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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.”
Paul Zindel,
-The Effect of Gamma Rays on Man-inthe-Moon Marigolds-

The editorial staff of Stardust assumes that all creative submissions are works of fiction. Therefore, any
resemblances to real people, settings, and events are either coincidental or the responsibility of the student
authors, who upon submission to the Stardust staff give the school the right to edit their work and to publish their
work for non-profit purposes either through the district website or in print via other student publications.
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“Elevator Madness”
lison
Beckwith

A

-Best of Year 2000-

T

he elevator suddenly stopped--not
the slow deceleration that indicated
stopping at a floor--no, this was more
abrupt. The elevator jerked to a halt, made a
grinding noise, and then another. Bill
looked around in dismay. "Oh, no," he began,
"the elevator's broken. Great." He shook
his head in disgust. Another man in the
left-rear corner swore at the elevator.
"This is just bloody wonderful!
Always happens like this, too, right when
I'm late! Life stinks," he finished, and then
added an un-publishable oath.
"Oh, that's a way to look at it, Mr.
Morbid," piped the man nearest the door,
"Just because the elevator's stuck you
think life stinks? What kind of attitude is
that?"
"Look here, Mr. Rose-ColoredGlasses, just butt out of my business, all
right?" Mr. Morbid huffed.
"Um," offered a short, quiet
looking man from the right rear corner,
"How long do you think we'll be here?"
"Forever," Mr. Morbid glowered,
"They'll leave us in here 'till we're
skeletons—or at least till we’re all late
and get fired."
Mr. Rose-Colored Glasses ignored
Mr. Morbid and gave his own opinion:
"Three or four minutes--max. We'll be
out of here in no time."
"Sure," Mr. Morbid sneered.
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"Wonder what caused it?" Short
Man asked.
"Probably a fire," ventured Mr.
Morbid.
"Oh, my God," lisped the mousy,
feminine looking man standing next to Mr.
Rose-Colored-Glasses grabbing his chest;
his voice was high with nervous excitement.
"Oh, my God, I saw a movie where all these
people burned to death in an elevator--"
Mr.
Rose-Colored-Glasses
interrupted, "Don't listen to Mr. Morbid
over there, he's just got a sorry attitude."
Mr. Morbid rolled his eyes and reached
inside his pocket for a cigarette.
"So what do you think caused it,
then?" asked Feminine Man, his voice
piercingly high.
"Oh, it just probably had a little loss
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of power, nothing major," Mr. RoseColored-Glasses said with a wave of his
hand.
"Yeah," agreed Mr. Morbid,
"probably just a loss of power--at the Power
Plant. I'm sure we'll be out of here in a few
weeks. Course, we'll be out of food."
Feminine Man nearly fainted. "I read
one time where these people had to eat each
other to stay alive," he managed to gasp.
For the first time, Mr. Morbid
smiled. "You first," he said looking at
Feminine Man. Mr. Morbid started to light
