here I am, and here I will no longer be. The
Art of Forgetting: drive your black Cadillac eighty
mph over the side of the road. Purposely.
Since I was a little girl, I had always
heard that when you’re lying on your
deathbed, your whole life will flash before
your eyes; everything amazing, like a first
kiss, or the first time a blue butterfly landed
on the tip of your shoe while you sat on the
porch swing, in the middle of summer,
reading your favorite book. You know,
anything to make dying a little easier. I
always believed that’s what you saw in the
last moments before your life was ripped
away from you.
Stupid me.
“No!” Liz yells at me. “No, I don’t
believe you! You’re lying!” Elizabeth
Montgomery has been my best friend since
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the fourth grade. She’s always been “That
Friend”. You know, the one who’s always a
little too loud-and-proud, a little too
underdressed, (if you know what I mean), a
little too drunk, and a little too I’ll-sleepwith-anyone-if-it-gets-me-what-I-want.
Despite all of that, she was the only friend
who went to hell and back with me. It was
what I loved her for.
“I promise, Liz. He asked me to go,”
I told her, matter of factly.
It was the middle of summer before my
freshman year when Damon Kelly, THE
hottest senior currently attending Colton
High School, asked me to go to Sam River’s
huge beach party he threw every summer.
Perks of being a fourteen year old who looks
a lot like an eighteen year old, am I right?
“I dunno if I should even go. I’ll be
the only freshman there.”
“Oh my god, Jules, YOU HAVE TO
GO! You cannot just say no to The Damon
Kelly! I won’t let you!”
“Well, what if you go with me?” Liz
had a knack for making me more
comfortable, no matter what the situation.
“What! Yes! Yeah!” I knew her going
along would not only make me feel a little
better, but her too.
Mistake number one.
Damon pulled up in his huge, blue
hummer around 10:15. His blonde hair fell
perfectly across his forehead, just above his
diamond eyes. He smiled that smile, the
smile that every girl falls for, and I melted.
Mistake number two.
The ride to Sam’s was awkward. I
didn’t really know what to say. I mean, I had
never actually had a realistic conversation
with him before, so what do you expect?
When we got to Sam’s, the crowd
on the porch started yelling.
“KELLY’S HERE!”
“AYE, BIG MAN!”
“DAMON, C’MON, KEG, LET’S
GO!”

Damon looked at me with those
eyes and gave me a quick smirk and said,
“Gotta go get some beer, wait right here?”
and before I could answer, he was lost in the
crowd.
I waited. And I waited, and waited and
waited, until I decided I didn’t wanna wait
anymore. So I went to find Liz.
When I found her, she was on the
couch with Ryan Gaines, a total stoner in
eleventh grade, making out.
Vomit.
“Liz, Lizzy,... ELIZABETH!” When
Liz finally looked up, I saw her bloodshot
eyes and knew exactly what was going on.
Ugh.
“Hey baby!” Liz giggled. “What is
up buttercup?”
Jesus.
“Have you seen Damon anywhere?” I
asked.
“Oooooh,
you
hittin’
that
Mathews?” Ryan chimed in with his too
slow voice.
“You’re disgusting,” I answered.
And just as I turned around, Damon was
there.
“I’m right here,” he said towering
over me. “What’s up?” His face was fire
engine red.
“Oh, uh, I dunno, I was waiting for
you and I dunno, I..”
“C’mon, Mathews,” he said. “There’s
this cool place down the beach I wanna
show ya.” I followed him through the crowd
to the back door, onto the beach, and down
the beach.
Mistake number three.
“Isn’t it so cool? You can’t tell me
this place isn’t cool,” Damon slurred.
“Yeah, no, it’s beautiful!” And it was.
Breathtaking, actually. It was sort of like a
little cave, but the way the moon hit the
water inside, it made everything blue. The
water reflected lights onto the walls, which
moved when the water did. It was amazing.
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“C’mon sit down, Mathews.” I
turned and saw Damon sitting on the sand,
leaning against a rock behind him. His eyes
were even bluer than before.
He actually likes me. Damon Kelly actually likes me.
Why else would he bring me here? Why else would he
show me his secret, beautiful hideaway?
Jesus, I hate freshmen me. Such an
idiot.
I sat down next to him and he
leaned in closer to me. He smelled like just
had just risen from a puddle of vodka. Now
that I was closer to him, he almost looked
like it to.
His breath was warm, his skin was warm,
my heart felt warm. I felt like I was the
drunk one, with butterflies taking off in my
stomach. Like I’d just downed ten shots.
Biggest. Freakin’. Mistake.
It took a half an hour until Damon
left me alone, laying naked in the sand,
crying until I couldn’t breathe.
I felt like I was the drunk one, like
I’d drowned the butterflies in ten shots and
it was coming back up now. The butterflies
were dead, and for the first time, I wished I
was too.
I went back to the party an hour
later. Liz was passed out, and Damon was in
Sam’s parents’ room with another girl,
probably some cheerleader. I woke Liz up,
got a ride home, went to bed, and stayed
there for twenty-seven hours straight.
The smell of vodka stuck to me for a
week.
Damon Kelly never talked to me
again. He took a girls virginity who wasn’t
ready to lose it, and I guess he couldn’t let
that stand in his way.
I mean, I gotta owe it to him. If it
weren’t for him, I’d never be popular Jules,
I’d never be the “Get the hell out of my way,
or I swear to god I’ll hurt you” Jules, I’d
never have the mentality of I’d rather be feared
than loved. I wouldn’t be Jules at all.
Popularity is all about perception. But I also

probably wouldn’t be dying right now. So
yeah, I definitely gotta owe it to him.
The Art of Forgetting: anything but vodka.
I hear the faint sirens. They’re
probably down the road three minutes at
most. That only gives me three minutes.
I only have three minutes to die.
And all I can think about is my little
sister, and how I decided to leave without
telling her goodbye this morning.
“If you rip the band aid off faster, the
less it will hurt,” Mom had always told me.
My goal in all of this was not to hurt other
people that was the last thing I wanted to
do. So when I decided I wanted out, my first
thought was to say goodbye to everyone I
loved really quickly; make it hurt less, like
ripping off a band aid. But then I realized
it’d probably hurt a whole lot less, to not say
it all. So I didn’t.
Jesus Christ, Jules, could you be any more
idiotic?
But then I remember Dad.
I was fifteen. It was February. There
was a huge snowstorm, one of the biggest
ones I've ever witnessed. My dad was still at
work when the snow started laying.
“David, just stay at the office tonight.
They have tons of couches you can sleep on,”
I heard Mom say to the phone. “Wait until it
clears up a little, at the very least. Better safe
than sorry.” When she hung up the phone
she told my seven year old sister, Margo,
and I that Daddy would not be coming
home tonight. The weather wasn’t
permitting. Margo, of course, started crying,
begging Mom to call Dad back so she could
talk to him, but Mom did what Mom does
and told her no, which made Margo cry even
harder.
Margo cried and cried and cried
because that’s what seven year olds do. She
finally stopped crying long enough to fall
asleep, curled up in a ball on the white
loveseat.
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I scooped her up, took her to my
bedroom, laid her down in my sheets, and
kissed her forehead.
Most teenagers don’t really get
along with their younger siblings; they
think they’re too cool to enjoy hanging out
with a seven year old (tip: you’re not too
cool. Seven year olds are probably the best
age group to be around), but not me. I spent
every chance I could with Margo.
Sometimes I even blew off a party or two
because she wanted to watch Disney movies
and camp out in the living room for the
night.
I sat there and watched her
breathing. I watched the way her eyelids
twitched around while she dreamed. I
watched the way her breath blew the one
strand of red hair that fell across her face. I
watched her, and prayed for her to never
grow up.
The phone rang.
I ran to close my door so it wouldn’t
wake Margo back up and when I grabbed
the handle I heard Mom say, “What do you
mean?” (Pause). “No, no! He was staying at
the office!” (Pause). “No! No, I don’t believe
you!”
I closed my door and walked to the
bannister, just in time to watch the phone
drop from my mother’s hand and hit the
hardwood floor with a thud as she fell to her
knees.
She started crying. She put her head in her
hands, her elbows on her legs, and she cried.
I’d never saw her cry until that very
moment, and because of that, I knew exactly
what had happened.
I stood there, looking over the
bannister, staring at my mother who was on
the ground crying, and I froze.
I wanted to go down and wrap
myself around her like a blanket. I wanted
to make her feel safe. I knew I couldn’t do
that, though. So I walked back to my room,
sat down on my bed, and watched Margo’s

chest rise and fall, because that was the only
thing I could do.
Mom shook me awake at 2:27 am.
“Jules? Jules, I need to talk to you.”
“Okay, yeah, coming.” I was half
asleep, and I had completely forgot what I
had witness hours before. We walked down
the hall to my parents’ bedroom. She sat
down on the bed and patted the spot next
to her for me to sit down.
My mom and I had never really
gotten along. We always butted heads, for
as long as I could remember, and it didn’t
get better until she started going on
business trips around the world, which
meant leaving us for weeks at a time. That’s
the only time we got along, when she wasn’t
anywhere near me. I didn’t even miss her.
“Honey, something bad has
happened. Really, really bad.” Her eyes were
blood shot. Her face was blotchy. She began to
tear up.
And then I remembered.
“Your Dad was trying to come home
from the office, and you know that really
sharp turn? On your way home? The one
that’s basically a straight drop down?
Honey, he wrecked there. He didn’t make
it.” She was crying again. It actually took me
an extra minute to decipher what she said
through the wheezing and coughing and
whimpering.
Such a typical David move. Of
course he’d drive home even though it could
kill him, he had no regards for anyone else.
Must be where I got it.
I didn’t know what to do. I wanted
to cry, but for some reason the tears
wouldn’t surface.
I was scared.
Mom wrapped her arms around me
for the first time since I was nine, and that’s
when I busted open. I cried so hard that I
thought my bones were breaking, and my
insides were boiling.
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Mom cried with me. We ended up
falling asleep on top of what was now only
her blankets, on only her bed, in only her
room, with only her fifteen year old
daughter.
I don’t know if there’s anything sadder than
that.
At around seven in the morning, I
felt something grabbing my leg and shaking
it. When I looked down, all I saw was a
little ball of red fuzz and some baby blue
shirt that was way too big for Margo.
It was Dad’s shirt.
“Jules, what a matter with
Mommy?” I glanced over, remembering the
night before, but she wasn’t there.
“What do ya mean, Mar?”
“Well, this morning I heard
someone crying in the kitchen so I went
down because I thought it was you, and she
was sitting at the table crying. She was
holding something. I dunno what it was,
looked like a picture. I asked her if she was
okay and she cried harder and told me to
wait until you were awake so that you could
tell me,” Margo rambled out at me.
Who knew I was Margo’s mom.
I sighed. I didn’t really wanna be the one to
break the news to Margo. I didn’t even
know how to. I was fifteen, for God’s sake.
“Baby, why don’t we go to my room,
okay? Let me go potty and I’ll be in.” I
walked into the bathroom and stared in the
mirror.
How in the hell am I supposed to tell a
seven year old her father is dead.
About five minutes later I walked
into my room to see Margo sitting on the
window seat playing with Ele, her stuffed
elephant that she couldn't live without. Dad
had gotten it for her.
“Margo, you know how Daddy was
staying at the office last night?”
“Yeah, and stupid Mom wouldn’t let
me talk to him.” Margo was better at
holding grudges than me.

“Do you know why he was staying
at the office?”
“Because the roads were icky,”
Margo told me, very matter of factly, as if I
didn’t already know.
“Okay, well he decided he was
gonna try to come home last night and,”
“Where is he?” Margo interrupted.
“That’s what I’m getting at, be quiet
and listen. Okay, so while he was driving
home, the roads kept getting even ickier,
and you know that big turn, the one that
kinda scares you?”
“Yeah! The one that I always think
we’re gonna fall off of!”
“Yeah, Mar, that one. Well, Daddy
was driving home, and he must’ve been
going a little too fast, or he wasn’t paying
enough attention to the road, and, well Mar,
Daddy wrecked over the big turn that scares
you, baby.”
“Where’s he now?” Margo didn’t get
what I was saying, which I hoped wouldn’t
happen. I didn’t wanna tell her bluntly that
Dad died. I was afraid I couldn’t handle it.
“Mar, that’s the thing…”
She gave me an I-don’t-get-whatyou’re-trying-to-say-here face and I knew I was
gonna have to say it.
“Daddy died, Margo. He’s gone. He’s
not coming home.”
I
really
honestly
expected
questioning. I didn’t think she’d just take
what I was saying and understand it before
she began to cry. But instead she dropped
Ele, stared at her on the floor, and started
bawling.
I’ve seen the worst cuts, and
bruises, and even a broken arm on that little
girl, but I’ve never seen her hurt like that.
She cried until I didn’t think she could
anymore. She threw up twice. And just as
she was falling asleep, after all the tears, and
tissues, and vomit, all she said to me was, “I
didn’t even get to say goodbye.”
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Margo never cried over my dad
again, which I always thought was weird.
She was more scared of him at the funeral
than she was sad over him, (she was
convinced he would grab her arm if she
went anywhere near the body), and even
when she forced me or Mom to take her to
his grave every week for the past two years,
she never once cried.
Then again, neither did I. We both
loved him more than anything, but we owed
it to him to not be sad.
Mom isn’t a mom to either of us at
all anymore. Not even to Margo. She leaves
for weeks at a time, and when she comes
home she only gets up when we go to bed,
and goes to bed when we get up. I think we
remind her too much of losing Dad.
Especially Margo. She’s just like he was.
As bad as it sounds, sometimes I
think Margo and I forget he was ever alive. I
blame it on the no goodbye, but that’s just
me.
Margo threw Ele in the garbage one
day, though. When I asked her why, all she
said was, “It still smelled like him. I don’t
like that smell anymore.”
The Art of Forgetting: absolutely no
goodbye’s.
The ambulance, the police cars, and
the fire engines are all sitting on the road
above me. People are yelling. They don’t
know how to get down to me.
It took my mom twenty-five years
to decide to wanna have me, three more
years to meet and marry my dad, I’d say
thirty minutes to conceive me, nine months
to prepare for me, seven hours of labor for
me to finally be a part of this world, and
seventeen years to decided I didn’t wanna
be anymore.
I have probably two minutes left in
me.
Two whole minutes of life left.
Two whole minutes before I’m
nothing but a memory.

Two minutes. Tops.
I can tell you the exact moment I
decided I no longer wanted to live.
It was two weeks ago, when I
finally decided.
I was at Adalynn Jones’s party with
Liz and this week’s boy toy of hers.
Adalynn's parties were always my favorite
because she always gave me permission to
sneak down to her parents’ wine cellar,
where I was allowed to take one wine bottle
as long as I didn’t tell anyone where I got it.
I always took two.
I grabbed a wine bottle, then
slipped another in my purse, and headed
upstairs.
When I turned the corner, I saw
Cooper Holland, a majorly attractive, but
innocent, kid in my grade. I moved in for the
kill.
“Hey, Coop! What’re you doing
here?” I yelled over the music, talking, and
smoke filled air.
“Ah, just thought I’d change it up a
bit. What’re you up to?”
God, his voice was hot.
“Did you honestly expect to come
here and not see me?” I said then winked.
He shined a half smile and looked at
the floor. Such a shy kid.
“Hey, you wanna drink? I got the
good stuff.”
“Uhh, I don’t really…”
“Okay great!” I interrupted as I
grabbed a cup from the table to my left. I
poured it about half full, you know, since he
was fairly new at this, and handed him the
cup. He gave me a nervous look and then
sipped some of the wine.
His face lit up. “Wow, oh my God,
that’s really good!” He took another gulp.
“Hey slow her down there, kid.
Don’t wanna move too fast.”
I hung out with Cooper for most of
the night. We got drunk way too fast, went
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to the bedroom way too clumsily, and you
know what happens next.
You see, I haven’t really felt
anything in a long time. I figured the best
way to make myself feel something was
physically, but apparently that’s not the
case. Never have I felt less than when I was
laying under a person who I had no interest
in loving.
That wasn’t the first time I made an
innocent not so innocent anymore.
I realized that if there was one thing
I hated about myself, it was that I became
what I promised myself I never would; I
became Damon Kelley.
As I laid in a strange bed, next to a
boy who I would never talk to again, I
decided.
I wanted out.
I got up, got dressed, walked out of
the room, took another swig of wine, and
kissed the closest guy I could find.
The Art of forgetting: get really drunk, and
I mean really drunk, kiss other people, and don’t
stop kissing them, and never learn their names.
When I decided I was going to run
my car off the road, in the same spot my dad
had died, the same spot that terrified my
fearless little sister, the same spot I drove
past every day of my life, I did it for me. I
didn’t do it to get back at anyone. I didn’t do
it to hurt anyone. I didn’t even do it to hurt
myself, in fact it was the opposite.
I did it to forget, simple as that.
I’m lying in seven inches of snow,
with my burning Cadillac ten to fifteen feet
away from me, and I no longer feel like I'm
on fire.
I feel numb.
Maybe it was the snow, maybe it
was the memories, the worst memories I
have, that caused all the feeling to escape my
body, I don’t know.
I never will.
So here I am, and here, in less than a
minute, I will no longer be.

I’ve never been one of those
annoying teenagers obsessing over Tumblr
and fake depression; one of the ones who
romanticize suicide. But as I’m lying in the
snow, staring up into the dark sky with tiny
little pin pricks of light looking down on
me, I laugh. Because who the hell knew
dying could be so beautiful.
And then it goes black.
The Art of Forgetting?
You don’t.
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“The American Legion:
Keeping Liberty Alive”
nthony Politza

A

State Finalist in Pennsylvania’s
2015 American Legion Contest

H

e’s slouched on the bumper of the
float, crinkling a Veteran’s Day
program in his white-gloved hand.
Strangers blithely pass by as the
ceremonial distractions of drums
and speeches commence, making him
appear inconsequential to the careless
observer. Eventually, however, the years roll
away from his ninety-five-year-old body.
And he becomes timeless.
The
“Star-Spangled
Banner”

sprinkles hope in his eyes, the Pledge of
Allegiance relieves his aching joints, and the
salute evokes a single tear. Even his
wrinkles dissipate as he flushes with a
renewed sense of purpose.
“Little breezy,” I say, offering him a
Cup of Joe. “I’m T.J.”
“A.L.,” he shivers. “Call me Al-everyone else does.” I glance at his full name
on the brass buttons of his dress-coat:
“American Legion.”
“You know my father,” I interject,
“Says you’re the heart of the community.”
We trek through the pre-parade
commotion toward the coffee stand and
purchase a couple donuts. When I return, Al
is on his iPhone6. “—and make sure you see
Mother Liberty,” he commands--”Have to
get her moving again. I’ll stop by later.”
“Mother Liberty?”
“Aye. I was born in 1919 in Paris,” he
explains. “Right after the first big war. My
father was Theodore Roosevelt, Jr. and the
love of his life was Libby. Strongest woman
he ever knew, freedom in her veins, chiseled
face--the type that keeps a torch burning.
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Mom told me I was born to bring spirit to
the troops detained overseas, but once in
the states, I eventually quartered-down in
Indianapolis 1. From there we touched the
lives of vets and non-vets alike. With my
parents’ help, I created a host of programs.
When I was only six, for example, we
established the American Legion Baseball 2
program so that kids could learn American
values--sportsmanship, citizenship, respect-through America’s game. Nowadays, 60% of
college players graduate from the program! 3
We’ve shaped millions of lives through
baseball alone.” Al’s eyes leap with
excitement at the thought.
“You were just a kid!” I enthuse.
“It wasn’t all me, son. I‘ve had
plenty of help from my brothers and sisters.
Some have devoted their lives to improving
the rights and well-being of veterans
through the Legion’s Benefit Center, 4 which
lobbies for legislation for veteran benefits.
Others seek financial support through the
Family Support Network 5 or operate
Heroes to Hometowns 6 to take care of
returning veterans. Together, we help those
who need it, often in sync with other
organizations like the VFW. 7 But it doesn’t
stop at helping vets! We do anything we can
to help entire communities…and their youth
1 Olesky, Kevin. “Early history of American
Legion Bill, Dowling Post 12.” Rapid City
Journal. 27 May, 2014. Web. 1/24/15
2 “American Legion Baseball.” American
Legion Baseball. n.d. Web. 1/24/15.
3 “Legion Baseball Fun Facts.” Wisconsin
Rapids Legion Baseball. n.d. Web. 1/24/15.
4 “Benefits.” American Legion. n.d. Web.
1/24/15.
5 “Veteran Services: Family.” American Legion.
n.d. Web. 1/24/15.
6 “Legion Programs.” American Legion. n.d.
Web. 1/24/15.
7 “VFW, SVA, Legion Join Forces To Secure
Veterans’ In-State Tuition.” VFW. 9 October,
2013. Web. 1/24/15.

in particular—because as Mother Liberty
always says, the education of youth shapes
tomorrow. Hence, the multitude of essay
contests and oratorical opportunities that
we operate! 8 It’s neither cheap nor easy, son,
but Liberty feels stronger when she knows
that our youth are strong and wise.”
“What’s the matter with your
mother?”
“The worst….feeling undervalued
and taken for granted—both here and
abroad. Her proud robe is now a mangled
bed-sheet. We all keep watch,” Al sighs.
“Thank God for big families,” I
reassure.
“It’s very extended, son…2.4 million
members world-wide 9, with five sturdy
branches on the family tree: Americanism,
Children and Youth, National Security,
Veteran’s Affairs, and Community Service. 10
Liberty beamed when Ashwath Kumar won
a $18,000 scholarship in an American
Legion-sponsored
oratorical
contest. 11
Liberty’s pulse raced when American Legion
partner Saluting America, an organization of
schools around Denver, Colorado, created
more than 200,000 thank you cards for
veterans. 12 Liberty jumped up in bed when
an Operation Comfort Warrior donation
arranged by National Commander Mike
Helm provided $5,000 worth of clothes,
supplies, and toiletries to a desperate VA
8 “Oratorical Contest.” American Legion. n.d.
Web. 1/24/15.
9 Post, Paul. “American legion fights for
veterans benefits.” Saratogian News. 25
September, 2014. Web. 1/24/15.
10 “Programs.” American Legion. n.d. Web.
1/24/15.
11 Shrikant, Aditi. “Hickman senior wins
$18,000 scholarship at national oratory
competition.” Columbia Missourian. 7 April,
2014. Web. 1/24/15.
12 “Colorado inspired program honors
veterans and active military.” Denver Post. n.d.
Web. 1/24/15.
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medical center in Shreveport, Louisiana. 13
And Liberty was ready to go full-throttle
when she heard that the Legion Riders of
Post 78 were working hard to gift a
therapeutic trike to Emma, a young girl
with Emanuel Syndrome 14.
“Al, who’d believe that a man born
in 1919 still has enough energy and grit to do
all this--”
Our conversation is cut off by Al’s
iPhone ring-tone, a brassy Sousa March.
“What’s the scoop?” he answers.
His eyebrows arch upward with
amazement. “Backflips? Stay there! She
hasn’t done backflips since the Paris
Caucus!” 15
Liberty, of course.
“Kid, can we finish this later?”
I nod, and as I turn to toss him an
uneaten Boston cream, he has already
vanished. For a moment I catch a glimpse of
him surging through the crowd, a solitary
form on a mission so much larger than
himself. The parade has started, and into
the distance he trudges, a great American,
worthy of the growing Veteran’s Day
celebration—for Vet’s Day is his birthday,
after all--and although we can neither see
nor hear her in the gathering clamor around
us, the entire community feels the spirit of
Mother Liberty rise, sling her tattered bedsheets into a gown, and march.

13Howard,

Henry. “OCW Donation Paves way
for Clothes Closet for Homeless Veterans.”
Military.com. 14 November, 2014. Web.
1/24/15.
14Coffert, John. “A special effort: American
Legion works to get tricycle for special girl.”
Manchester Times. 3 February, 2014. Web.
1/24/15.
15“American Legion History.” American Legion
Post 615. n.d. Web. 1/24/15.
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“Bubbles”
hania Kennedy

S

me hope?
Could they lift up a dream, keep a spirit
afloat?

W

ith summer in the air
and mother in the garden
I slip off to the field-no boundary, no pardon.

In defiance I pop them, along with their
brothers-Till just one remains--I’ve slaughtered the
others.
This too must die by implacable hands.
No heed from my mother in her faraway
land.
She speaks nothing, does nothing,
A distant dark star-Yet suspicion, she must, from her vantage
afar.

I clutch the thin wand,
fingers fragile and small
And twirl it about,
With no care at all—
For in the wide field
no one can rule me;
In the green field
nothing can fool me—
Save those light lustrous orbs that bejewel
the June sky.
I question their chemistry—water and soap?
How little I know, alone in the rye.
Could those unspeaking bubbles offer

Someday I’ll look back, see my part in this
blunder,
But I will not shoulder all the blame-I am just a child, all hope put asunder,
Seeking salvation from self-imposed shame,
With a mother a galaxy (a heaven) away-With a savior, alas, who never quite came.
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“America Needs to Get
Educated”
aley Butina

H
E

ducation is perhaps the most
important institution sustaining a
successful country. Education is
closely related to the social and
economic prosperity of a nation, ensuring it
a vital role in making a country great.
However, America, which by some accounts
is the “greatest country in the world,” is
drastically failing in the field of education.
This integral component of our society’s
triumph, which should be held to a high
standard by our nation, unfortunately, is

currently not being taken seriously by our
nation’s leaders. America has fallen in
international rankings of education, lagging
countries such as Russia, Vietnam, and the
Slovak Republic, at #29 on the list
(Fedewa). There are countless studies
exposing the multiple flaws of the system
that are unarguable. The country’s use of an
outdated education system, the underappreciation and under-education of
America’s educators, and the country’s
enforcement of standardized examinations
are all reasons why America deserves the
New Republic’s “Worst Education System in
the World” award.
It is a well-known fact that the
American public system of education is one
that has been around for a long time.
However, I believe that the old age of the
education system is one of the main reasons
that it doesn’t work anymore. America’s
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current education system is one that was
designed and structured for a different era.
This system was founded during the
exceedingly intellectual culture of the
Enlightenment, and during the rise of the
booming economical era of the Industrial
Revolution. Back then, the idea for a system
of public education was revolutionary. The
system’s design was left up to the highest
intellectuals of the time who had their own
idea of what education should be. These
individuals had their own narrow views of
intelligence, which unfortunately would be
used as boilerplate to measure the
“intelligence” of every student in the
country. They were adamant about students
of the time learning certain things such as
classic literature, Latin, and formal forms of
deductive reasoning: subjects whose
importance even 100 years ago may have
been suspect. Because of these artificial and
elite standards, many people criticized the
system, claiming that students at the
bottom of the social ladder, such poor farm
children, couldn’t and shouldn’t learn these
skills. This dichotomy has created chaos in
the modern American society (Changing).
The way the system is set up implies that
there are two types of people in the word:
intelligent
and
unintelligent.
The
“intelligent” students, the ones who are in
the honors classes, who pass their tests
without studying the night before and who
show natural aptitude in all their highly
academic subjects; these kids have
benefitted greatly from the dichotomy.
They’re the ones who get accepted into
colleges, get good jobs, and make a lot of
money, thus landing at the top of the social
and economic ladder. However, the “nonintelligent” students (the ones who don’t fit
into the system because they are “merely”
mechanically intelligent, who have a hard
time sitting still and listening to lessons for
hours, or who do not follow the traditional
structuring of paragraphs or algorithms for

math equations) often don’t even make it to
college. They often fall into the system and
are deemed “non-intelligent” when they are
often very intelligent in non-traditional
ways. Their special intelligences are
overlooked as pills are often shoved down
their throats to cure their hyperactivity.
These drugs are often forms of anesthetics
or sedatives, meaning that America is
getting many students through school by
literally
deadening
them.
This
“Enlightenment” view of intelligence is not
an effective way to measure the intelligence
of students today. Students learn best using
different methods and at different paces; we
can’t use an outdated, cookie-cutter
curriculum to deem what students are and
are not “intelligent”.
But not only is the stamp of the
Enlightenment evident in today’s public
schools; the marks of the Industrial
Revolution are present as well. The idea of a
public school system arose during America’s
transition from an agricultural economy to
an industrial one. The idea for this new
schooling system was to take poor,
uneducated farm children and educate them
to be able to work in factories. However, it
is apparent that schools were, and still are,
structured like the factories that children
were being sent to. Most public schools still
run on a bell system, treating education like
an assembly line while they move children
from task to task throughout the day.
Subjects are organized into different
courses, almost like departments. Students,
like products in progress, are managed and
organized in batches, or by age, no matter
how fast or slowly they grasp skills. After 13
years, the factories, or schools, produce their
product: graduates, who all have come out
in a very similar mold (White). This air
tight system which might’ve been efficient
over 100 years ago, is no longer. Children
must be valued as more than just numbers
and statistics. They should be measured,
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treated, and handled like people with
different minds and emotions. Age is one of
the most irrelevant factors of a student; it
should not be the factor that determines
what classes they’re in, nor how fast or slow
they are allowed to progress. America’s
schools should not be structured like a
factory, and students should not be treated
like products.
While it is now apparent that
students are being mistreated in today’s
public education system, they are not the
only ones. I believe that the teachers in
America should be taken more seriously. In
America, teaching is not fully and
universally recognized as a profession
(Teaching). That reality alone underscores
the value that America puts on its country’s
educators. Teachers have one of the most
important jobs in the world. It is their
responsibility to educate the youth and get
them prepared for the world. Students walk
into kindergarten knowing absolutely
nothing; it is the teacher’s job to educate
them for the next 13 years in everything they
need to know. Whether they realize it or
not, teachers hold a great amount of power
and influence over their students, thus
holding the underlying outcome of society.
Teachers ultimately shape America’s future,
which is why America should appreciate
them more. Although college professors do
carry some esteem in their profession (that
they definitely deserve), first and secondary
school teachers do not get the respect and
admiration they deserve. The old joke goes,
“Those can’t do, teach.” Yet in the highest
scoring nation in the world--Finland-teachers are among the best paid and most
respected professionals. Unlike in Finland,
in America, it is not looked upon very highly
to go to college for teaching. The most
common
response
for
education
undergraduates is, “Good luck finding a
job.” That however, is a totally different
issue. Going to college in Finland for a

teaching degree is held to the same standard
as going for a medical or law degree.
Teaching degree students should rank
among the top in their high school class.
Students getting a teacher’s license should
be learning not only the in’s and out’s of
their subject but also how to exhibit good
listening skills, be a caring person, and be
passionate about their jobs. Those kinds of
qualities are the most important in
educators. In today’s society, students are
too often running into teachers who are not
only uneducated in their subject but who
are also rude, miserable, and sometimes just
clueless. Students in America often times
have to deal with teachers who lose papers,
grade papers late or not at all, and simply
don’t take their job seriously. These
deficiencies present a major crisis because
teachers carry immense responsibility for
their students’ successes and futures. A
teacher can make or break a student’s
education, thus making or breaking their
success. If a student sees a teacher slacking
off, being lazy, and not caring, what excuse
do they have to not do the same? This is a
pattern that I believe happens every day in
American schools. Teachers should learn
how to be good role models for their
students. Teachers see their students for
eight hours every day, which is sometimes
more than their parents get to see them.
Teachers should walk into school every
morning alive, amiable, and ready to teach
with fervor. Being surrounded by adults
with admirable traits every day for eight
hours every day would eventually rub off on
students, and I think that is one of the most
vital concepts for students to be learning in
school. America’s teachers should be put on
a pedestal.
Not only does American society
mistreat its students and disregard its
educators, but it also throws a wedge into
education that make both teachers’ and
students’ lives harder: standardized testing.
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Back in the day, teachers were free to create
their own curriculum, move at their own
pace, and teach students both important
and enjoyable subjects. But today, many
teachers in America find themselves tied
down by the restraints that standardized
testing puts them under. As a student who
has been attending public school for 12
years, I have already undergone over 30
standardized
tests.
These
included
Foresight
tests,
PSSA’s,
Grade
Examinations, and Keystones. My younger
sister who is in 5th grade has more on her
plate, having not only the PSSA’s but also
the newly administered Common Core
Examinations. Both of us, along with many
other students in America, have noticed the
toll that standardized testing has taken on
our education system. Standardized testing
puts educators under both educational and
time restraints. Instead of creating their
own curriculum, teachers are forced to
teach the “anchors” that are required by the
state. These “anchors” are what the state
deems “essential” components, which are
put on the tests. Teachers find themselves
cutting activities, novels, labs and more
from their curriculum to make room for
these anchors. However, some teachers have
picked up on the fact that it’s not the
information on the tests that’s important:
it’s the strategies and techniques students
can use to pass the tests. Many students in
America are no longer being educated on
their subjects anymore, they’re being
educated on how to take a test. Many of the
“smartest” children in America are in reality
just very good test takers. Back in the day,
teachers had the power to slow down or
pick up the speed of their classes to tend
to the needs of their students individually.
But now, teachers cannot as readily move at
their own pace or schedule their lesson
plans around students’ weak areas and
progressions. They have to jam in all the
information that the state requires within

months. Teachers often find themselves
getting stressed or overworked while
planning a way to fit all of the information
required into a couple of months. This stress
and lack of time leads to inefficient
teaching. However, standardized tests take
a toll not only on educators, but a large on
students as well. Students feel the wrath of
the tests more than anyone, since they are
learning specifically for those tests every
year. These tests, like any others, have been
known to cause students ample amounts of
stress. When I was in elementary school, I
was told “not to worry” about my scores
Foresights and PSSA’s, because those tests
were just a way to measure students’ yearly
progress and the schools’ rankings. Of
course, they always told us to do our best,
but all of the elementary kids would worry
no matter what the teacher told us. In the
end, the scores never really affected students
individually; all it accomplished was giving
students bragging rights about scoring
Advanced.
But now, the scores attained in state
examinations such as the Keystones hold a
very vital prize above our heads: graduation.
Starting with the class of 2017, students in
Pennsylvania must score Proficient or
higher in 3 different Keystone exams in
order to graduate. Other states host similar
exams with similar graduation requisites.
Holding students to this kind of standard is
completely unfair. As mentioned previously,
it is completely unjust to measure masses of
different students by a uniform test. Some
students excel at testing, others become too
nervous and blank out the second they see
their bubble sheet. Many students begin to
feel inferior when they don’t finish as
quickly or receive a report in the mail that
reads the words “advanced” across the top.
This is unfair because one type of test
cannot possibly measure all of the different
kinds of intelligences in the world. Students
who are scoring Below Basic, Basic, and
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even sometimes Proficient will often times
feel “unintelligent”. I understand that the
State needs a way to measure masses of
students’, teachers’, and schools’ success,
but there is a better way than standardized
testing. It is terribly wrong to be shoving
bubble sheets into elementary aged
students’ faces. At that age they should be
learning subjects and nurturing a love and
passion for learning, not feeling the
pressures of outscoring their peers. Students
and teachers both lay awake late at night
before testing dates, asking themselves if
they
taught
or
studied
enough.
Standardized tests drain the beauty of
learning. I believe that standardized tests
are a reason that children today genuinely
hate school. Students should be measured
fairly and not be judged by their score on
one uniform test.
It is apparent that America’s
education system is one of the worst.
Because of its resistance to change,
America’s education system mistreats its
students by expecting them to meet old age
requirements and treats them like products.
America’s educators are underpaid,
undereducated, and unappreciated. And
standardized testing restricts curriculum
and unjustly “measures” students from the
elementary school age. Americans need to
step back and look at what their education
system has become--and what graduates are
being produced. The country needs a newlyreformed, progressive,
and efficient
education system if it wants to climb the
international rankings list. But by the way
it’s looking now, America undoubtedly
deserves the New Republic’s dubious honor.
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“The Great Scotty”
livia Bietz