his cigarette.
"Don't do that," Feminine Man said
aghast.
"Why not?" Short Man queried from
his spot in the rear.
"Because," Feminine Man said,
"Second-hand smoke is a dangerous killer,
especially to people in my age group."
Mr. Morbid rolled his eyes. "Look,"
he said, with a larger grin creeping onto his
face, "We're all going to be dead anyway,
then we're going to eat you, so why not have
you smoked? If one of us manages to live,
what difference will a little smoke make?"
He laughed and thumbed his lighter.
Nothing happened. He swore again as his
lighter stubbornly refused to produce a
flame.
"Here you go," said the man in the
front-right. The man tossed Mr. Morbid a
book of matches.
"Who are you, the Cancer
Advocate?" asked a man angrily from the
front-left. "We're in a hospital. You're not
supposed to smoke here. Besides, I don't
want to breathe any second-hand smoke
either."
"And who are you? Mr. PinkoCommie? Trying to restrict my rights?"
Cancer Advocate replied defiantly.
"Hey," said Feminine Man, "he's
right, Cancer Advocate."
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"Thanks,"
Mr.
Pinko-Commie
agreed. "And for your information, I'm not a
Pinko-Commie. I just don't want an elevator
full of smoke."
"What does it matter? We're all as
good as dead anyway," answered Mr.
Morbid.
"Enough is enough, people," Mr.
Rose-Colored Glasses said. "Let's just all be
quiet and I'm sure we'll be out of here soon."
"Think happy thoughts," intoned
Mr. Morbid sardonically. Cancer Advocate
laughed.
Mr. Morbid lit the first match. The
fire alarm went off and the sprinkler in the
elevator came on, showering everyone in the
elevator. Mr. Morbid let out a long string of
expletives.
"See, I told you life stinks," he said to
Mr. Rose-Colored-Glasses. Mr. Morbid and
Cancer Advocate's matches were ruined.
Feminine Man grinned smugly while Mr.
Pinko-Commie suppressed a chuckle.
"Gosh, aren't these the most
sensitive sprinkler systems you've ever
seen," wondered Short Man aloud as the
cold water began to pelt them all.
"Yeah, they are," answered Mr.
Rose-Colored-Glasses sincerely, "but I feel a
lot better now knowing that everything's
well maintained and we're safe."
"If everything's so well maintained
then why are we sitting in a broken
elevator?" Mr. Morbid scoffed. "We're
probably all going to drown."
"Oh, my God," began Feminine Man,
"I can't swim!"
"My briefcase floats," Mr. RoseColored-Glasses offered kindly. "I'll let you
hold onto it--but we're not going to drown."
Feminine Man started to say
something but was interrupted.
The
elevator doors opened, and Bill could see
that the elevator had stopped between the
first and second floors of the hospital.
Outside the door was Doctor Marshall, who
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crossed his arms as a surge of water and
smoke poured out the door and onto the
tiled floor, soaking his ankles.
"For the last time, Bill," Doctor
Marshall said, shaking his head, "We can't
treat your multiple-personality disorder if
you don't stay in the ward."
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“The Eighth Wonder”
rin
Stover

E

-Best of Year 2001-

T

he sun slips behind hills
And fireflies take flight.
All is still in slumber
On a warm midsummer night.
That is, all but one
Who works from dusk to dawn
To weave a silver web
For dew to rest upon.
She toils never slowing
On a shining masterpiece.
Each thread woven precisely-Her troubles never cease.
When the web is finished,
Morning's first rays of light
Turn it into a rainbow,
Glowing clear and bright.
An architectural triumph,
And what a sight to see,
Surely guaranteed a place
In arachnid history.
Every strand is perfect,
And polished like a gem,
Eighth wonder of the natural
world,
On display from a dandelion stem.
She sits back to admire,
Her monumental feat,
When, alas, a careless child
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Plucks the dandelion--complete.
In a whim, the child crushes her,
Without hardly a thought.
Her web now hangs in tatters,
The builder's will for naught.
Don’t let me be the spider
Who toils her life away,
Crushed in the end by Time-Thoughtless child at play.
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“Everybody's a
Superhero”
revor
Harbst

T

-Best of Year 2002-

T

hey sat snuggly on the couch.
Malcolm could not imagine that it
could be any better, except for the
movie. Ever since he had met Jenny, his life
had been, well, different. He struggled to
keep his eyes open as the talented Mr.
Ripley droned on and on and on.
I get to pick the flick next time -- his last
thought before the Sandman got the best of
him.
He awoke abruptly to the shrill ring
that he knew all too well. It meant that
something had come up, that Jenny would
have to leave. She lifted her head from his
chest. He immediately felt the cold air rush
against him, swallowing the warmth of her
body, though it was not entirely a
coincidence that his place was cold on the
nights that she visited. Jenny glanced at her
titanium wristwatch, pressed a series of
buttons, and projected a hologram of The
Doctor into the middle of the living room
floor.
"What's wrong?" she asked.
"There's a…" The hologrammed
Doctor glanced at Malcolm, then back to
Jenny with a smug, top-secret-superheroesonly look on his face. "There's been an
incident."
"What kind?"
"Classified."
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The Doctor shot another cold glance
at Malcolm, tough as it was to judge the
attitude of a hologram's gaze, but Malcolm
sensed it.
"Just get here quickly," the hologram
snapped.
"I'm sorry, honey, but…"
Malcolm had heard the line so many
times he just waved his hand and feigned
interest in the movie, but he made it a point
not to look at her. Jenny leaned forward to
kiss him then dashed out the window with
a swoosh.
Another evening spoiled by evildoers.
"At least I don't have to watch this
crap anymore," he muttered. He snapped off
the DVD player, but he did not feel any
better about it. He would rather watch a
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dull flick with Jenny than watch ice hockey
alone.
Malcolm stared at the blank easel in
front of him. It was one in the morning and
he was uninspired, just not in the mood for
art. The minutes ticked by, then the hours,
and before long he hurled his pencil across
the room and kicked over his stool.
"Chuck this," he said and grabbed
his coat, slamming the door behind him.
The wet pavement shimmered
under the dim glow of the street lamps. A
fine mist in the air, the steam snaked its way
through the cold from the manhole covers.
The street was quiet except for the pulsing
of bass from a dance party, a dog barking
down an alley, a medley of screams from a
domestic dispute on a fire escape
somewhere above. He did not bother
looking up, but those screams had struck a
chord. He hoped Jenny and he would never
end up like that.
He trudged the lazy streets, kicking
a half-crushed Coke can, the aluminum
clack echoing off the dark faces of buildings.
It was eerie, that sound, but he kept kicking
the can as he shivered along, anything to
keep his mind off Jenny. Finally, his shoes
wet from sloshes through countless
puddles, unaware of how many blocks he
had traveled, he found himself bathed in the
neon glow of a nameless bar.
"Would you look at what the cat
dragged in."
A familiar voice.
"It's been a while, Frank," Malcolm
remarked, taking a seat on a stool at the
empty side of the bar.
"I thought you was off the wagon, or
is it on the wagon?"
"Off, on--it doesn't matter. The
operative word here is was."
"What’s your poison?”
Malcolm’s hand made a sweeping
motion across the entire wall of bottles. “All
that,” he said.
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It was going to be a long night.
II.
"Stop
right
there!"
Jenny
commanded, her arm erect from beneath her
cape.
"What the--who are you, the tooth
fairy?" The villain unloaded a clip of 9mm
rounds, the bullets seeming to move in slow
motion toward Jenny as she dodged them
with fluid contortions of her body.
"Nice try," she said smugly.
The assailant sought refuge in a