O
H

ave you ever savored the pages of
an author who captivated your
senses and enthralled your entire
being? Perhaps those pages seemed
so compelling to you in so many ways that
you could not articulate them. The prospect
that this writer might not impact everyone’s
life as he did yours might have seemed
totally absurd. Surely everyone needs to
read a book like that. And everyone needs
to experience something so totally enticing
that the world and the pure goodness of it
all falls to pieces so completely that the only
way to put the pieces back together again,
to make humanity whole and good, is to
READ. THAT. AUTHOR. If you’re lucky
enough in your lifetime, you will find that
author. Maybe you’ll find a couple if your

luck never runs out. My lucky find was F.
Scott Fitzgerald, and his most famous work
The Great Gatsby. In it, Fitzgerald crafts
sentences perfectly, critiques the American
Dream with penetrating insight, and spins
symbols that have become staples of literary
allusion.
F. Scott Fitzgerald refined the
subtle skill of taking simple ideas and
sentences and forming some of the most
quotable lines of all time. This craft is
exhibited in one of his first descriptions of
Jay Gatsby: “If personality is an unbroken
series of successful gestures, then there was
something gorgeous about him, some
heightened sensitivity to the promises of
life, as if he were related to one of those
intricate machines that register earthquakes
ten thousand miles away” (Fitzgerald 2).
Now, to really get into this sentence, the
reader should look at the language, its
overall flow, and its starting and ending
points. In the book, Fitzgerald rarely uses
any word that your average American
wouldn’t know. This in itself is what has
made the book such a classic for young
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readers; the accessibility of this specific
sentence is no different. There is an
interesting symmetry in the parts of the
sentence. He starts as if he is just going to
flat-out describe Gatsby’s personality. But
just after his second statement, instead of a
period, Fitzgerald opts for a comma to
continue his initial thought. While this
creates a longer sentence, its flow seems
almost poetic. His comparing Gatsby to a
machine that senses earthquakes seems
unpredictable when dissecting the sentence,
but it makes the flow of the idea end in a
fashion that is totally unique. There were
plenty of other sensitive objects Fitzgerald
could have compared Gatsby to, yet he
chose
a
machine
that
measures
earthquakes—perhaps because Gatsby
wants more than anything to make a seismic
impact on aristocratic New York society
and ultimately on his only love—Daisy
Buchanan. This suggestive imagery makes
the sentence overall much more memorable
to the reader and encapsulates the portrait
of Gatsby that Fitzgerald is trying to paint.
Although this is only one example, F. Scott
Fitzgerald proves himself to be an expert
word-slinger in his ability to make some of
the most quotable sentences in all of
literature.
The satire in The Great Gatsby may be
slightly hidden by its famous love story.
Nevertheless, it’s there, proving ever present
and moving for those who pay attention.
Fitzgerald’s most obvious ethical critique of
the American Dream is directed straight at
the wealthy. This comes as he describes
Tom and Daisy Buchanan and their banal,
leisurely lives. He talks about Tom playing
polo for fun and never mentions Daisy
having to work. These are the people who
have made it, by some means, through old
money. They are the class of the wealthy
that decides everything. Fitzgerald’s
portrayal of Tom adequately shows his
distrust of this class and his idea that they

were all-around carefree, although their
money could translate very easily to power.
This is what everyone in America wants
now, and wanted back in the 20’s: success
and money. Fitzgerald also delivers a hit at
another kind of wealth in his description of
Gatsby and his “new” money. This wealth is
an instrument of pleasure-seeking just like
“old money”; however, it is so in a more
indulgent way. This indulgence is shown in
the lavish parties Gatsby holds and his
limitless flow of cash. But it is not only the
wealthy who are at fault for this epicurean
attitude. Fitzgerald also directs some blame
to the middle class and to less wealthy
Americans. This attitude is displayed by the
Gatsby party goers and by Myrtle, Tom’s
mistress. The partygoers are shown as
desperate everyday people just dreaming to
have what Gatsby has. Myrtle shows the
other side of this desire--a low middle class
wife, looking to do absolutely anything to
be materially rich, even if it’s just as a
mistress to Tom. Fitzgerald’s denouement is
such that the materialized American dream
smells foul for everyone involved. He shows
us that riches and material items do not
contribute to happiness or to true success.
Even though this part of the story is much
more subtle, Fitzgerald’s expertise shines
through in expertly woven satire that leaves
us with just enough discomfort to try to
understand the American Dream’s impact in
our modern lives.
Fitzgerald spins symbols in a way
that separates him from other authors and
makes The Great Gatsby an absolute
masterpiece. While there are too many
symbols to discuss in depth, the most
prominent one is the green light.
Throughout the book, Gatsby is fixated on
the green light coming from Daisy and
Tom’s dock across the bay. This obsession
with the green light seems to keep Gatsby
sane in his days of waiting to finally see
Daisy again. The light not only symbolizes

36 | P a g e

~ S t a r d u s t ~

~2017 E d i t i o n ~

Gatsby’s hope but his infatuation with the
past. Gatsby dreams of finally being with
Daisy again; he dreams of reliving the past.
He seemingly has everything: a luxurious
house, lots of money, a nice car, etc., but this
just isn’t enough. The green light is an
everyday reminder of what Gatsby has lost,
and what he thinks he can get back. His
inability to move on ultimately leaves him
unable to be happy about anything.
Fitzgerald uses this green light to remind us
that even though the past doesn’t seem so
far away, it always shines and it is far more
elusive than we may have thought. While
Gatsby’s quest for the green light ultimately
led him to his own death, it may not be as
dangerous for us at this moment. However,
Fitzgerald wants us to remember, through
his symbol, that the past gives hope, but it
cannot be repeated.
From the creation of lively quotes,
to the hidden satire, to the ingenious
symbolism, The Great Gatsby is no doubt one
of the best works of 20th century fiction.
J.D. Salinger, author of The Catcher and the Rye,
once said this about great books, “What
really knocks me out is a book that, when
you’re all done reading it, you wish the
author was a terrific friend of yours and you
could call him up on the phone whenever
you felt like it. That doesn’t happen much,
though” (Salinger). With Fitzgerald’s work,
specifically The Great Gatsby, one feels that
sort of magical closeness with the author.
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“The Case for His
Excellency, Mr.
Donald J. Trump”

C

hloe Makdad
For The Onion, September 8, 2015

W

hat should American society
look for in its presidential
candidates? Should they be
honest and firm about their
opinions? Do they need to have experience
in the political realm or in the business
realm? Must their hair be subjected to
intense public scrutiny or praise? In the
midst of email controversies and perpetual
lying on the part of politicians, the fact is
that many Americans covet honesty above
all in their search for a presidential
candidate. They feel that with a faltering
economy, career politicians should be
replaced with businessmen whom they
believe can balance a budget. At the same

time, they cannot resist taking into count
how pleasing, or appalling, it is to gaze at
the keratin emerging from the prospective
president’s scalp. Regardless of what one
wants in a presidential candidate, the only
option in 2016 is to vote for His Excellency,
Mr. Donald J. Trump. As The Onion’s
nominee for Candidate of the Year, Donald
Trump exhibits the following presidential
traits: honesty and firmness, a We-inspiring
ethos from the business realm, and, of
course, the most scrupulous locks ever to
grace the eyes of man (or beast).
His Excellency seems to be the only
candidate in the entire field, Republican or
Democrat, who has honest and firm
opinions. Forget a moment that all Trump
specifically has said that he wants to do
when he becomes president is to build a
wall along the Mexican border. In regards to
his stance on immigration, Trump’s
unyielding ideas have propelled him to the
top of the Republican polls with twentythree percent of GOP voters choosing him
as their ideal candidate (Timm). Trump is
adamant regarding his ideas on immigration,
saying “We need to build a wall. And it has
to be built quickly. And I don’t mind having
a big beautiful door in that wall so that
people can come into this country legally”
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(McLaughlin). Rather than take the time to
consider what the most diplomatic policy or
course of action the United States could
take, His Excellency
knows without a shadow of a doubt that
the only way to stifle the
flow
of
illegal
immigration is to build a
wall. Fear not, for our
majesty’s
potent
opinions do not stall
with immigration but
overflow onto the topic
of
women.
When
pressed by Megyn Kelly
at the GOP debate about
presumably degrading
comments
he
had
previously made about
women, Trump was very
frank in clarifying that
the only woman he
sought to degrade was
Rosie O’Donnell. Of
course, because Trump
perfidiously clarified that
O’Donnell was the only
woman he ever insulted, the rest of America
should forgive him without asking another
question. Regarding His Excellency’s
honorable post-debate comment about how
Megyn Kelly had “blood coming out of her
eyes, blood coming out of her wherever”
(Rucker), the public should evidently
overlook it. He later clarified that he said
“whatever” rather than “whenever,”
rendering
the
suggestive
comment
excusable. Never mind the discomfort that
could be created if he rises to the
presidential office and directs these types of
comments at the wrong Korea; Trump’s
honesty should surely be admired.
The honorable Mr. Trump is not
only skilled in delivering the truth. He is
also a skilled businessman, which will
undoubtedly make him the greatest world

leader ever to walk the earth. Despite the
fact that he has filed for corporate
bankruptcy four times, Trump still
maintains, “I have never gone bankrupt”
(Wheeler). According to Trump, he has
taken advantage of the law
of the United States, just
like every other business
person has. His Excellency
also notes that he has never
personally
filed
for
bankruptcy. It may be a
comparable scenario that
the United States LLC can
go bankrupt, while the
president, who at this point
may happen to have an
elaborate comb-over, does
not personally go bankrupt.
In this sense Trump is
perfect for the job—with a
U.S. national debt nearing
$20,000,000,000,000, he’ll
be accustomed to running
organizations that claim to
be successful while running
on nothing but an illusion
that they can pay their bills. How exactly
Trump plans to make America great again is
not yet certain. What is clear is that our
majesty is very rich, and because he is rich,
his tentative presidency will go down in the
history books as the most distinguished
term of any American president, though he
may have to purchase a publishing company
before his term can be chronicled.
But a conversation about Honorable
Mr. Trump cannot be complete without
first discussing his hair. Subject to almost
as much scrutiny as the man they grow
from, Trump’s locks are quite elaborate and
seem to have their own distinct
personalities. When the hair comes into
contact with a gust of wind, it dances
jubilantly on top of Trump’s head. His mane
is so outlandish that many have falsely
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accused him of wearing a toupee. To squelch
this displeasuring notion, His Excellency
invited a supporter at a rally to join him on
stage to examine his hair. Our majesty’s
subject then declared to the rest of the
audience that Lord Trump’s hair was, in
fact, real. Fortunately for all of his lesser
skeptics, Trump can only fire his own
employees and contestants on “The
Celebrity Apprentice”. Something else to
consider before casting a ballot for Trump is
that he plans on exchanging his current
iconic hairstyle for one that requires less
maintenance…if he gets elected. Currently,
the slicked-back style is his frontrunner for
the replacement. If Trump does get elected,
it may be wise to make sure that parents
keep their children from watching the news.
This will prevent many sleepless nights.
One does not simply emerge from the womb
with hair like Donald Trump’s. To replicate
His Excellency’s distinctive comb-over, one
would first have to age at least sixty years
and then brush one’s hair in four different
directions. The first section would be swept
under the second to cover the top of the
head. The third and fourth sections would
be manipulated to cover the back of the
head.
Regardless of how abstruse His
Excellency and his hair-brained ideas may
seem, no one can deny that Trump, much
like a pet dog or a flashy piece of clothing,
commands attention. His honest and radical
opinions about immigration have propelled
him to the top of the Republican polls. His
heated comments towards Megyn Kelly
made sure that his name was in the
headlines after the first GOP debate.
Everybody knows the name “Trump”
because of his substantial wealth and his
business and media prominence. Even
Trump’s hair succeeds in funneling
attention away from the rest of the world.
Whether the attention is deserved or not, it
seems as though, recently, Trump’s hair

alone has received more media coverage
than Jeb Bush. He’s rich, eccentric, and he’s
The Onion magazine’s nomination. How
blessed are the American people to have a
man such as His Excellency running for
president!
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“Regretfully Yours”
athan Hormell

N
D

ear Humanity,

It’s been five days since I
slept. I no longer feel the need to. I
still feel hunger, and I still thirst. The
difference is I cannot quench my desire.
Possessing the knowledge of all things
creates the desire for more, and when there
is nothing more you simply find yourself in a
state of limbo. I long for the days of old,
when I was naive and unknowledgeable. In
reality, it has been only five days since I was

just like you, a drone in the hive of human
existence. I was an average man in an
extraordinary accident.
My name is Jacobson.
Preenlightenment, my human working title was
as accountant. I had a wife. I had a daughter.
Annabelle was turning 12 three days after
the day of the accident. I needed extra
money for her presents. It’s peculiar now,
looking back at the way I functioned.
Money -- so worthless, just slips of paper,
green cotton, yet capable, of destroying
entire civilizations. But I needed it, for
Annabelle's happiness.
I went to my employer, Sylvester
Castalone. He was a large man, broadshouldered, with a stern grin. As his
accountant, keeper of his self-made fortune,
I was his most trusted employee. And so,
when I came to him, finally asking for a
favor, he seized the offer to make me owe
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him. He agreed to provide the finances to
me, but there was a cost. I had to deliver a
“special package.” I didn’t dare ask what the
package was, but I knew it wouldn't be a
pleasant one. The last man to question
Castalone was a stain on the carpet.
Castalone was thrilled to have his
most trusted companion doing his work. I
specifically remember his saying, “Some
deeds just need to be done by someone you
trust.”
Even though my curiosity was at an
all-time high, I kept it at bay. I didn’t want
to be a stain on his carpet.
The last accountant that worked for
Castalone, the man whose job I filled, was
one of those stains. Word has it that
Castalone wanted the accountant to “take
out” his own brother. Castalone found in his
sibling counterpart unwanted competition
for control of the city. And in businesslike
fashion, Castalone eliminated competition.
Castalone didn’t have it in him to kill his kin
with his own hands, so he went to the man
he trusted the most. When the accountant
abandoned his mission in deference to his
pacifist nature, he became a stain. When
Castalone told me to drive out into the
countryside to pick up his order, I did not
delay.
It was a long drive to the pickup
point. I had to pull an all-nighter to get
there on time. Three cups of coffee and 8
hours of driving later, I was there. Three
vans, all armored, were pulled to the side of
the empty road. Six armed men in suits
came out of the vans.
Two of the men opened one of the
van’s doors. They revealed an all but empty
van, with a single cardboard box in it. The
box was no larger than a softball. If this this
were so important, why would it be in such
a small container?
I needed to stop questioning orders,
and with that, I took the box, put it on my
passenger seat, and went on my way. The

box had a wonderful aroma around it. The
scent of pure natural sugars filled my Ford
Crown Victoria Sedan. As I drove, my
childish mind began to wonder. I realized
that I hadn’t eaten in quite a while. I was
hungry. I allowed my basic human desires
take control of my mind. Soon the hunger
overtook me. I began to think of where I
would find a rest stop to get some food. As I
thought harder and harder about my
dilemma, I became even more curious about
the contents of this sweet succulent scented
box. I let go of the wheel with one hand and
used it to open the cardboard container.
Inside the box I discovered a lime
green, spherical, thick juicy apple. It was
missing two bites. Those armed men at the
pickup point! They must’ve gotten their
hands on this sweet, sweet prize. Then it hit
me, why would Castalone want an apple?
Why was this apple so important? Why did
he need someone he “trusted” to pick up his
lunch? It didn’t matter, in the presence of
such a treat, and in the condition I was in, I
needed it. I would stop on the way and get
Castalone a new apple, one without two
bites from it. Yea, he would be happy about
it, He might’ve even given me a bonus. I was
making the right decision. I took the apple
in my hand and took one single bite, I better
make it last.
As I bit into the succulent orb of
fruit, I felt its warm nectar flow into my
mouth, and seemingly into my veins, as if
this fruit was warming me from the inside. I
was entranced by this wondrous feeling. Its
warmth filled me from head to toe with this
immaculate sensation. It was as if I was
wrapped in a warm blanket, fresh from the
drier.
I continued to drive, I longed to be
blessed with another taste of that delicious
apple in the seat next to me. I drove, and
drove, and drove. The longer I drove, the
more my craving took hold of me. I reached
out my right arm, and took hold of the
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mystical green globe that were about to fill
my mouth with its succulent nectar. I
placed it on my lips, and let my nostrils take
in the sweet aroma. As I chomped into the
fruit, I felt the familiar rush of warm fresh,
juices into my mouth and through my body.
I was so wrapped up in the delightful
taste of the fruit, that I entirely missed my
exit without noticing. The juices were so
succulent, I was put in a very psychedelic
state. I felt as though my soul was outside of
my mortal being. How could such a simple
nature-made fruit, make me feel so
otherworldly?
Just as these thoughts were entering
my head, I saw what looked to be the glare
of headlights in the corner of my eyes. I
whipped my head around and saw nothing.
I looked around out my driver’s side
window. BANG. I felt my head smashing
against the frame of my metal clad
automobile. Just as my head bashed on the
frame, I heard another loud popping noise. I
felt a rush of air push me back to my original
position. I felt a gash form on my forehead, it
had been sliced on the open window frame.
I took a few moments to recompose myself
before taking in what happened.
I had drifted off the road and hit a tree
whilst chasing this light that had seemingly
disappeared. I looked at my car and realized
that it was totaled, and there was no way I
was going to be driving it home. I walked up
to the car and went back in for my stuff. As I
got into the driver’s seat, I reached across
and grabbed the apple, if I was going to be
stuck out here for a while, I at least want
the comfort of the sweet, sweet, fruit I now
held in my hand. Sniff Sniff. I smelled
gasoline. Was it really gas? Yup, I couldn’t
miss that smell. I turned and ran. MY
PHONE! I had forgotten my phone. How
was I supposed to get help without it?! Just
as I turned to go back, I watched my car
ignite in a large ball of fire. I could feel my
flesh, burning away from my skin. I flew

back from the power of the blast. A large
piece of debris hit me, knocking me back, off
of a ledge, and into a downward roll, making
me completely lost all sense of direction. I
slowed to a stop where the land leveled out.
I looked around, the apple had joined me in
the plummet. I picked it up and took
another bite. Mmmm. If all else was going to
hell, at least I had my little orb of heaven.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw
another glare, I spun around only to see that
nothing was there. While chasing the lights
that I could never seem to get a clear view
of, I started to notice my surroundings. It
seemed almost like a fairytale. The ground
floor was completely covered in moss,
creating an almost carpet like texture. All of
the tree’s looked huge, as if they were all
millions of years old. The moonlight shone
through the leaves and caught all of the
dust, creating wispy like pillars hanging
from above. I was in a storybook setting.
Something so perfect, it was as if everything
was set up for me. I walked forward
towards the largest tree, sitting in the center
of the garden-like place. At the base was a
large twisted knot. It was gnarled in such a
way that it formed a sort of stool for me to
rest upon.
As I sat upon this stool I craved my
delicious friend. I took another bite of the
apple, and another, and another. With each
bite from the apple, the pain from my
injuries lessened. I completely devoured the
apple, core and all, until there was only a
stem left.
I looked up from my stool, now that
all of my delicious food was gone, I had
nothing to do. Suddenly I saw another blur
of bright white light in the corner of my eye,
but this time, feeling on the top of my senses
due to my consuming of the entire apple, I
caught the light. I looked square into it, and
it burned. It burned like no other pain I had
ever felt. It was a burning from the inside of
my body. It started in my eyes, and worked
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its way out. I screamed, no one was around
to hear, but that didn’t matter. I couldn’t
stand this feeling much longer. I would
surely die if I had to withstand this any
longer. Just then, in addition to the pain,
something else was introduced. It felt as if
my brain was being filled with knowledge.
Everything good in the world, I began to
learn. It was all coming to me, every little
secret gift, surprise birthday, or out of the
blue hug anyone had ever given, I knew
about. The miracles of love, friendship, and
destiny all embedded themselves into my
mind. I had learned everything about
everything good in the universe. I felt
enlightened. The knowledge stopped
flowing, and the burning faded. The burns
were worth the tradeoff of enlightenment.
As the dark depths of night faded
away, the red light of morn drifted into my
personal garden of newfound knowledge. I
had just sat there on the stool, all night,
exploring the new depths of my knowledge.
I hadn’t realized there was so much good in
the world. So much happiness, and
innocence. I was genuinely happy. Then
came the shadows.
They started out like the light,
flashing in the corners of my eyes. Hiding
from me, as if they didn’t want to be
discovered. I desperately tried to avoid
them, as I knew that they could only hold
one thing. Darkness.
I swung my head to avoid the
shadows, but they were too persistent. I
tried to close my eyes, but the shadows were
there too, they were everywhere. I gave up,
and I gave in.
At first it started like the light,
burning, from the inside. Then it got worse.
I could feel my body being contorted in
ways it never should have been. My flesh
was dripping from my drying bones, my
mouth spitting black flames. This was what
I was trying to avoid. All of the knowledge
of evil flooded into my head and corrupted

all that was good. It was not worth it. I
wished I could let go and die. All of the
previously good thoughts were now
corrupted with the evil. I now knew that
everything that had ever been done,
anything good, was done for some other evil
reasoning. I learned of death, depression,
greed, sin, and all other plagues of humanity.
Everything evil, was now mine.
The shadows burned me for much
longer than the light, for there must’ve been
more evil than good. I felt betrayed. All the
good, it had only come from being naive.
Naive. Just like the humans that did so
much wrong. How could I have ever been a
part of something so, diabolical, horrendous,
so, so, evil. I sat there on my stool thinking
for hours, trying to digest what I had just
heard. I saw things, things in the shadows,
the darkness hid so many things from me,
things I wish I was able to ignore. I longed
for night to come, so that I could see the
light once again. But, alas, when the time
did come, and the sun set revealing the
moonlight I longed for, it wasn’t what I had
hoped. For knowing the knowledge of
everything evil made me not able to take in
the knowledge of good. I was no longer able
to ignore anything. The ability that so many
humans take for granted, their ability to be
naive, was ruined for me by knowledge. I
cried.
I did nothing but cry for the past 500
years. But recently my tears have all but run
dry. My human body hasn’t aged a day past
the hour I consumed that precious apple.
Although I haven’t eaten since that instance,
I haven’t lost any weight. To any normal
man, these blessing would seem as that, a
blessing. But to me, I realize they are
nothing but curses. Time has been given to
me, time that I waste. I go about my days
wasting my time by contemplating the
things that I know. I try to convince myself
that there is good in the world, but then,
once I become close to a conclusion, the
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daylight comes, and the shadows return.
Only to torture my mind with their truths of
the evils that exist.
I only wish that the good were as
easy to find. I personally believe that good is
real, that people do nice things for others
just to be nice, but the truths say otherwise.
The knowledge of all things is for no one
man. Any man cursed with knowledge is as
good as gone, for once you possess the
knowledge of everything, and it drives you
mad. You try to be optimistic, you try ever
so hard to look for a bright side.
But, no matter how hard you look,
there is always going to be the darkness,
right around the corner, just waiting for you
to take a peek at it and to suck you in.
Whereas the light, it sits there, and it
whispers to you, not shouting like the
darkness, but just hiding, in the corner of
your eye, hoping that you are the one that
looks for it and finds it, and embraces it. I
wish I was the one to embrace the light.
Sadly I’m too weak to embrace anything.
The darkness is always there, and no matter
what I try to convince myself, the darkness
always undermines my innermost thoughts,
and making me lose my faith in the lights
true existence. I wish now that I hadn’t
eaten of the fruit barren from the tree of
knowledge of good and evil.
Regretfully Yours,
Simon P. Jacobson
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“Drifting Away”
aylor Dixon

T
S

ilvery flakes drifted down, glittering
in the bright light of the moon. He
stood there in the middle of the falling
star-like flakes, blue creeping up on
his fingertips and lips. But, in his eyes, it
was summer. The baby blue sky, the full
trees, and the green grass, and that one tree
in the middle of the park where a girl with
hair as smooth as silk, flowing in the wind,
sat. One foot after the other, he made his
way over to her. He sat down beside her, on
the freshly cut grass, but in reality, he sat
down in the frigid, white snow.

“It’s only the start.” The doctor was
a middle-aged man with jet black hair and
sad eyes that have seen many tragedies
throughout his medical career. The old man
sat with his hands folded tightly, resting on
his lap, to keep them from shaking. He only
forgot his son for a minute. In his defense,
the last time he saw him was a year ago. But,
now he was sitting here in the white tiled
room, hearing words that seemed
unbelievable.
“Alzheimer’s? It couldn’t be
Alzheimer’s. I might be old but I have a
great memory,” Jones thought to himself.
“Mr. Jones? Mr. Jones?”
“Uh?” The doctor pulled him out of
his thoughts, bringing Jones back to see his
son sitting in the chair, looking at him.
“Can you tell me what today’s date
is Mr. Jones?”
“December 5, 2009.”
“Very good.” He turned to the old
man’s son and explained to him that
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questions like this would need to be asked
frequently. His son just shook his head at
everything, having a blank expression on his
face.
“C’mon Dad. Let’s go.”
“You’re pathetic.” He sat there looking
up at his son, who completely changed from
what the old man thought his son to be. His
boys face was red, and his eyes full of hate.
“What? What do you mean?” Jones
said.
“I have a life. I have a wife, kids and a
job. I cannot and I will not drive 2 hours
every other day to come and ‘play doctor’
with you. After all of those years not being
there for your only child, you really expect
me, out of all people, to be there for you?”
“I thought I was a good dad to you. I
tried the best I could.”
“Yeah, well your best wasn’t enough.
After mom died, you didn’t care about me.
I’m sorry Dad, but I have my life to live.” His
son disappeared out the door, and the sound
of an engine and gravel crunching could be
heard through the walls of the house.
The old man sat there, not moving an
inch. He looked around, and it took him a
minute to remember where he was. He got
up as fast as his old, worn out legs could
carry him and made his way to his bedroom.
“Hey Mr. Jones, how are you today?”
The young lad that worked at his gas
station, greeted him, with a tip of his hat
and a smile.
“Fine. Thank you.” He didn’t like
small talk all that much so he just made his
way inside. He walked into his office.
“What are you doing in my office,” he
said to a rounded man with a chubby face.
“Mr. Jones? It’s me, Johnny.”
“No! I don’t know who you are! I
demand to know what kind of sick joke this
is! This is my office, MY gas station! And, I

will call the police if you do not leave!”
Suddenly, he stopped and just stared.
“Mr. Jones. Let me take you home. You
look exhausted.”
“What? Where am I? How did I get
here?” Jones honestly didn’t recall how he
got there. He now knew where he was but
he didn’t know how. He was slowly starting
to drift away.
He sat in his room letting the darkness
engulf him. The last few days were a blur.
He would end up somewhere and not
remember where he was. The cops escorted
him home every now and then because
people were afraid he would get hurt. He
didn’t know his neighbor when he showed
up at his door. He couldn’t remember where
he was half the time and he didn’t know the
beautiful lady that sat on his nightstand
beside his bed. Although, she seemed oddly
familiar.
Jones sat beside her bedside and held
her hand.
“Don’t leave me. Please.” He begged
her, but he knew she couldn’t do anything
about it.
“Take care of our son. He needs you.”
She smiled up at him. He couldn’t believe
this was happening.
“I love you.” The beeping noise caught
him off guard, indicating she was gone.
Days passed and she was buried underneath
the tree where they had met, and dreamed of
a life together.
He was at the entrance of the hospital.
When he walked inside, he went up to the
desk.
“I’m here to visit Mary Jones please.”
The nurse at the desk looked through
her chart.
“I’m sorry sir, but there seems to be no
Mary Jones in this hospital.”
“This must be some type of mistake.
My wife, she isn’t doing well,” he choked
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back his tears. “I need to see her!” He
pounded his fist on the desk, making people
turn their heads.
“Mr. Jones?” A security guard had
made his way to the front desk.
“She won’t let me see my wife. I need
to see her before anything happens,” he
explained with a slight quiver in his voice.
“Mr. Jones. C’mon. Can I arrange a
ride home for you?” the security guard
asked.
“Uh?”
“C’mon Mr. Jones, let me call you a
taxi.” The security guard placed his hand on
Jones’s shoulder leading him down the
hospital corridor.
“Dad will you be at my baseball game?”
His seven year old son, with his blue uniform on and
his baseball in his hand, reminded him of himself
when he was little.
“Sorry bud, I can’t today,” he said. Ever
since his wife died, he didn’t want to do anything. He
knew his son needed him but the boy needed his
mother also, and he needed his wife.
“Oh ok. I guess I understand.” The look on
his son’s face made his heart shatter.
“You know what? I just might be able to
make it.” His son’s smile brightened the room.
“Great! The game starts at 1:00!” he yelled
over his shoulder as he ran out to the car that waited
to take him to the game.
It was one o’clock, the snow falling
lightly, making the day seem more frigid
than it already was. Mr. Jones sat there with
a baseball shirt on, pants and a baseball cap.
No coat.
One of his old friends was out and saw
him. He made his way over to him.
“Bill? What are you doing? It’s freezing
out here!!!”
“Well, I’m waiting for the game to
start. My son is the best one on the team,

you know? I told him I wouldn’t miss this
one.”
The old friend looked at him. He knew
Mr. Jones’s mind was drifting away, but he
didn’t realize it could get this bad, this
quick.
“C’mon Mr. Jones, unfortunately the
game has been cancelled. Let’s get you
inside.”
Now, Mr. Jones sat in a nursing home.
Confined in the walls of this “prison”. He
couldn’t remember much of how he got
there. Nurses would come in his room,
checking up on him. It became a regular
routine of them asking him odd questions
like “What is your name?”, or “What year is
it, Mr. Jones?” Somehow, he would always
give the wrong answer. On this particular
day, a nurse came in and sat down beside
him.
“Hello Mr. Jones. I have some pictures
here today that I would like you to look at.”
She held up a picture of where Mr. Jones
used to work. The old gas station that he
“visited” earlier that week.
“That’s my gas station. I’m supposed
to be working today, but I’m stuck in this
god-forsaken place.”
The women shook her head and
moved to the next picture. This picture was
a picture of his son as a little boy in his
baseball uniform.
“That’s my boy. He is a great baseball
player. I never saw him play before. The one
I went to got canceled.”
“Can you tell me who this is, Mr.
Jones?” She held up a picture of a young
woman. She looked very familiar.
Mr. Jones studied the picture, tried to
find a memory in his mind of this young
lady, but he couldn’t.
“Um… Am I supposed to know her?
“He studied the picture again. Nothing.
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Mr. Jones didn’t know where he
was going but he kept on walking. Finally,
he made it to a park. In his hands, was a
single yellow flower that was withering
away. He had taken it from the nursing
home before he left. He had found it to be
beautiful. Its petals were small and broken,
and every time the frosty wind blew, a petal
drifted away, much like the old man.
Silvery flakes drifted down,
glittering in the bright light of the moon. He
stood there in the middle of the falling starlike flakes. Blue creeping up on his
fingertips and lips. But, in his eyes, it was
summer. The baby blue sky, the full trees,
and the green grass, and that one tree in the
middle of the park where a girl with hair as
smooth as silk, flowing in the wind, sat. One
foot after the other, he made his way over to
her. He sat down beside her, on the freshly
cut grass, but in reality, he sat down in the
frigid, white snow.
He looked at her, smiled.
“I knew I could never forget you.
Now I won’t have to worry about you
drifting away from me anymore. I almost
forgot you, you know? I’ve been having
trouble remembering things lately. It’s hard
being old.” He chuckled.
“That doesn’t matter anymore, Bill.
And, you never forgot me in your heart, just
that big brain of yours.”
“But, I just don’t know what to do
anymore, Mary. I keep forgetting things. I
end up somewhere, but I don’t know how I
get there.”
“Bill, your mind is taking you back
to the places in your past that you
remember the most that affected you deeply.
Do you know where you are now?”
“Of course I do. This is where we
first met. I love this tree. After you died, I
came to this tree every day. I guess I thought
you would always come back and make
things better.”

“Well, I’m here now. I’m here to
take you home, Bill.”
He looked at her, with tears forming
in his eyes. “You mean I get to come with
you, and be with you forever now? No more
drifting in and out of reality, and having to
suffer?”
She shook her head. “We are going
home now.”
He started to shiver as coldness
crawled up his back and around his face.
Her hand tangled with his, causing warmth
to shoot through his body.
“Are you ready?” she asked.
He had never been more ready for
anything in his life. Mr. Jones sat at the base
of the tree, his little heart finally gave out
but a little smile remained on his face.
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“The Unmasking”
aylor Hoover

T
N

o one realizes that I am sick.
Or at least, I think that I’m sick,
but how can I tell? Maybe it’s just
the house playing tricks on me.
The house is evil. I can feel it seeping
through the drafty wooden floors and
dripping down the walls. It snakes around
the archaic, allergy-inducing furniture. It
thrives in the shadows among the ancient
mold colonies and thick, revolting cobwebs
which garnish every corner of this vile
house. However, it prominently congregates
in the little red room. This is the room

which I also occupy.
I stumble out of bed after a long,
sleepless night. I am tormented both night
and day, never able to fully relinquish its
grasp on me. I walk to my mirror and
attempt to make myself look presentable.
This is a hard and completely useless task.
However, succeeding in making myself
decent for one more day gives me one more
day before it can completely overtake me.
I stare horrified into the old, filmy
mirror. Every day, I lose more and more of
myself. It tries to suck the life out of me, and
all of its onslaughts are beginning to take a
noticeable toll.
I begin the monotonous process of
removing the stringy, strands of black hair
from my face. As I work, I can feel the
evilness creeping up behind me. It often
tries to ambush me during these moments
when I allow my guard to slip. Ignoring it, I

50 | P a g e

~ S t a r d u s t ~

~2017 E d i t i o n ~

pull my straggly hair away from my sallow,
pallid face. Dull, lifeless, blue eyes stare at
me in the mirror.
Suddenly, I am overwhelmed by it. I
lose all vision as I tumble to the cold, dusty,
wooden floor. I regain my vision, only to
watch in horror as blood drips from the red
walls.
The oppressive little room begins to
close in, suffocating me. As the room closes
in, the walls whisper to me, filling me with
unspeakable terror. I dash back to my bed in
an attempt to receive some solace, but my
bed is gone. It has been taken away. In its
place is a moldy mattress covered in old
moth-eaten rags.
“I’m going to lose myself this time,” I
think hopelessly. “This time it’s never gonna
set me free.” The walls begin screechingscreams that fill me with incomprehensible
terror. The cries radiate throughout the
room and vibrate inside of me. I stuff my
fingers in my ears in a vain attempt to stifle
the horrifying wails.
“I can’t give up! I must fight! I have
to win one more day.”
I make a split-second decision and
dash off the bed. In an attempt to flee it, I
sprint through the narrow hallway and
down the rickety old steps. As I thrust open
the back door and escape into the garden,
the old, rusty door hinges groan in protest.
Once safely outside, I kneel over and
rest my arms on my knees, wheezing as I try
to catch my breath.
After
I
have
stopped
hyperventilating, I begin to look around the
garden.
“NOOO!!!”
I turn quickly in circles to inspect
the garden. Weeds run rampant around the
flower beds. The beautiful stone wall is
being suffocated by vines and is crumbling.
The rose bushes have lost their roses; the
thorns have multiplied and erected an
impregnable, serrated wall. The freshly

mowed lawn has become a gigantic mud
puddle.
The normally clean air has become
acidic and putrid. The weather that
generally tends to be warm and pleasant is
damp and icy. Gusts of glacial wind swirl
around me, chilling me to the bone within
seconds.
“How? How can this happen? My solace,
my refuge, my sanctuary!” I think despairingly.
Dejectedly, I plop down onto the
ground, straight into the rancid mud. I
continue to stare at the hopelessly
destroyed garden, willing it to become the
lovely sanctuary it was before.
Once again, it comes for me.
Silently, it slinks across the garden
and whispers to the air. The wind begins to
pick up speed. However, I am so caught up
in my grief that when it comes for me, I
don’t detect it until it’s too late.
Slowly, I rise from the mud. I watch
as the sky gets darker and darker.
BOOM!
A clap of thunder.
My head is bursting.
Raven-black crows surround the
garden. Hundreds of them flock on the
dilapidated wall and congregate on bushes
and tree branches.
Waiting.
Watching.
Anticipating my next move.
Then the rose bushes come to life.
They spring up from the ground and the
thorn-covered vines creep towards me.
Their pointed barbs ready to puncture my
skin.
Screaming, I turn and begin to flee
the garden. I slide on mud and land with my
face partially submerged in the liquid earth.
One of the vines grabs my ankle. Adrenaline
courses through me and I flail about
frantically, breaking free from my captor. I
spring off the ground and continue towards
the house as the crows begin their descent,
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cawing and screeching as they attack me
from the heavens.
Inside the house, I race up to the
little red room. Desperately, I slam shut the
door. Once inside, I realize that I have just
trapped myself. It surrounds me, cackling in
glee. It begins to slowly converge on me.
Downstairs, I can hear the front
door open.
“Hello,” he calls up the stairs.
“Anybody home?”
Suddenly, the room lurches
violently. I collapse on the floor in a fit of
spasms. It might have only lasted for a few
seconds or a few hours, but time ceased to
have meaning during that time.
When I sit up, the room is
transformed. It has momentarily retreated.
After it relinquishes its claim, the room is
restored to its original state. My bed returns
to normal, the mirror becomes clean and the
intricate rim shimmers from the silver of
which it’s made. The walls are a beautiful
light pink and the hardwood floors freshly
polished.
Outside, the garden has been
restored to its former splendor. The sun is
shining on the delicate blossoms which are
in full bloom. The garden wall is resurrected
in a beautiful display of architecture. The
lawn is a wide expanse of lush green once
again.
Opening the window, I breathe in a
deep breath of fresh air. There is a slight
breeze, but the weather has become warm
once again and is extremely pleasant on my
exposed arms. He will not see the marks. No
one will see the marks.
“Hello,” he calls again.
I walk out of the little red room and
begin to descend down the beautiful
staircase. As I make my way to greet him, I
smooth down my hair and dust off my dress,
carefully masking the insanity so that…
No one realizes my horror.