black Lincoln before re-emerging with some
species of Gatlin gun.
"Eat this, Super-wench."
The gun roared to life and bullets
sprayed from the barrel, brass casings
bouncing at his feet, the air saturated with
the scent of burnt gunpowder. He screamed
until the gun no longer fired.
"2448, 2449, 2500…yes, that's all of
them." Jenny tossed a heap of bullets at his
feet. "Here, you count."
The felon stared dumbly at the
bullet pile and then charged into the
darkness as fast as he could. With lightning
reflexes, Jenny retrieved a bullet from the
pile and hurled it with all her strength. Its
impact against the villain’s head had the
effect of a quarter-stick in a watermelon.
The headless body struck the asphalt with a
wet thump and slid to a limp stop.
"Whoo-ha, what a shot! You should
pitch for the Yankees."
Jenny turned to see Robin with a
wide grin.
"She'd kill the catcher," Batman
rejoined.
"Was it really necessary?" Superman
scolded. "You could have caught that man."
Spiderman descended from the roof
of the Dollar General. "Oh, lighten up," he
interjected, "like you guys never killed
anyone. Cut the new-bee a break."
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"So what's the tally?" Superman
boasted, "I got four tonight."
"Robin and I nailed five," said
Batman.
"Three," Spiderman reported.
Jenny sighed.
"I only got one," she said, "Looks like
I've got clean-up again."
"Start with that mess." Superman
pointed to the headless corpse splattered in
the middle of Gerard Street and halfway
down Windwood. She could hear police
sirens in the distance, which meant the
press was not far behind. She had to hurry.
"Meet you at Headquarters," Robin
shouted. "Word is that something's going
down in Brazil."
It's going to be a long night, Jenny
thought.
III.
Malcolm squinted and shielded his
eyes as he stepped from the smoky dark into
the brightness of day. Frank had done him
the courtesy of calling him a cab. He
wanted nothing but a shower and a cup of
coffee.
The water reddened his skin like
scalding needles. Stretching his hands high
above his head, he twisted his torso and sent
a chain reaction of audible snaps up his
spine. He lost track of time, and by the time
he stepped out of the shower into the cold
room his flesh was goose-bumped. Forgot to
adjust the heat.
Wiping the mist from the mirror, he
examined himself, tracing a line with a
forefinger and thumb across his upper lip to
the corners of his mouth and chin. Jenny
thought the goatee was cute, or so she said.
He reached for his razor.
"Well, Mr. Norelco, you say shave
it? If you say so."
He smiled devilishly at his cleanshaven face then raised an eyebrow, turning
his head slightly.
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"This town ain't big enough for the
both of us, Stranger. On the count of three:
one, two, three…" Malcolm drew two hands
with pointer fingers extended, thumbs
flicking up and down in fitful spasms.
You're good, Stranger, real good, but as long
as I'm around you'll always be second best.
Got spunk, though, remind me of, well, me."
He laughed, but Jenny never found
his antics the slightest bit amusing. But
what did she know? If it did not entail
saving the world, she did not have time for
it.
Malcolm dressed for work. Khaki
cargoes, long-sleeved tee, dingy pair of DC's.
He reached for his keys when a gleam
caught his eye, like a heliostat, a scratched
metallic axle reflecting the rays of the
almost midday sun across the room. He was
already late enough and hardly cared that he
made it there at all, and on the way out he
stumbled over an empty bottle.
"Sorry, Captain Morgan, didn't see
you there. Permission to go ashore, Sir. Aye
Captain."
He saluted, kicked it beneath the
bed, and headed out.
IV.
“Another successful night of
fighting crime, how about it, Dragonfly,"
Spiderman said as he threw a few playful
punches at her. Jenny really did not have a
superhero name, so the guys referred to her
as they pleased. She was accustomed to
“Hey You” or “Baby Cakes” or “Super
Wench,” so she could certainly tolerate
Dragonfly. It sounded aggressive enough,
more so than Lady Bug, more attractive than
Horsefly, and it fit right in with Spiderman’s
insect/arachnid theme.
“You are getting better,” he soothed.
“Yeah, whatever.”
Spiderman
backed
off
and
whispered to Batman, “What’s eating her?”
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Batman only shrugged. As Jenny moved to
leave she was stopped.
“So what’s going on?” Superman
accosted her, “You haven’t been yourself
lately.”
“I’m fine.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to talk
about it? Maybe over a cup of coffee?”
“I was planning on dropping by on
Malcolm. He hasn’t really been himself
lately either.”
“Bad call,” Superman advised,
“What would you think if Malcolm showed
up to say hello while you were
apprehending a terrorist? It’s the whole
work/home thing all over again.”
“I suppose you’re right.”
“Then it’s settled. Meet me at
Starbucks in ten.”