No one realizes the truth that evil
desires me.
No one knows.
No one but me.
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“Safe Harbor”

O
I

livia Bietz

close my eyes. Everything is now bright
and warm.
I open my eyes.

The sun!
I stand beside a tree, and I look up.
The sky is bluer than the crayon I use to
color the pictures in my coloring book.
There are big clouds floating in the blueness.
The yellow sun looks down at me. I’m
wearing a green outfit because green is my
favorite color. It kind of matches the leaves
on the tree I stand beside. My outfit is
stretchy, has a black mask to go around my
eyes, a black cape, and has “Mr. B” on my
chest in big, black letters. Mr. B means Mr.
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Big. Everyone calls me Mr. Big in Safe
Harbor because I’m only 7 years old, so I’m
still kind of short. But I have big muscles so
I can save people!
In Safe Harbor, many people need
my help. A different family always calls for
me to help them around the same time every
day. Right after I eat my lunch. I like helping
families. They are so nice to me. In fact, I
think I hear someone calling for me now!
I run down the rest of this sidewalk
I’m standing on and look out to the big cliff
that sits at the end of Safe Harbor’s streets.
From here, I see a green creature moving its
long body from side to side, but I can’t see
the whole thing. I get a running start across
the street and my cape attached to me starts
flapping behind me. Then, I’m flying! I love to
fly. It makes me feel like not even the fastest
runner in the entire city could EVER catch
me!
Cars drive beneath me on the street
I’m flying over, and from up here in the air, I
can see the green menace.
A DRAGON!
I fly as fast as I can, and I can hear
the family calling a second time for me: “Mr.
Big! Come save us, please!”
And another voice: “Help us, Mr.
Big! Please come help us!”
I am flying so so so fast now. The
dragon sitting on the cliff is now starting to
get mad. Smoke is coming out is big, holely
nose. I can even see those sharp, razor-like
teeth gleam in the sun as I fly towards it.
The dragon roaring in a very mean voice to
this family that is in danger.
The waves in the water behind the
cliff are splashing very loudly against the
sharp rocks that wait for someone to fall off
the cliff. They’re kind of scary to me… (but
don’t tell anyone I said that!)
I circle the cliff while I’m flying so I
can see what’s going on:
A daddy and a mommy are sitting
behind a rock in the cliff’s hidden cave,

which is on the opposite side of the cliff
from the road. They’re hugging each other,
and it looks like they’re shaking. They’re
probably both really scared. As I behold the
land in front of the cave, I see a boy with
blonde hair like mine, who is lying face
down on the cliff’s ledge in front of the
hidden cave opening. A little girl, wearing a
very pretty light blue dress and loose white
bows in her hair, is in the dragon’s hand. I
have to stop this dragon!
I fly down to the landing by the cave
opening, and tell the family that I am finally
here!
“Mr. Big is here!” I say in my grown up
voice.
“Help us! Help our little Mia, please!
She is about to be eaten by that monstrous
beast!” says the mommy.
“Okay! I’m on it!” I say back.
The dragon spots me quickly. He
starts trying to breathe fire towards me! I
run away from him, and I run to the boy
who is lying on the ledge. I turn him over
(he is so easy to turn over because of my
strength) and look at his face. His eyes are
closed, but he is breathing, which is good!
There are many bloody cuts on him: above
his left eyebrow, across both cheeks, on his
chin. I wonder what the dragon did to him,
but then I remember I have a little girl to
save!
I use my hands and arms to pull the
boy through the dirt and rocks on the
landing and into the cave. While this is
happening, the dragon keeps blowing his
fiery air at me. But this is actually a good
thing: the dragon is now distracted from
trying to hurt the little girl and is only
trying to hurt me. He won’t be able to hurt
me, though. I’m the strongest and fastest
person here!
As I finish dragging the boy into the
cave, the daddy thanks me, then tells me to
save his “baby girl.” I think in my head: but
she’s not a baby… she’s my age. Does that mean I’m a
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baby? I have to continue to save this family,
though! Don’t think about anything else! Just do
what you are good at: being a superhero!
I turn around and take my first, long
look at the “monstrous beast,” as the
mommy said to me (even though I have no
idea what that means). The dragon is green,
as I saw when I was flying to the cliff, but as
I look at his body, it sparkles and looks kind
of bluish, too… Just like my coloring crayons!
He has big, red pointy things on his back.
His claws are so long and sharp! They look
like they could really hurt someone. His eyes
are red, like the pointy things on his back.
The dragon is standing on his back two legs,
and his tummy is white. Orange fire comes
from his very large mouth. Mia is in his right
hand, and her light blue dress is torn. Her
white bows lie at the dragon’s feet, and long
brown curly hair falls down from her head
and in between the dragon’s fingers.
I begin thinking again.
Okay, Mr. Big. Time to show what you can
do. You’ll have to fly around the cliff a few times to
confuse Mr. Dragon. He’ll spin around a few times
while looking for me and stumble on the boulders
that line the cliff’s edge. He’ll fall, and while he falls
towards the sharp rocks in the ocean water, I will be
able to fly down and save Mia just in time!
I finish thinking about my plan. I’ve
always been good at planning my family
rescues.
I look up at Mr. Dragon. He still holds
Mia, who looks like she’s sleeping in his
hand. Mr. Dragon is looking around for the
rest of the family members, but they’re all
hiding behind big rocks in the cave. Mr.
Dragon is too big to see them or to fit into
the cave. They’re all safe from him.
I start running from where I stand on
the cliff and I take off flying in the air. I look
down at Mr. Dragon, who is now picking up
rocks on the ledge with his free hand and

looking under them for the family. I fly low,
right in front of Mr. Dragon’s stinky face, so
he can see me.
It works!
He roars at me and tries to blow fire
at me, but I’m too fast. I circle around the
cliff, and the dragon’s view follows me. He
begins to spin in circles, probably becoming
dizzy. I circle the cliff a second time, and he
starts to trip over the rocks on the cliff
ledge. I circle the cliff a third time, and his
feet begin to walk towards the edge. Just as
I finish the fourth circle around the cliff, I
hear the dragon let out a big
“ROAAAAAAR!!!” and I see him disappear
from the cliff as he breathes fire one last
time.
Mia’s mommy and daddy run over
to the edge of the cliff, gasping. I swoop
down past Mia’s family and soar through
the air. The dragon has let go of Mia while
he fell, and now it will be easier to catch
Mia. However, from where I am flying, it
looks like it will be hard to catch her
without hurting either one of us. The
dragon hits some sharp rocks sticking out of
the water, and he growls in a low voice.
Smoke comes out of his mouth, and his eyes
flutter like my cape before taking off. Mia is
heading towards the rocks, quickly. She’s
still asleep though, and her curly hair flies
all around her. She’s really very pretty to
look at. Her hair is so long and curly, like
her mommy’s, and her cheeks are so pink. I
fly faster and faster to get underneath her.
Her family stands at the tiptoe edge of the
cliff, and I realize that I won’t have enough
time to save both of us! I use all of my
strength to catch her and throw her up to
her family on the ledge. I see the dad and
mom reach out with their arms, just as I’m
hit hard ----I look up from where I’m sitting on the
wet grass. A dodgeball lies a few feet away
from me in a puddle. Christopher comes
running over to where I sit.
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“Sorry, Ben! Didn’t realize you were
over here. Come line up, Miss D wants us all
inside,” he says. He picks up the dripping
ball and skips over to where everyone is
lining up.
I look up above the door that stands
open where we’ll all walk in together and go
get our baths together and brush our teeth
together and go to bed together: a sign
hangs and says:
SAFE HARBOR
BOYS & GIRLS ORPHANAGE
- BACK ENTRANCE I sigh and then stand and run to
where all of my friends are standing in a line.
It starts to rain a little bit, and Miss Dames
is now telling us to hurry inside. I go to flap
my cape behind me so I can get inside
quickly, but then I remember.
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“Cheater”

M
I

akayla
Ritchey

can’t stop staring.
The glistening blood sparkles on what is
left of her face. The same face that had
ruined a relationship.
The light of early morning leaks
through the small basement window that is
partially covered with cardboard and duct
tape. This light reveals the aftermath, the

blood intermixed with her dark brown hair.
Strands of hair surround her sharp jaw line
and the rest drowns in a pool of red. The
hair that once complimented her exquisite
facial structure now tells a tale of Jennifer’s
demise. The pool of red runs so deep and so
wide I could bathe in it. She floats in it.
She lay still. The breath barely
escapes her lungs. She tries to cling to life
just as her short red dress once clung to her
smooth pale skin.
The last bit of air finally leaves her
lungs.
I’ve never seen death close up.
Here it is.
Her skin is on the other side of the
room, dripping from the clothesline. It
retains chunks of what came off with the
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flesh. It was a simple task, a matter of
minutes. The hard part was keeping her
conscious.
Her chest sinks deeper with each
gasp of moldy air. I realize these are just
convulsions from her muscles. You can hear
the life leave her lungs with every wheeze
and whisper. This sound feeds me.
I stand over her holding the axe that
has torn her rib cage and revealed her lungs.
I glimpse at the blade of the axe and see my
reflection. I notice my make-up is now gray
and running down blotched cheeks. My
eyes are empty shells of no regret, my hair a
knotted mess. Strands stand out of place
from their previous curls. They indicate the
struggle in getting her to stay still. My
sequined dress is torn.
I look at her eyes and then to her
open abdomen. I become lost looking at her
whole unskinned body. I see her muscles
still moving in perfect synchronization. I
see her heart beating slowly. It gets slower
and slower with every moment that goes by.
The pool is now an ocean of blood. It
reaches my feet. I step back, relentlessly
staring in her eyes. I watch the life leave.
There is no life anywhere else on her.
Her empty tears beg me to salvage
the last few seconds of life and turn them
into eternity. Nothing can save her life. Not
even a miracle. She is a fine hock of meat-bone in. I lean over her; my grin widens as I
tilt my head slowly till it is inches from my
collar bone.
I whisper, “Say hello to John for
me.”
I stand straight up and bring my
elbow to my ear. The blade strikes right
between her eyes. Blood shoots onto my
face. I steadily wipe it off and look at my
fingers. I drop the axe beside what is left of
Jennifer. I then bring my fingers to my lips
and drag my tongue across my fingers and
palms.
“Crazy b----.”

These words taste delicious.
I struggle to get up the steps. All of
the energy has left my body. I let my hands
run along the wall. They leave a trail of
blood in their path. The pattern almost
looks beautiful mixed with the ivorycovered walls. Once I reach the top of the
steps, I see John still struggling along the
blood soaked granite tile to reach the phone.
His baby blue dress shirt stained red around
where I had previously struck him with the
axe. I had to strike him in the lower back
because that was the easiest place to hit. I
had to stop and stare at his quivering body
for a moment while he army crawled to the
phone at a sloth’s pace.
“You look so good in that shirt, hun!” I
smile at him and stare in awe at his gorgeous face.
The sunlight made his masculine face look like an
angel.
The room is done with gold and white. It’s
more like a royal room than a regular one. I have a
hold of the baby monitor listening to my beautiful
new baby sleep in the room across the hall. “I think
it makes me look fat”, his smile meets mine and he
places his hands sarcastically on his hips.
He takes my breath away. A giggle escapes
my throat and I fall in love with him all over again.
He steps towards me so I stand up to meet him
halfway. We laugh together and our lips meet. Our
foreheads meet as we both look at my petite hand
and the brand new engagement ring. It sparkles so
beautifully in the light that I can’t even believe it’s
mine. The words barely escape my throat,” Promise
you’ll never hurt me?”
“I promise, my darling”.
me.

These memories quickly infuriate

He has made it to the phone and is
dialing with trembling hands. I grab his feet
and drag him away from the phone. I can
slightly hear the 911 operator on the phone
asking the usual emergency questions. This
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sound is shortly lived once John beings to
plead for forgiveness
“Please! Please, don’t hurt me! I promise I won’t
ever even think about looking at another
girl! You’re perfect, baby! Just please, if you
don’t hurt me anymore we can work this
out. What would Sarah say if she could
speak and see what you’re doing? Come on!”
His words are quickly lost in my
thoughts. However, I find is pleas for help
hilarious so I laugh into the sky with my
foot on his chest and a hand on my chest. I
deliver on quick stomp of my neon pink heel
to his temple as soon as I look down and
catch him crying. I quickly hang up the
phone.
I watch from across a darkened
room. I am engulfed by shadows and
surrounded by cold brick walls that are
unseen at the moment. John awakens with a
groan and heavy breathing. His head roles
across his shoulders. His fingers begin to
wiggle as his eyes shoot open. His words are
muffled behind a duct-tape covered sock.
His arms tied down to wooden arm rests
that once held up my aching arms while
holding our baby girl, Sarah. His shaking,
muscular legs were connected to the chair’s
legs by barbed wire. His bare feet lay on the
cold concrete floor of the spare room in the
basement. The only light that shown in the
room came from a single lamp on the ceiling
directly above John’s head.
I come out from the darkness and
lock eyes with the once love of my life. This
sparks the anger within me. “You know,
John. Love is a beautiful thing. What we
had, it was beautiful. However, there was
one little flaw. I began to tap a hammer to
the palm of my left hand as a pace back and
forth in front of John. “That one little flaw
being a little WHORE!” The hammer meets
John’s knuckles with the force of 1,000 lies
being built up. I continue as he whimpers
and his knuckles begin to bleed.

“I’ve known about you two for the
past year. Has it been longer than that? I bet
it has. It seemed like you two knew each
other pretty well in our own bed. Our own
bed! I sleep there! His eyes begin to water
(faking for sure) and his head drops to his
chest. I walk over and grab a handful of his
hair and pull his head up to meet mine.
“Anyways, Jennifer is gone now. Now we
have nothing to worry about. Sarah is with
my mother. Now it’s just you and I.” I stop
pacing and meet his gaze. “Now, it’s time to
know what I felt after knowing our love was
no more”.
I remove toothpicks from John’s packets
and wiggle them in his face and I giggle to
myself. I kiss his forehead then whisper in
his ear,” I will never regret this”.
I get on my knees and place one
toothpick under his big toe nail. I look up at
John and his eyes have become twice their
normal size and tears flood his rosy cheeks. I
let out a maniacal laugh. I take this feeling
and pull the hammer back. It meets the
toothpick as it drives underneath the
toenail. Blood rushes from underneath as
John screams. These screams are barely
recognizable due to the sock. However, you
can still hear the pain in the hazy cries.
I continue to do the same thing nine more
times.
As I’m about to stand up, I hear
sirens from a distance and this causes me to
shoot up and race out to the main corridor
of the basement. I look out the window to
see police, fireman and ambulances line up
in the brick driveway. My heart hits the
floor and beads of sweat form on my
forehead.
I hear the knock of police at the
door as I reach for the gun. I hear three more
bangs and then the front door hit the
ground as policeman cautiously step
through the door. I look in the chamber to
find two bullets. I walk into the room with
John who has now passed out from the pain.
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I put the chamber to his forehead and pull
the trigger quickly without remorse. I hear
the police yelling. I can’t make out the
words because all I can hear is my heart
beating. I raise the gun to my mouth and I
can taste the tears, blood and lead. I can’t
bring myself to do it. I begin to search for a
way out.
The basement.
I jump across John’s feet and head
for the stairs.
In the basement I see it: the furnace
gas pipe. I strike the pipe with the axe and
fall to the ground.
I lean my body on the wall next to
the furnace and let my body weight sink to
my knees.
I slide down the wall till I’m sitting in a
puddle of blood and meat chunks listening
to police break down the basement door
and rush down the steps. My legs lay flat on
the floor with my hands at my sides. I sit
like this for what feels like eternity till the
policemen reach where I’ve been sitting.
They all point their guns at me as
they stare in horror at the floor where her
remains lay. Then like a crack of a whip they
all look straight at me.
However, I don’t feel anything. No
remorse. No sadness. No fear.
They scream at me but I can’t make
out what they’re saying. All I hear is ringing.
I sit and stare at Jennifer’s remains and
thinking about Sarah. “I love you Sarah.
Forever and always.” My whispers infuriate
the policeman.
“One last smoke for the road,” I
whisper. No one hears it but me. I pull out a
cigarette and light it. Stream of fires and
thunderous roars fill the basement when
thumbs strikes the lighters.
Everything goes silent. Everything is
silent. No more torture. No more crying. No
more cheating.
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“Red, White, & …”
ack Murtagh