sighed.

V.
Jenny sipped a triple espresso and

"I just don't think I'm cut out for
this work."
"Don't be a fool."
"I'm just no good at it. All I do is get
in the way and end up with clean-up duty. I
get absolutely zero recognition and I don't
get the sense that I'm helping anyone.
Jeepers, I don't even have a superhero name.
I'm wasting everybody's time."
"Things get better, and if it bothers
you, we'll think up a good name tomorrow.
C'mon, let's take a walk."
They strolled for quite a while
without much conversation until they
reached an imposing apartment building.
"My pad," Superman said. "I'm
going to change real quick. Just be a second.
You're welcome to come up if you'd like."
"Don't you normally change in a
telephone booth?"
"Geez, where do people come up
with this stuff? I do that once and
everybody thinks its standard operating
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procedure." He smiled at her. The elevator
ride was a long one. He owned the entire
penthouse suite.
"What do you think?" he asked as
the doors opened.
"Remarkable.
You have a
decorator?"
"Moi," he beamed, "Make yourself at
home. Be back in a jiffy."
Jenny sank into a deep leather
loveseat, but Superman returned before her
feet left the floor with a bottle and two
champagne flutes. A dull lump formed in
her throat.
"Really, Superman."
"Call me Clark."
"I better be going."
"Forget Malcolm. What's he got
that I don't?"
Superman's tights did little to hide
his intention. He seized Jenny by the waist.
"He has manners for one thing," she
spat, but try as she did to push him away,
she was locked in the steel grip clamped
around her wrist, struggling to break free. It
was no use.
“C’mon, quit playing hard to get,
you know I’m what every woman wants.”
Then, from beneath the table a
scalding pain spread through his nether
regions and lower abdomen. Jenny escaped
through the window clutching her knee as
Superman curled into a fetal position,
spilling his latte on the way down.
“Who needs kryptonite,” she
gasped.
But Superman put together his
pieces quickly.
VI.
Malcolm loved the sound of four
wheels rolling along the pavement, the
clickity-clack of wooden ramps constructed
by children, the fresh scrapes and bruises
from daring new tricks, the scars from
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perfecting old ones. Blowing off work had
given him a chance to unwind.
As he rounded the corner near
Starbucks on 42nd, he noticed Jenny and
Superman exiting the coffee shop--one
behind the other. Superman seemed frantic
about her, passionate behind her, even
feverish in her presence as he reached his
arms around her shoulders in an embrace
that looked just too intimate for Malcolm's
taste, and she had a look of limp resignation,
like she would submit, perhaps had already
submitted, to his more-than-ample charms.
Malcolm felt stabbed in the chest
with an ice pick. A wave of heat surged
through him and his face glowed crimson.
The joys of skating left him and he felt the
urge to hit something.
Malcolm's father had been a boxer
and had taught his brother and him a few
moves. His brother had continued boxing,
while Malcolm gravitated toward the
martial arts. He had black belts in several
forms. He headed for the gym to smack
around the big bag, maybe blow off some
dangerous steam.
"Wassup, Malcolm?"
"Just slamming the big bag,
releasing some tension."
Dimitri was a long-time friend.
They had grown up in the same
neighborhood, practically read each other's
thoughts.
"That bad?"
"I don't know what I was thinking
when I started dating that one. I'm rarely
myself anymore. Guilty, angry, depressed."
"I'm seeing it, man. How about we
hit that club on the East Side tonight?"
Malcolm nodded in a resigned sort of way.
"But first you gotta renew your gym
membership. Expired last month, you
know."
"Done."
Malcolm felt better already. He
jumped rope for a few minutes in the
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mirror-lined weight room and then hit the
fighting room with its vaulted ceilings aswirl with the smell of sweat and chlorine
from the pool nearby. A large bald man was
using the bag.
Probably just out of prison, Malcolm
mused.
He watched the behemoth pound
the bag, but he was unimpressed. Sure, he
was strong, but he was tiring rapidly and
had no speed to speak of. He stepped away
from the bag, eyeing Malcolm with one of
those what-choo-got-lil'-man looks on his face.
Malcolm seethed. Any day, Fatty, any
day.
He started at the bag with a barrage
of punches and kicks that got the fat man's
attention.
The guy looked at him
skeptically, sure that Malcolm would burn
out at that pace. Still he had never seen
anything quite like it. So Malcolm stepped
it up a little, unleashing his fury in an attack
that made sand leak from the seam at the
bottom of the bag. Afterwards, he smiled at
the large man.
Beat that, he thought.
VII.
Jenny was visibly shaken from her
experience that day. She slipped into more
casual clothes and spent the next few hours
in the park sorting through her problems.
At least I have Malcolm, she thought,
and that thought comforted her.
She stopped by his place to surprise
him after work. The place needed cleaning,
but that was typical Malcolm. But when
she entered the bedroom she noticed
something half-protruding from beneath the
bed. She thought that he had stopped
drinking months ago and was furious.
Malcolm would catch hell when he got
home, she would see to that. As the hours
ticked by, she fell asleep on the bed with the
empty bottle in her hand.
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He met Dimitri outside the club on
Riverfront where he was introduced to a
few friends. One in particular caught his
eye.
Natasha.
To Malcolm she looked every inch
like a Natasha, from her long spiraled
brunette hair to her sleek feminine curves.
The night flew by and four o'clock stared
him in the face before he knew it.
"Can you walk me home, Malcolm?"
"Where do you live?"
"Fall Hills."
"Just past my place."
"You told me earlier. That's why I
asked."
Malcolm laughed like a giddy
teenager and took her by the arm.
The walk seemed long, in part
because it was, but also because of the
booze in his veins. But there was good
company and plenty of youthful vigor and
laughter along the way.
"My place," Malcolm said, not
wanting to seem too pushy, "can you make it
the rest of the way on your own?"
"Can I use your bathroom quickly?"
Malcolm unlocked the door, "The
one in the hall is out of order, you'll have to
use the one in my room--right through
there."
As he pointed her to the top of the
stairs, he could not help watching her
wiggle as she mounted the steps. He
thought that maybe he would take her to
her home later.
Then he heard it, a frightened yelp.
He stumbled up the steps to find Jenny
sitting on the bed with Captain Morgan in
her lap.
"Gotta go," Natasha whispered. She
whisked by, unaware that she was wearing
Malcolm's coat until she was halfway down
the avenue. She was not about to enter a
war zone to return it.
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"What the hell," Jenny fumed, "First
you're drinking again and now other
women?"
"Don't start," he countered, "she was
just using the bathroom. Besides, how was I
to know you'd give her a heart attack. I
figured you'd be out with Superman."
"I'd never!"
"Don't give me that. I saw the two of
you at Starbucks, it made me nauseous."
"Don't say another word about
Superman."
"No. Now you're gonna know how I
feel when you come home singing his virtues
every night. Oh how super strong, my how
super wonderful, gosh so super handsome,
so super sexy, so super big. I'm just about
super sick of it."
"Listen, Malcolm, he tried to take
advantage of me today."
"You didn't seem to be putting up
too much resistance."
"Hah! I gave him a shot in the groin,
I'll have you know, and then I come over
here to find you drunk at four-thirty in the
morning with another woman. How am I
supposed to feel? I'm stuck with all the
grunt work at Headquarters, almost raped
by Superman, my boyfriend is drinking and
sleeping around, and I've done nothing to
deserve it. Or have I? I just don't know
anything anymore."
She cupped her hands over her face
and sobbed uncontrollably, struggling to
catch her breath. Malcolm sat beside her
and wrapped her in his arms.
"I'm sorry, honey, I'm a jackass. But
how do you expect me to feel whenever I'm
stuck here or at work and you're out saving
the world with your superhero friends?
How can I know that someone as perfect as
you isn't cheating on an average Joe like me
with some hot slab of Super Guy while I
wait at the door like a dog each morning."
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"I had no idea you felt that way,
Malcolm," she smiled, "You should have said
something."
"You seem so happy being a
superhero, I didn't want to ruin it for you.
I'm jealous."
"Don't be silly, darling, you're funny
and sweet, you’re handsome…and you're still
a kid in all the right ways. You take my
mind off the weight of the world and you
make me feel good. That arrogant swine can
stick his kryptonite where the sun doesn't
shine, because he just can't compare!"
VIII.
They sat snuggly on the couch.
Jenny could not imagine that it could be any
better, except for the movie. Ever since she
had met Malcolm, her life had been, well,
different. She struggled to keep her eyes
open as the seemingly endless scenes of The
Matrix droned on and on and on.
I get to pick the flick next time-- her last
thought before the Sandman got the best of
her.
She awoke abruptly to a shrill ring
that she knew all too well. It meant that
something had come up, that Malcolm
would have to leave. He lifted his arm from
around her waist and she felt the cold air
rush against her, swallowing the warmth of
his body. She noticed that his place was
always cold on the nights that she visited.
Malcolm glanced at his cell phone, pressed a
series of buttons, and then threw it with all
of his might against the wall on the other
side of the living room.
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“Making a Scene”
ordan
Rhoat