J

T

he red rays of the setting sun were
on the verge of abandoning the
world to the night. He stood at the
edge of the water, steel knife in
hand, blade glinting in the last light of day.
Silence smothered the air. His lungs
pumped vigorously in fear and nervous
anticipation. Waves of white began to fill
the dimming foliage around him, moving
like an ominous mist ready to engulf its
prey. The thought echoed in his mind:
This red dirt’s gonna have a little more
pigment tonight.
A flash jolted down the red dirt
Tanzanian back road as Phillip manned the
off-white Toyota Land Cruiser. He took one
hand off the steering wheel to scratch at the

side of his chafed neck where a strap of his
thirty-pound backpack had rested earlier in
the day. The vehicle thrashed violently as it
passed over potholes, nearly throwing the
black-framed sunglasses off of Phil’s face.
Outstretched in all directions was
the barren but magnificent landscape of
Tanzania’s wilderness. It was all covered in
the same red dirt that trailed behind the
vehicle and was dotted with specimens of
the unique water-storing baobab tree. Low,
wispy brush filled the space in between.
Phil loved his home state of Virginia, but
Africa was really starting to grow on him.
“Rob, where’s she showing up on the
tracker?” yelled Elaine, breaking Phil’s train
of thought.
Phil and his colleagues, Elaine and
Robert, had been conducting studies in the
bush for the last four days. The team was
observing the behavioral habits of the lesser
kudu, a mid-sized antelope with a brown
pelt and two spiraling horns jutting out
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from its head. The animal is indigenous only
to the drought-filled lands of Tanzania and
is somewhat rare. With a patch of white fur
on its face, the kudu had come to be known
as the Ghost of the Bushveld. It was 6:27 PM
and the team was back at their research
once more.
“If I can hold the darn thing still for
a second. The road’s playin’ hell on me right
now,” Rob responded. He stared intently at
the computer screen and held on to it with a
death grip as the image bounced manically.
He finally responded, “Aha, looks like she’s
bedded down near watering hole 4. Ya got
that Phil?”
“Yep. With a left turn up ahead,
we’ll be there in a minute,” Phil stated.
The white trunks of parched trees whizzed
past the vehicle and rusty red sand
spattered
the
windshield.
Phil’s
appreciation for the place had grown since
his reluctant arrival in Africa last Tuesday.
To him, Africa was always referred to as a
breeding ground for disease and man eating
animals, but now he saw the land much
differently. His thoughts were filled with
the novelty of it all. From the baobab, the
only tree of its kind, which had adapted to
store water in its sparse canopy, to the rare
antelope that they had tagged and were
tracking now, Tanzania was filled with
bizarre wonders. That’s why Phil loved it.
However, Phil had been told by the
natives of other bizarre wonders that were
rumored to fill the land, some very
foreboding in nature. The lesser kudu was
not the only animal known to have ghostlike qualities in Tanzania. Legend shrouded
an elusive creature of the bush, akin to
America’s Sasquatch in its mystical
properties. It could very well be dismissed
as a hoax like most any other monster tale
but the few locals who had allegedly seen it
shivered with a fear that was undeniably
real.
“Phil! Ya with me?” yelled Elaine.

“Yeah yeah. Just daydreaming,” he
countered.
“We’re about 1 click out. Let’s park
the Cruiser and walk the rest so we don’t
disturb it,” Elaine said with urgency.
Phil proceeded to park along the
berm and the team swung out of the doors
and onto the red soil. They began the short
trek to the watering hole where the
antelope was holed up.
As his calf-high boots narrowly
dragged over dirt mounds and withering
twigs, Phil’s mind began to wander once
more. He thought back to the lore and
mystery surrounding the wilds of Africa,
particularly of the ominous legend they
were told of before.
Who thinks of stories like this? Only monster
story I’ve heard from Africa was ole Scar out of the
Lion King.
Upon the team’s arrival in the area,
they were greeted by a local man who was
distinguished as a tribal elder. He was frail
and old and wore tattered robes
accompanied by a walking staff. He met the
trio with a warm welcome and spoke in an
accented variation of English. The elder led
them around the nearby village, introduced
them to several tribesmen and then sat them
down inside a hut with the other village
elders for a chat.
“Now, when you go out there, be
respectful to the land and be careful of it as
well,” an elder warned.
Sure. The Big 5: lion, leopard, hippo, elephant,
rhino. Got it. Everyone’s heard of ‘em before.
“Along with the usual dangers, there
has been talk of another creature out there,”
the elder cautioned. This caught Phil’s
attention immediately.
“It’s most likely just a joke to scare the
children, but there is a man in the village
who is said to have encountered it. He said
it was like a white shadow. It moved
without weight like mist,” the elder
continued.
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“Sounds interesting,” Rob blurted out.
“Could we go see the man who
spotted it?” Phil asked.
“He is still very shaken up, but we will
take you to him,” one of the locals
responded.
The small group strolled through the
village until they came upon a modest
wooden hut. A purple patterned rug draped
over the doorway and a torch was lit
outside. The elder called into the hut. A
shaky voice responded in the native tongue
and the elder waved the group in.
As Phil entered the hut his eyes
were drawn to a crouching figure in the
shadowed corner. The man convulsed as if
in a seizure and snapped his head in their
direction. He stood up in an instant and
burrowed into the corner as if he were
about to be attacked. Clearly someone or
something had left its mark and the man
was terrified.
“Ya know what, let’s the poor guy
alone. I apologize for intruding,” Phil said.
“Very well then,” the elder sighed. He
muttered an apology to the man in the
corner and followed Phil out the door.
A small berm blocked the view of
the watering hole. The group trudged up,
loose sand sweeping over their boot laces.
As Phil crested the mound, he crouched to
view the area below.
The green water of the watering hole
lay below, no more than 50-meters across.
The same bland foliage dotted the bank,
with a few feet of shore on all sides. Phil
glanced around for the kudu until his eyes
came to rest on a white stomach, overturned
on the shore. The sand around it was deeply
soaked.
“Ah man. Something got to it before
we did,” Phil said with disgust.
“Well, that’s back to camp for us,”
Elaine stated.

“Friggin’ lions are relentless man,” Rob
chimed in.
“Alright, you guys head back to the
truck. I’ll get the tag,” Phil sighed.
The others began the walk back while
Phil sidestepped down the mound and
walked over to the kudu. He unsheathed his
serrated knife, its steel blade glinting white
in the sun, and, with it, cut the band of the
tracking device on the kudu’s ear. The head
had barely been touched but the rest of the
body was shredded with hardly any
remnant of meat still attached to its
skeleton.
Phil then turned about and made the
short trek back to the Toyota. There were
still other kudu that they had tagged earlier
to observe, but Phil scowled at the waste of
time and resources that they had
experienced tonight. The sun was beginning
to fall over the Bushveld. He followed the
boot prints that the group had left minutes
earlier and finally neared the spot where he
had parked the Toyota.
“Alright guys! You better have that AC
runni---,” Phil froze in his tracks.
As he rose his head to see the vehicle,
he was greeted by a sight of horror: the
ground beneath the vehicle was soaked
heavily, the same as the kudu, and a single
limp arm peeked out from behind one of the
tires, which were slashed apart on the axles.
Phil took one small step back, mouth
drooped in exasperation with his eyes fixed
on the scene ahead of him. From somewhere
in near the vehicle arose an ear-shattering
scream which Phil felt resonate deep within
his stomach.
Over the roof of the Land Cruiser rose
a sinister creature. One hand with white fur
latched onto the car followed by another.
Then the creature leaped up: a humanoid
monster coated in white fur with the
features of a baboon. Its mouth opened wide
as its piercing eyed came to rest upon Phil.
Three inch teeth became visible and a low
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hiss erupted. Blotches or red stained its fur,
undoubtedly blood.
Before Phil could run, the monster
reared back as if ready to pounce. Phil
quickly reached for his knife as the creature
took flight from atop the Toyota. Its heft
and speed slammed into Phil and flattened
him on the red dirt. Phil was trapped and
instantly submitted to the freak of nature’s
inevitable killing prowess. He lay there on
the ground and realized that he wasn’t
being attacked. He stayed frozen, eyes shut
in fear, for a second more until he glanced
up to see his knife buried to the hilt in the
beast’s cranium, blood pouring onto Phil’s
khaki shirt.
Phil pushed the corpse aside and
stood up, dumbfounded. He yanked the
knife from the limp body’s skull and
thought of escape. The vehicle was not
going to get him out for sure with the tire
damage. Somewhere ahead of him in the
distance, he heard the ominous screams of a
creature once more, echoed by several
others.
Oh God help me.
He thought back to the water hole and its
green depths. He instantaneously turned
about and his feet pounded in a mad sprint
against the soil. No thought but survival
reached Phil’s mind now.
He reached the mound before the
pond and dove over it, rolling down the
embankment. He jumped back to his feet,
back to the water, prepared to make a final
stand against this monstrosity of nature.
The red rays of the setting sun were
on the verge of abandoning the world to the
night. He stood at the edge of the water,
steel knife in hand, blade glinting in the last
light of day. Silence smothered the air. His
lungs pumped vigorously in fear and
nervous anticipation. Waves of white began
to fill the dimming foliage around him,
moving like an ominous mist ready to engulf
its prey. The thought echoed in his mind:

This red dirt’s gonna have a little more
pigment tonight.
His fate drew closer as did the
beginning of night, light fading from the
African landscape. He stood ready to kill.
Lightning flew through the air
followed by the white flash of a knife. A
primordial yell, neither human nor animal,
then followed as the waters turned red.

64 | P a g e

~ S t a r d u s t ~

~2017 E d i t i o n ~

“Real Beauty through
Real Advertising”
aley Butina

H
O

ver the sixteen year span of my
lifetime, I have seen a countless
advertisements about soap. To be
fair, shampoos, conditioners, and
body wash all technically fall under the
category of soap. Nevertheless, between
insurance and restaurant advertisements,
my TV never fails to throw me an
advertisement encouraging me to go take a
shower. From women spinning around in
dark rooms showing off their flawless hair,
to shirtless men spraying themselves with
cans of aerosol masculinity, these
advertisements appear daily. I have seen an
infinite amount of soap commercials that
don’t make me feel anything special.
However, I have seen very few soap

advertisements that make me feel
empowered. I have seen even fewer that are
trying to start a social trend/revolution. Yet,
I have seen a series that does both. Dove’s
Real Beauty Campaign advertisements,
which are ultimately just selling soap
products, are doing so much more. Dove’s
Real Beauty Campaign has been
empowering
women/girls’
self-esteem
through advertisement since 2004. Dove’s
series of feel-good posters, commercials, and
film have sparked conversation in the female
community. Dove’s main mission is to make
all women feel beautiful. They are trying to
start a social revolution through their
product. This very clever marketing system
is very successful because of its underlying
use of ancient Greek persuasion tactics,
ethos, pathos, and logos.
It is rather unclear as to how Dove’s
Real Beauty Campaign uses methods of
ethos to persuade audiences, because they
do not use it in a “textbook” manner. It is
very common to see companies gain their
audience's trust in a product by having a
famous actress use their acne cream, or have
a famous football player eat their cereal. But
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Dove did something different, and frankly,
something that made more sense. One of the
biggest selling points in Dove’s Real Beauty
Campaign advertisements is that they don’t
bring celebrities or athletes into their
commercials; they bring in real people.
Hence the name “real beauty”, Dove plays on
the exposure of real women and their real
appearances. They gain their audiences’
trust by planting essential questions in their
viewers’ heads such as
why would you trust a celebrity or athlete
over a regular, average person, just like you?
Why would you be using a product that
people who have unattainable, perfect
qualities use? Why
would they even be using that product in
the first place? How could you possibly trust
somebody that you don’t know, or
somebody that’s so different than you?
Dove’s use of real women makes sense, in
the fact that the use of real women creates a
connection to their audience. Dove doesn’t
cast photo-shopped, paper-thin, makeup
coated models in their commercials. Instead,
they use women who don’t look any
different than a woman that you’d pass on
the street. They use women who don´t look
much different than what most women
would see when they look in the mirror.
These women are definitely not perfect; they
have many body imperfections such as
wrinkles or body rolls. But that’s the thing
that makes Dove’s Real Beauty Campaign so
different: they expose these imperfections
and encourage women to embrace them. A
great example of Dove demonstrating this
technique is in the first series of ads they
put in the campaign. Dove launched their
new campaign in 2004 by tackling the
stereotypes that surround “beautiful
women” and their “beautiful features”. Dove
would send their consumers pictures with
one of their “average-looking” models posing
by a question that allowed viewers to
choose one of two options. These questions

probed opinions concerning the model’s
physical appearance and beauty. These
questions included: “Flawed or Flawless?”,
“Grey or Gorgeous?”, “ExtraLarge or
ExtraSexy?”, and “Ugly Spots or Beauty
Spots?” These questions were the ones that
caused the campaign to spark conversation.
Back in 2004, it was unheard of to use an
unattractive woman on an advertisement
(unless of course, the advertisement was
demoting alcohol or cigarettes). It puts
average women in the place of “perfect”
ones. Seeing average looking women on a
billboard definitely grabbed an audience's
attention, and then left them with
something to think about after walking
away. The ad also almost implicates a
bandwagon technique in that women are
willing to buy a product that people “just
like them” would use. The use of ethos in
this campaign is especially interesting
because it is hidden under so many other
layers. Women don’t pick out famous
actresses or models from these commercials,
yet they still end up almost recognizing
them. However, the women that are
featured on the ads aren't recognized by
viewers as that new pop singer, or that
model on that magazine cover or Miss
America; they are recognized as mothers,
sisters, friends, and most importantly,
themselves. I think a reason that the ethos
technique is so effective in this campaign is
because women can identify with the
women advertising the product, thus
putting their trust in them. Doveś Real
Beauty Campaign is extremely effective
because they know how to (and do) direct
the
messages
planted
in
their
advertisements towards a specific audience:
women.
If one of the persuasive techniques
would have to be the most prominent in this
campaign, it would have to be pathos. The
majority of the advertisements play largely
on women’s emotions. Dove has taken the
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most prominent and common emotion
found in women and ran with it: selfconsciousness. It is a question that have
been asked for ages, “What makes a woman
beautiful?” Many men and women have
pondered this question since the beginning
of time, but at the start of the 20th century,
the influence of commercials and
advertisements has affected society’s
answer. Unfortunately, the paper-thin
models seen on the runway, the makeup
covered leading ladies seen in the movies,
and the photo-shopped girls in bras and
underwear seen on billboards everywhere
have set the standard of modern “beauty”.
This is very toxic because from the time that
they are young, women are always being
pressured to be beautiful. Women and girls
are always looking for examples of beauty,
and ways to achieve it. Modern day beauty
product companies take the insecurity
found in women and use it to their
advantage. They will use these seemingly
perfect women in their commercials, their
billboards, and even put them on the boxes
of their products, all in attempts to make
women feel insecure and push them to aim
for “beauty”. Beauty product companies
today have twisted the minds of women and
girls, getting them to believe that if you buy
this can of hairspray, you too can look like
the girl on the box. However, women and
girls soon find out that no matter how many
cans of hairspray or how many pounds of
eye-shadow you buy, you will never be able
to attain the beauty that is advertised. This
is where Dove’s Real Beauty Campaign
really hit home with women. They realized
this whole system going on with modern
day beauty products’ advertising, and
decided to put a spin on it. Dove wanted
their beauty products to obviously promote
beauty, but they wanted their viewers to be
able to feel beautiful too. Dove’s Real Beauty
Campaign, as I mentioned before, advertises
normal looking women. They put them up

on the big screens and billboards without
their hair or makeup done, and treat them
just like the fake, makeup-caked models are
treated. Dove manages to promote the same
example of beauty in these ordinary women.
What makes Dove’s Real Beauty Campaign
so special is that they promote natural,
realistic beauty. The beauty that they
promote is raw, attainable, and can be found
in every woman. Dove’s Real Beauty
Campaign tells women that their product
with not give them beauty, but enhance the
beauty that they already have. This idea is
revolutionary because no other beauty
company previously had promoted beauty
like this. The advertisements tell women
what they’ve always wanted to hear: “You’re
beautiful just the way you are.” This
promotion of “natural beauty” is applicable
to all of their insecure female viewers. It is a
genius marketing scheme because it is
vague, yet direct; Dove promotes their
beauty product to a broad audience: women,
yet promotes self-acceptance and natural
beauty through a deep issue that each and
every one of their consumers is facing:
insecurity. Dove uses this technique in all of
their commercials. However, in the past,
Dove has actually called out the ways of
modern day beauty advertising in a few of
their ads. For example, Dove shuts down the
idea of fake advertisement of beauty in a
short film called Evolution in 2006 . The film
follows a woman as she goes through the
process of getting her face put on a
billboard. The advertisement is filmed
through a time-lapse, as a regular looking
girl is coated in makeup and has her hair
done up, and photos are taken of her. But
even after that, the photos are
retouched; her face is slimmed, her neck is
lengthened, her eyes are enlarged, and
everything is altered. The short film ends
with the final product of the retouched
photo on a billboard on the street, and a cut
to a black screen that reads “No wonder our
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perception of beauty is distorted”
(Evolution). A reason that Dove’s use of
pathos is so effective is because the
commercials don’t just make their audiences
smile or feel good, they make them really
think about themselves, their self-image,
and their perspectives of beauty. One of the
most powerful short films that Dove has
released in their campaign was called “Dove
Real Beauty Sketches: You’re More Beautiful
Than You Think”. In 2013, Dove released a
film in which randomized, and more
importantly, “ordinary” women were
selected to be drawn by a forensic sketch
artist. After waiting in the lobby, women
entered an empty room and described
themselves to the sketch artist behind a
black curtain. The sketch artist would then
draw them strictly from their descriptions
of themselves. They had to describe features
such as eye shape, facial structure, and
hairstyle. It was common for these women
to point out their physical flaws and
insecurities. After they were done, the
women simply left. But little did they know
that while they were waiting in the lobby,
and random stranger was planted to observe
the woman, maybe have a conversation with
her, but most importantly, memorize what
she looked like. The stranger would then
enter behind the black curtain and give their
honest description of the woman they were
sitting in the waiting room with to the
sketch artist. The portraits were then put
side by side, and the women were brought
back in to view them. The results were
astounding. All of the women’s selfdescribed portraits made them look
haggard, unhappy, and unappealing. But the
descriptions given from total strangers
created much more beautiful (and accurate)
portraits (Appendix C). The self-described
portrait was basically a display of all the
women’s insecurities, while the strangerdescribed one was a display of the women’s
true, beautiful appearance (Dove). The

results obviously surprised the women, even
bringing some to tears. The commercial put
out a very strong message: women are more
beautiful than they think. This commercial
was extremely powerful and hit all women
right where it hurts. All women and girls are
insecure about their physical appearances
and “beauty”, and Dove knows this. Dove
takes these insecurities and encourages
women to embrace them, all while buying
their product. Dove’s Real Beauty
Campaign’s use of pathos by uprooting
women’s self-esteem is very present in their
marketing.
Dove also blows their marketing out
of the water by displaying effective logos
techniques. One factor that really propels
Dove’s Real Beauty Campaign is the
research that they provide about selfesteem. Dove is impressive because not only
are they telling their audience that women
are insecure, they provide national statistics
proving just how many. According to Dove’s
website, “Only 4% of women around the
world consider themselves beautiful”
(Surprising). Although shocking, this is a
true fact, and Dove’s marketing flourishes
through the exploitation of low self-esteem.
Every time Dove points out how insecure
women are, they open the door to the
“you’re naturally beautiful, embrace your
beauty through our products which will
make you nothing more than you, and you’re
perfect” approach. It is a flawless technique
that works every single time. This is
probably why Dove is constantly spitting
out statistics such as, “Only 11% of women
globally feel comfortable using the word
beauty to describe themselves”, “72% of girls
feel a tremendous pressure to be beautiful”
and “More than half (54%) of women
globally agree that when it comes to how
they look, they are their own worst beauty
critic”. These statistics instantly capture
their insecure audience. The most
interesting thing about the use of logos is
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that the most powerful statistics in this
campaign are not about Dove’s product, it’s
about women’s self-esteem. Also, the
statistics do a strange thing by capturing
their audience by announcing facts that
women are already aware of. These statistics
stir up an odd mixture of self-awareness,
self-pity, and social activism in their
audience. However strange it may be, it is a
tactic that is definitely working for Dove. A
popular way that Dove releases these
statistics is through social media. Dove’s
Real Beauty Campaign has recently
launched to Twitter. The campaign has
branched off and started a social media
based mini-campaign entitled “#Speak
Beautiful”. The campaign has taken to social
media (which is a very smart move to make
in today’s day and age), releasing social
media based statistics. In Dove’s newest
commercial
promoting
their
online
campaign, Dove states, “In 2014, women
sent over 5 million negative Tweets about
beauty and body image” (Dove). This tactic
is extremely effective because it manages to
send out their positive message, promote
their campaign through social media, all
while still promoting their product by
displaying examples of these negative
tweets on soap bars. Dove encourages their
audiences to tweet positive things about
themselves and each other’s physical beauty
using their hashtag, #SpeakBeautiful, thus
spreading their campaign like wildfire.
Dove’s subtle use of statistics that aren’t
even directly about their product shows
how effective the persuasive technique of
logos can be.
In conclusion, it is obvious that
Dove’s Real Beauty Campaign has come up
with ingenious ways to advertise their
product. From inspiring short films, to
average looking models, Dove has managed
to start one of the most viral campaigns of
the century.
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“My Vision of America”
aley Butina

H

2015 Voice of Democracy
Contest Winner

B

efore he left for the Middle East, my
brother told me to “dream big and
dream wide.” He told me that the
visions that we have when we’re
kids--when we’re just playing games with
our favorite toys—those visions become our
future.
Somewhere in America, a young
girl’s playing with a Barbie doll. She’s
dressing her up in endless fashion
combinations. She has the power to make
her Barbie's life perfect--and perhaps her

own. And this she does, convincing herself
that life can be made perfect.
Somewhere in America, perhaps in
that same backyard, is a brother with a
rucksack on his back. He sees his little
sister kneeling by the birch tree where he
once waged war with GI Joe. She hears the
screen-door slam and drops her doll in the
dirt.
“You gonna give me a hug?” he grins.
“Or will I have to chase you?”
And the chase is on, his eyes so alive
that she can see herself within them. When
the chase is over, he leaves to board his bus.
And she cries until her throat is as dry as
rust.
I still read my brother’s letters late
at night, through eyes that are wiser but still
red with tears, if for no other reason than to
honor the sanctity of that last chase beneath
the birch tree. Since his death, I’ve grown
up. While I hold tight to his letters, I’ve let
go of the Barbie and the little girl’s dream—
a dream that symbolizes for me a spiritless
vision. Instead of celebrating our freedom
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and those who shed their blood for it, it’s
incredibly easy to celebrate what my
brother called “the small stuff”--the latest
iPhone, the newest Lexus, the luxury estate.
It’s an empty celebration.
When the rest of the world thinks
fondly of America, it thinks of limitless
paths to prosperity. And it’s true! While
other countries try to rival our material
success, we quantify it in vain mathematical
terms: three-piece suits, four-car garages,
five-carat diamonds. But when I try to
quantify my brother’s sacrifice, I’m
ashamed—and I should be.
Compared to him, I’m a doll dressed
up for no special occasion.
Can a doll’s head conceive of a good
greater than itself? Can a dolls’ heart beat
with the urgency that made my brother’s
heart beat? Unfortunately, a nation of dolls
has neither a spine nor an identity—nor can
a doll stand against the forces that threaten
it.
My vision of America is to live with
a soldierly purpose. I want to wake up in
the morning worried less about credit cards
and more about our children, our elderly,
our veterans. I want to rekindle old
passions—not for Macy’s, Amazon, or eBay-but for Duty, Freedom, and the RedWhite-and-Blue.
My brother’s life emboldens me to
the same mission that’s driven our soldiers
through the ages: to fight. As I go about the
routines of my tiny, tiny existence, I know
that my life will be protected, no matter
how tiny. I thank God I live in a nation
where dependable men and women form a
daunting military force.
But can we all aspire to a soldierly
mission?
Surely there aren’t enough boots in
the army, nor could we all endure the
physical demands. At 4-foot-9, I wouldn’t
stand a chance under the weight of a loaded
rucksack, and I look as daunting as a mop in

my brother’s old boots. But there are
challenges for which I’m able to fight. I can’t
handle the kickback of an AK-47, but I can
handle the weapons of words. Armed with
a law degree, I’ll fight the battles for
underappreciated
veterans
and
for
underfunded schools, for high quality
education
and
for
constitutional
preservation.
Because somewhere in America,
there’s a boy with a loaded rucksack—and
he looks a lot like my brother. He’s standing
at a bus stop for a snapshot with his family,
his father in a suit, his mother in a plaid
skirt. With her Barbie doll in the dirt, his
sister tugs at his sleeve. She tells him she
loves him with admiration in her eyes. And
they all wave goodbye as his bus pulls away.
All across America, the children are
playing. I can see their reflections in my
brother’s eyes. And within each child, I see
the spirit of a soldier, some built for war,
others built for peace--but all with a duty.
And I know that someday, they’ll all board a
bus for a future where American dreams
come true.
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“How to Protect
America’s Borders?”

…Lay Policy, Not Stone

C

hloe Makdad

2016 American Legion Essay
Contest Winner
“Something there is that doesn't love a wall.”
— Robert Frost, “Mending Wall”

P

hilosopher
George
Santayana
postulated that those who ignore
history’s lessons are doomed to repeat

them (Santayana 284). Many nations,
America included, possess rich histories of
ignoring the past while addressing issues of
the present. America has an even richer
history of immigrants, not the least of whom
is Santayana. From the anonymous nomads
who trudged across the Siberian land-bridge
of the Pleistocene to the Founding Fathers
themselves, each American can trace his
lineage to a foreigner. Escaping persecution,
poverty, and even the vagaries of continental
ice sheets, immigrants across epochs have
set foot on this land with the same vision: a
better life. Clouding that vision is the polar
vortex of 2016’s political climate, where
presidential hopefuls preach ideas as
extreme as the weather and where
substantive policy congeals at a glacial pace.
Clinging to their extremist policies,
posturing politicians may be overlooking
the most effective solutions. Accurate
assessment of the border threat, a nod to the
history books, and rudimentary analysis of
economic behavior can provide the United
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States with sound policy direction.
Asking how many real-estate
moguls it takes to change a lightbulb may be
unfair, but it is fair to ask how many it takes
to distinguish a legitimate border threat
from a manufactured one. While the liberal
media and conservative pundits alike
blindly accept the notion that unauthorized
immigration is rampant, a 2012 study by
Pew Research Center found that more
Mexicans are fleeing rather than rushing
America’s border, refuting a premise that
politicians hold dearly and that many
American voters are misled to believe
(Gonzalez-Barrera
1).
Complicating
matters,
images
of
anti-American
sympathizers at the Boston Marathon
bombing and at the bloody San Bernardino
shooting are still fresh in the minds of many.
While terrorism remains a prominent
threat, voters must remember that these
attacks were largely homegrown, not
border-related.
Before the United States and Mr.
Trump christen a wall more “magnificent”
than any other in human history, it is worth
noting that until 1882’s Chinese Exclusion
Act, Congress passed no laws restricting the
flow of immigrants. The act spawned a
series of laws targeting ethnic groups until
the 1950’s, when the Immigration and
Nationality Act replaced ethnicity-based
policies with national origins quotas (Ewing
1). Beneath each measure lay an economic
motive, with pro-labor populists wishing to
spare American jobs and management
yearning for talent willing to work for
bottom-dollar. These same motives resonate
today in the corporate world’s hunger for
“workers to do the jobs that Americans
won’t do,” and for visas recruiting foreign
STEM workers at the expense of
homegrown graduates.
A sustainable border solution must
eschew political extremes and address
economic forces. Opening the border to

anyone wishing to enter is tantamount to
throwing a welcome party for drug runners
and Islamic terrorists. Conversely, building
a border wall, especially a “magnificent wall
with a beautiful door,” would squander
untold billions of dollars, assuming Mexican
leaders are not infatuated enough with Mr.
Trump’s comb-over to front the bill (Fox 1).
Walls, like Trump, make great theater but
are abysmally ineffective, only deepening
the abyss of the national debt (Randolph 1).
The national debt would also sustain a
fiscally irresponsible blow with the quartertrillion dollar cost of mass deportation
(Vinik 1). Likewise, Trump’s corollary
solution of excluding entire religious groups
will
inadvertently
stimulate
ISIS
recruitment and encourage anti-American
attitudes. In fact, it already has.
Instead, a feasible border policy
must discourage unauthorized immigration
by addressing both the flaws within the
current legal immigration system and the
labor policies and economic dynamics that
drive immigrants to the United States in the
first place. According to the American
Immigration
Council,
98%
of
undocumented immigrants would prefer to
live and work legally in the United States
and would do so if they had the necessary
family relations. Without family ties,
however, they could wait upwards of two
decades for a visa (Real 1). These protracted
waits encourage illegal immigration, but by
streamlining the current legal immigration
system, foreigners would be empowered to
enter the country legally. Alterations must
include implementing more efficient
processing of applications, of course, but
also the allocation of visas in a manner
proportional to the number of applicants
from a country.
That said, streamlining the current
legal immigration system is not a panacea.
An economic solution to border control
would make America less inviting for
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unauthorized immigrants. The 2012 Pew
Research Center study points to the
weakened recessionary job market as an
integral factor in slowing Mexican
immigration (Passel 1). Without the
promise of jobs, not surprisingly,
immigrants find the United States less
appealing, and while Americans would
prefer the job market to remain strong,
means exist to mimic the recessionary effect.
Immigrants often fill “the jobs Americans
simply won’t do,” but removing long-term,
able-bodied citizens from welfare programs,
binding food stamps to job placement, and
enforcing policies designed to discourage
employers from hiring unauthorized
immigrants would all dampen the economic
factors that make the United States
appealing to them. Loopholes exist that may
perpetuate the economic lure for illegal
immigration, but hunger is a potent
motivator for natives and foreigners alike.
Closing the gaps in United States policy
that allow unauthorized immigrants to
partake in social welfare programs would
spare American tax dollars and eliminate
another draw to America. These types of
policies
would
discourage
illegal
immigration, shrink the welfare state, and
still allow documented immigrants of all
skill-sets to contribute to American society.
Mass deportation, a ban on Muslim
immigration, a wall with a beautiful door —
all are costly endeavors that will inevitably
fuel anti-American attitudes and feed an
insatiable national debt. However, policies
tuned to the recently decelerated wave of
immigration can reshape the economic
motives that produce the border-control
malaise. As in Frost’s “Mending Wall,” walls
of stone will fall. Only ones of sound policy
will endure—and may eventually make
good neighbors.

Works Cited
Ewing, Walter A. Opportunity and
Exclusion: A Brief History of U.S.
Immigration Policy. Immigration Policy
Center. American Immigration Council, Jan.
2012. Web. 18 Nov. 2015.
Fox, Lauren. "This Is How Much Donald
Trump's Immigration Plan Would Cost
America If Mexico Doesn't Pick Up the
Tab." National Journal, 18 Aug. 2015. Web.
24 Nov. 2015.
Gonzalez-Barrera, Ana. "More Mexicans
Leaving Than Coming to the U.S."
Hispanic Trends Project RSS. Pew Research
Centers, 19 Nov. 2015. Web. 01 Dec.
2015.
Passel, Jeffery S., D'Vera Cohn, and Ana
Gonzalez-Barrera. "Net Migration from
Mexico Falls to Zero-and Perhaps Less."
Hispanic Trends Project RSS. Pew Research
Centers, 23 Apr. 2012. Web. 30 Nov.
2015
Randolph, Eric. “Wall for Nothing: the
Misjudged Trend for Border Fences.”
Nationmultimedia.com. 25 Aug. 2015.
Web. 2 Jan. 2015.
"The Real Story of Getting a “Green Card”
and Coming to the United States
Legally." Why Don't They Just Get In
Line? American Immigration Council, 14
Mar. 2013. Web. 01 Dec. 2015.
Santayana, George. The Life of Reason. Vol. 1.
New York: Scribner, 1920. Print.
Vinik, Danny. “How Much Would It Cost to
Deport All Undocumented
Immigrants?” Thenewrepublic.com. 8 July,
1015. Web. 2 Jan. 2016.

74 | P a g e

~ S t a r d u s t ~

~2017 E d i t i o n ~

“At the End of the
Tunnel”
ustin Shuey

A
E

veryone has his thoughts on death,
What he believes happens.

What does happen?
No one knows the true answer.
No one is right. No one is wrong.
But we can all hope.
Yet hope is such a fragile word to put faith
in.
Love,
Hate,
Calm,
Easy,
Free.
We lend much power to four letters.
But it’s all we can do-Death can be scary, but death can be
beautiful.
It is the accumulation of everything we are.
Or will become.
We all hope to slip away peacefully. In our
sleep. Dreaming of a beautiful tomorrow,
for if we die dreaming we never die at all.
Our minds continue to birth amazing
sequences in the darkest of times.
We see the people we love, the places we’ll
never forget,

and the dreams we never got around to.
We’ll accomplish those tasks-- in our
dreams so long as we hope.
All the people you’ve met are finalized in
death, not one more chance to affect a single
person.
On the Earth.
So we hope we’ve made an impact on those
around us.
On the world.
For after death we’re only as big as the name
we’ve made for ourselves.
The life we lived.
Good or Bad.
So make a splash.
The larger the rock you are, the further your
ripples will extend.
You may be nearing the end of the tunnel
but not the end of existence.
If you live life solely to be remembered,
You’ll surely be forgotten.
Live to bring smiles to those around you.
Say “good morning,” hold a door,
compliment the world,
Knowing you may never see any of these
people again.
You’ll be remembered.
Your name is not your own; there are others
with it.
When your name is spoken, how will others
think of you?
Those around you are the ones who carry on
your name, your presence, and your legacy.
Remember you are what you make yourself;
you are what you are willing to hope.
The light you see isn’t the end of the tunnel.
It is the light of a limitless tomorrows
as long as you hope.
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“The Apologizer”
lex Stehley

A

“M

y bad,”
“I’m sorry.”
Although these are simple-even banal,
they mean something,
they mean the world.
There is one who says them more than
others.
They’re his entire lexicon.
Not only does he mean them,
He gives a little piece of his heart with them,
He gives a little piece of himself.
He tears at himself with regret for the little
things.

The words rip at his flesh when they leave
his mouth,
They hook at his heart when they enter his
thoughts-He apologizes to the bully who shoves him
into the lockers for being in the way,
He apologizes to the friend who he is closest
to for not being a good friend.
He regrets the simple things,
Even though he knows he shouldn’t
His eyes spark with the heart of an innocent
who cares
just a little bit too much.
His heart pulses with the electricity of an
innocent who gives
just a little bit too much
When he helps,
He apologizes for not helping more.
He chases after innocence,
but he’s always three steps away and he
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can’t bring himself to fight forward.
He falls down a cliff of apologies and can’t
scratch his way up.
But no matter how hard he tries,
He falls deeper into the apologies.
He puts himself in a pit for the sake of
others’ happiness.

“The Yesterday of
Tomorrow”
ily Williams

This man,
He apologizes for being himself,
He apologizes for apologizing.
Although he means every last “I’m Sorry,”
People refuse to accept them.
Although he proves his apologies,
They refuse to see his proof
They tell him to stop throwing out hollow
apologizes
but even though they may seem hollow,
he gives a little piece of himself every time.
Sooner or later,
These apologies will be the end of him.
They’ll lash back,
They’ll blind him.
These apologizes where he sacrifices
himself,
These regrets he slips around his neck,
They’ll end him.

L
Y

esterday,
His words
Severed my integrity
Shattered my spirit
Splintered my happiness
into a thousand pieces.
Yesterday,
His hands
Bruised my skin
Battered my face
Blackened my eyes
into a bloody mess.

Today,
My heart
is indifferent to the wounds
that cloud my mind.
I know
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that nobody believes a child
no matter how kind.
no matter how many bruises travel his
spine.
no matter how many times she screams into
the night.
And that is okay.

will be wiping up the bloody messes.
To make up for all those yesterdays.
For every tomorrow after that.

Today,
Your voice
is just white noise that vibrates in my skull.
Your hands
are just feathers that brush my skin.
Your eyes
are just holes that have no soul.
Today,
I look up at you through slits
and smile.
I accept that your wrath
will take a while.
Tomorrow,
You will see
That you hurt you
Not me.
Your ego
will get the best of you.
Your guilt
will eat you alive.
Your regret
will destroy your life
as you once destroyed mine.
Tomorrow,
For me...
There is no more
Pain
Hatred
Disdain.
I will still be smiling.
If there is a tomorrow,
You
will be picking up the broken pieces.
You
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aige
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P

“For the wages of sin is death”-that’s what Romans 6:23 says.
How do people believe this god-stuff
anyway?

~2017 E d i t i o n ~

An ultimate creator I have to respond to?
childish.
Sins that I have to worry about?
irrational.
I’m going to live my life how I want,
when I want.
Parties, dope, booze, sex-they’re all part of life’s pleasures, don’t you
know?
If there were a god and he didn’t want me to
experience them,
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then why would he lay them out in front of
me?
I’m going to a party right now.
just with some friends and some beer.
nothing bad will happen.
I’m going to spend the night.
My keys go in the jar.
A shot rips right through my flesh,
blood soaks my shirt in an instant.
the shot tears my stomach to shreds,
blood splatters the wall behind me.
We were just looking at the gun,
didn’t know it was loaded.
Please, God, don’t let me die.
wait.
God.
What am I saying?
there is no God.
oh my God, i’m gonna die.
wait.
God.
what am i doing?
there is no God.
holy crap, i’m gonna die.
i hear the screams
my friends call 9-1-1.
i hear the sirens,
they are getting closer
i just have to hold on until they get here.
pain explodes in my stomach
more blood rushes out.
is this what dying is like?
is this it?
i can’t die already,
i’m only 18.
i hear them,
the paramedics.
thank God,
they’re here.

i need to stop saying God
God doesn’t exist.
He can’t help me
if He did exist,
He would hate me anyway.
why would he help someone
who doesn’t believe in Him?
the paramedics put pressure on it.
my aching stomach
my paining stomach
my throbbing stomach.
the rest is a blur
the ambulance
the screams
the doctor.
i don’t remember a thing,
until i saw Him.
in that moment,

Everything changed.

His kind eyes
His warm smile
The instant love I felt from him.
I will heal you,
He says.
I black out again.
When I wake up,
I’m in my hospital bed.
Sheets wrapped around me.
I have no pain,
Everything’s fine.
My parents sleep in the corner.
I lift my shirt,
A scar on my stomach.
Right where the bullet ripped through my
flesh.
How am I alive?
I have seen that wound before on TV,
Those people don’t make it.
I look for a Bible,
The one I own has been packed away.
Collecting dust in my closet.
I open the drawer of the table beside my bed
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There it is.

I flip to Romans 6:23
“For the wages of sin is death,”
It says.
But it continues.
“But the gift of God is
eternal life,
In Jesus Christ, our Lord.”

~2017 E d i t i o n ~

“Mother and Child”
akayla
Ritchey

M

A Nod to Poe’s “The Raven”

W

hy these nights with random
waking-Ere night concedes to daylight

breaking?
Of this we aren’t exactly clear-What wakes us in such panicked fear,
Sensing hateful malice near-It lurks outside the bedroom door.
Its greasy hair is lank and thinning
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Excitement now is uncontained,
A simple task all that remained,
Cut the throat and cut it deep,
Watch the blood begin to seep,
Finally lay me down to sleep,
Repugnance oozes from each pore—

Broken teeth fill slack-mouth grinning.
It sees the chest both fall and rise,
Boiling hate in hollow eyes,
The peaceful sleeper it will despise-It waits outside the bedroom door.
It yearns for the night that it last slumbered,
A stretch so long it can’t be numbered.
Such hate it has for those who sleep
Its fingers round the sharp blade creep-It steps upon the bedroom floor.
Vile delights dance through its brain,
Which only adds to its disdain.
Revenge could make it sleep again-Its mind with wicked thoughts is teeming,
Innocence lies gently dreaming,
Its jagged knife in moonlight gleaming,
Its soul craves anguish, blood, and gore.
The very thing that it detests
Looks so peaceful as it rests
Hate and loathing fill its core.

It stands and stares into the bed.
It brings the knife above its head.
Suddenly it senses dread-Screaming voices were no more.
Now only one voice does remain,
A mother’s voice, filled with pain.
Sleepless voices drove her wild,
Bade her kill her only child,
Its sleeping face so pure and mild,
Left its mother’s heart beguiled-But with her judgment reconciled
One more voice caused her to smile—
“Just do it, like you’ve done before.”

Its thoughts turn soon to its next action,
With rabid sense of satisfaction,
“Smash its ribs, break them all,
Dash its head against the wall,
Not much blood in things so small.”
The voices-- louder--wanted more.
“How can we cause the utmost harm?
Stand on its chest, dislodge its arm?
Push its head down?
Cut a line, from back-of-neck to base-ofspine?
Drink its blood like altar wine?”
So many voices, such furor.
Pure wickedness, the voices coaching,
At bedside it is fast approaching.
“This is it,” claim voices raking,
“End its life, there for the taking.
Then have the rest for which you’re aching.”
Its mind belongs to it no more.

82 | P a g e

~ S t a r d u s t ~

~2017 E d i t i o n ~

“Diamonds and Stone”
enna
Chronister

J
I

t’s said that the end of anything has to
begin somewhere. Some endings begin
with a kiss, some with a flash, others
with fighting.
My name is Gabe Heart, like the
organ. I was seventeen the day the world
ended. It began with rain.
My father sits opposite me, holding
my mother’s hand as he brushes her caramel
hair back. His hands are shaking. They’ve
been doing that a lot lately. It started when
he and my mother began fighting. I don’t
know why, but they did that a lot.
I stare out of the sixth-story

window behind him. The sky stares back.
She isn’t happy. She groans and cries and
throws streaks of light at the pavement just
to watch them shatter. The window is
washed in her tears. It has been for twelve
days straight. An ambulance rushes out of
the parking lot, sirens wailing, lights
flashing.
The chair next to the door sighs.
Dad looks at it with eyes so tired that I
think if he were to fall asleep right this
moment he’d never wake up.
“Want something to eat?” Dad asks
the chair. He pulls out his wallet and fishes
for a few extra dollars. He doesn’t have any.
“Good, thanks,” answers the chair.
It’s wearing some boy’s scruffy hoodie. It
has two holes and a stain, ketchup maybe,
on the front of it. Its ratty black hair is
pulled up loosely on top of its head,
wrapped in a neon pink band. I’s shoes are
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kicked off and its socks don’t match.
“Aly, you haven’t eaten today.” Only
Dad can call her that. To everyone else, it’s
Alethea.
Alethea Heart. Born October 10,
1998. Time: 11:11 PM. Exactly eighteen
minutes after me. She stole my thunder
before I had any.
Alethea looks at him blankly as if
there’s nothing happening behind the
diamonds lodged in her face. I wish a meteor
would crash through the ceiling and hit her
right this second. I hate the way she just
looks at people. The way she doesn’t answer
a question or respond to an insult. She just
holds you there with her eyes and watches
you fall through them into the great big
Galaxy of Alethea. Dad can’t afford to fall
right now and she doesn’t even care.
“Okay,” Dad nods and turns. “What
about you?” My father rarely lets his eyes
meet mine, and when he does, it’s only for a
few seconds. He always finds something to
divert his attention. He is too tired today.
He holds my eyes. I turn into a star, burning
at 5,000 degrees.
“Uh, I dunno, not that into hospital
food,” I answer, throwing in a quick, “I can
go with you if you want something, though,”
just to be nice.
Dad’s eyes flee from mine to the
floor. Rain drenches me. I burn out. He
shakes his head, runs his hands through his
stardust hair and kisses my mom’s hand,
which hasn’t moved for twelve days
straight. His shoulders slump when he
stands and his feet drag when he walks. I
can hear his shoes squeak all the way to the
elevator.
The room is animated with robotconversation. One is busy pushing air in and
out of my mother’s lungs, another speaks
the beeps of her heart. The heater next to
the window screams obscenities. I think it’s
going to blow soon. I sneak a glance at
Alethea. Her diamonds are pointed directly

at me. Even when I look away, I can still feel
the bright blue fires they start. It catches my
bones on fire. She shuts the robots up with a
glance and the room is as silent as her eyes. I
wish the freaking heater would just blow up
already.
I walk to the hallway. My insides
sprint ahead of me. It’s louder here. There’s a
nurse wearing bubblegum scrubs. Her hair
is the color of sand. She walks to the door
across from me and speaks softly. Another
woman, one with greasy hair and stale
makeup, walks to the door. The nurse is
whispering. No one ever whispers good
news. The woman winces at the nurse’s
words and grabs her stomach. She looks like
she got hit in the stomach with a brick. She
slides down the wall and crumbles on the
floor. She’s crying. I can’t watch that, so I
watch Alethea instead. She doesn’t notice
me.
My mother and Alethea have always
had their issues. Alethea hated the way
Mom tried to dull her down, drain her out.
Mom resented Alethea because Alethea was
everything Mom never could be. So as I
stand here watching her, I’m not surprised
that Alethea’s diamonds are locked on Mom
the way they are. She doesn’t blink, just
holds her eyes there like she’s waiting for
something, like for Mom to burst into
flames? If she holds her stare much longer
she’ll turn Mom to stone. She hates her so
much it is almost like love. Longing, maybe.
I’m sure you can tell by her eyes but I’m too
afraid I’ll fall through them if I check.
Dad returns to his seat, still
clinging to my mom’s hand, while he
brushes her hair back. Alethea walks out
faster than a shooting star. I almost miss her
leaving.
“Gabe, I’ve got it!” Alethea’s
childhood voice is as bright as the sun. She
bounces into my room in pigtails. She
always has something, some new idea, some
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new game, some new belief that will alter
the world. “We can see the future, Gabe. I
know we can. You can always point out the
boys I like, right? Gabe, you can see that
future of love!” She’s beaming lights out of
her eyes and talking in color. She invests her
heart in these ideas. “And me? I can tell
when the world is going end. I predicted the
flood two weeks ago, and the fire at Alice’s
house.”
“Okay,” I begin drawing. I sit and
draw for an hour straight. “This is him. This
is the boy you’re gonna marry.” I hand
Alethea the drawing.
She sprints to her room and pins it
to her wall, right above her bed. “Gotta find
him quick, Gabe. I saw the world end today.
The whole thing fell right out from under
us. It fell right out of the sky.”
We’ve stopped staying at the
hospital with Dad. It’s been two weeks and
we desperately need sleep and real food. I
hear the squeak of the back screen door and
the creek of the back porch. Alethea will go
missing. She always does. She hates staying
in the same spot for long, and after being
trapped in space with her dying mother she
has to lose herself for a while.
She’s gone four hours before I go to
look for her. I check the docks where she
hides her tears with the waves. I wander the
woods where she sings to the birds. I walk
through the sand at the beach where she
buries her thoughts. I can’t find her. Alethea
makes her presence known when she wants
to and disappears when she doesn’t.
As children, Alethea and I shared a
soul. She was the moon and I was the stars.
When one was cut, the other bled. One
couldn’t paint a full picture without the
hand of the other. When my heart was too
big for my ribs to hold and my brain was
bursting at its seams, I hid. And she always
knew where to find me. Alethea was tough,

sure, but as one bled when the other was
cut, I knew where to find her.
I find her at the cliff. It overlooks
the ocean. This is where we ran when the
world was ending. It was our hiding spot.
She’s standing on the edge. Alethea isn’t
scared of anything really. She would dive
face-first into a wave that could swallow her
whole. She’d chase the moon out of the sky
when she wanted the sun, and she’d swing
from the stars when she was bored. So when
I find her standing at the edge of a cliff I can
only guess what she’s thinking. I can’t help
but watch her. With hair as black as a
smoker’s lung blowing behind her and her
snow-colored skin shrouded by fog and her
bright diamonds fading, I can’t take my eyes
away. She leaps.
“No!” I scream. I’m running. I don’t
remember telling my legs to move, but they
are. I break through her ghost, still perched
at the edge. I can’t see her anywhere. I wait,
with teeth clenched and breathless lungs. I
see her head bob in the water. She lets the
water take her, swallow her, throw her up
on shore. I can see from up here that she’s
begging it to take her back. I walk back
home. I can’t watch her anymore.
“How’s this one look, Gabey?” My
mother has recently started dressing like a
gypsy. She wears bracelets all the way up
her wrists and earrings that weigh her
whole head down and clothes that are only
meant for summer. She wears scarves
around her head and shoes that click with
every step. She begins wearing colors that I
don’t even know existed. I love it. She looks
so happy. I nod my head.
Mother twirls her skirt and beams
her starry smile into the mirror at me. She
stops when she notices Alethea in the
doorway. She is leaning against the door
frame, shooting daggers stronger than
diamond right into Mom’s back. Mom turns
and forces a smile. I know she doesn’t like

85 | P a g e

~ S t a r d u s t ~

~2017 E d i t i o n ~

Alethea all that much, and Alethea doesn’t
like her either. But Mom always fakes it
when I am around. Alethea doesn’t bother.
“How’s it feel?” Alethea spits out
the words like venom. Like if they hit Mom,
she’ll fall over dead.
“Come again?” Mom turns back to
the mirror and continues to look at herself.
“How does it feel?” Alethea has her
jaw set. She is giving the look. The one that
turns people to stone.
“Oh, what now, Alethea? What
have I done?” Mom rolls her eyes.
“How’s it feel, huh? How’s it feel
parading around in those stupid dresses?
How’s it feel walking around with those big
hideous necklaces and those gross earrings
and annoying bracelets that jingle every
freaking time you move? How’s it feel
walking through a storm and not even
noticing because the sun follows you
everywhere you go? It’s raining, Mom. It’s
freaking raining on all of us. Stop hogging
the sun when you deserve the rain. You
deserve it way more. Not me, and certainly
not him.” She points down the steps toward
something I don’t know. She has galaxy-size
circles under eyes, like maybe the world
inside of her is starting to leak out. I can tell
her diamonds are starting to sink. She
straightens up. “A cheater’s a cheater. You’re
not just doing this to him, you’re doing it to
all of us. Go to hell.” Alethea turns, grabs the
door, and slams it so hard that I think the
walls will fall. I hear her storm down the
steps and out the squeaky back door. Mom
cries. She leaves. It’s raining. She never
comes back home. The end of the world
begins, and Alethea is to blame.
Dad comes home today. The
doctors tells him that there is nothing left to
do. He has to sign a paper, I guess. It gives
them permission to let her die. He lets her
die. He extinguishes the sun. I don’t think

it’ll ever stop raining. Not anymore. The
world has ended. I’m gonna miss it.
I wake up at 4:37. The squeaky back door
shuts. I walk to Dad’s room. He’s still there.
I check Alethea’s. She’s disappearing a lot
more than she used to. My brain goes to find
her while my heart steers me towards every
place I know she’ll never be. It takes me to
Mom. As I climb the hill to where my
mother is sleeping, I hear a voice. It’s one
I’ve been pursuing for years. I see a girl, one
with ratty black hair, mismatched socks,
and diamonds for eyes. She’s crying and
yelling. I watch her.
“I can’t find you, no matter how
hard I look. I find your drawings but they
aren’t yours. I find your clothes but they
aren’t you. I find your perfume but it’s not
how you smell. I can’t find you, Mom. I keep
looking and searching and screaming for
you and you won’t come to me. I find you
and find you and find you. You’re
everywhere. But I can’t find you. Damn it,
Mom, just let me find you.”
To Mom, Alethe was always that
girl. She was that girl who wore red lipstick
just to leave it on boys when she left. She
was that girl who wore tight black dresses
because they were easier to slip out of—the
one who jumped off cliffs, swam during
storms, ran across highways, just to feel
something. She was the one who Mom never
got to be. So I watch her cry and beg thewoman-who-pretended-to-be-her-mother
to come back and pretend some more. And I
realize despite what my mother said that
Alethea was not that girl; she was this one.
The one who couldn’t understand why the
world ended, why the sun fell out of the sky,
why her mother died, right in the middle of
a fight. Why she never made up with her.
Why she’d spent half of her life hating
someone whom she could no longer hate.
I wanted to wrap around her like a
Band-Aid. Because when one of us was cut
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the other bled, and I was going to bleed out
soon.
I wait for her. We walk home
together. She explains to me for the first
time why she hated our mother. She tells me
of the day she caught her with another man,
one that wasn’t our father. And she’d never
forgive her, because by doing it to him she
did it to all of us. She in some way ruined us
all.
Alethea and I go to the cliff. We lay
in the rain together. The sun is shining on
us. A rainbow peeks through the trees above
us.
“I guess the world’s not ending after
all, is it Ally?”
She smiles. “Not yet.”
But it did. The world ended for my
mother. Every day is the end of the world for
someone. And someday, somehow, the
world stops spinning. The sun burn outs
and the stars fall. And we take what we’re
given. But right now, we still have a
tomorrow, and the day after that. Stars burn
out, angels fall, flowers wilt, things
disappear, and mothers die and no one
knows why.
“Aly?”
I haven’t called her that since we
had shared a soul. I think it might be back
together.
“Yeah?” She’s smiling again for the
first time in years—a smile bigger than the
universe. I wonder where she’s been hiding
it.
“How’s it gonna happen?”
She stares at me, her diamonds
brighter than ever. She looks as if she knows
exactly how the world will end.
“The end of the world began with
rain.”
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