J

-Best of Year 2003-

S

ometimes I'd rather drive into those
trees,
The ones by your house,
Than think of all the condescension
That streams from your mouth.
You'd see the shards of glass
Sprinkling over your lawn,
Perhaps one piercing your ribs
Like a serrated blade
Before I am gone.
The surgeon will not cut more of me
to pieces
Than your words have,
And so as I sit here on this empty
road
Asking how I got so cold
And far away
From being able to apologize,
I swear that tonight
I can almost see your reflection
In the ambulance ceiling.
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“Candles”
hrista
Steep

C

-Best of Year 2004-

N

ightlights. They're every child's
best friend. They protect you
from the monsters under your
bed and from the more frightening ones
outside your window.
Eventually,
however, you have to give them up, as I
have.
I have graduated to candles.
I am not afraid of the dark--don't let
me mislead you. It's what I know is in
the dark that terrifies me. Every night I
sleep with a candle burning, with
someone beside me, or with the
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television on. I also sleep with my knife
close by, just in case. I carry the knife
with me no matter where I go. I will not
walk the night alone unless it is with
me. The fear of being abducted can have
that effect on a child, an effect that
burns on long after the innocence of
childhood has melted away.
So I keep the candles lit.
I can recall it like it was yesterday. I
lived in Philadelphia then.
What
happened there uprooted my family and
made my parents decide to move. We
lived in a troubled neighborhood, but we
made due without a major crisis until
that day. I was seven, but I was
ambitious in child-like ways. I built tree
houses in the school yard at night, broke
the windows of abandoned buildings
with tennis balls, climbed rusted chainlink fences four times taller than me.
You name it, I was the tomboy who had
to prove that she could do it. Except
when it came to stepping off my block.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

I never left my street.
And not just because the AlmightyOne--In-Charge-Of-Allowance-andCurfew decreed this. With or without
my mother, I was afraid. Beyond the
block were uncharted territories. What if
I got lost? What if she found out and grounded
me? What if…? The tug of the unknown
pulled in the back of my mind.
The day came when I decided to seek
the big answers. I was talking to my
neighbor Erin, my sidekick on many of
my youthful adventures. She was ten
when I saw her eating licorice whips
beneath the street lamp on the corner of
Jay Street. I asked her where she got
them.
"Corner store two blocks down," she
said. "It's the best."
Candy was like gold when I was
seven, and I knew in my heart that I
would take my first step off the block
for a brown paper bag filled with
licorice whips, those red gummy fish, or
chocolate kisses in gold and silver
wrappers. It was only a matter of
timing. Opportunity.
I didn't waste any time.
"Mom," I said at dinner that night. "I
was wondering--"
"Yes." Her eyebrow was already up.
There was no use lying.
"We're low on milk. Can I pretty
please go around to the corner store
after dinner?"
I expected a battle. In retrospect, I
wish that there had been one. But not a
shot was fired.
"I guess you're old enough, just don't
be long. And bring back all the change."
She knew me well.
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That night I swaggered back with the
milk, a fist-full of peppermint sticks, and
most of her change. I smiled inwardly at
the hoards of candy that would be at my
safekeeping from that moment on.
Every time that my mother needed
something or that I wanted something, I
would be the gopher, the one to rely on
to get the job done. It went that way for
almost two years, without a hitch.
I dredge up the memory from the
murky recesses, the details never totally
clear, but the feel and smell of them as
real as it were happening still. I cannot
recall what time it was. I just know that
it was dark and that I wanted to get
home quickly. That's why I took the
shortcut through the narrow alley
between the high-rises and the movie
theatre. The alley stretched all the way
from my house past the fire station to
the next block where the candy store
stood, bathed as it always was on
summer evenings in sallow street-lamps
and the heavy lather of traffic noise. I
had taken the alley fearlessly by day, and
since I was nine, I felt that a nighttime
jaunt there might be another rite of
passage, a step beyond that first step I
had taken off the block two years earlier.
My heart pounded at my ribs with a
new fury, but I knew that I could handle
it, and so I headed for the store, coins
sweating in tight fists, and walked away
with the coveted brown bag.
On the way back the alley seemed
much darker, and, perhaps it was the
angle of the street-lamps knifing
through the buildings from Jay Street,
but the passageway seemed much longer
there, too. A cat mewed suddenly from
behind a trashcan and I jumped a little.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

You’re acting like a silly child, I told
myself.
And then I heard them. Footsteps. I
pretended at first that they were the
cat’s, but I knew that this was
impossible, that the cat was beside me,
not behind, and that the footfalls
crunched against cinders in a way that
padded feline paws could not. Slowly I
stopped and turned. There were two of
them, tall men, too much in the shadows
to make out their faces.
“Come here, girl,” one of them said,
“You dropped some change.”
They came closer, so I did what any
kid would do, what every kid is told to
do. I ran. I ran so fast that it seemed
that I would certainly be out of the alley
in a few heartbeats, but my speed was
an illusion, perhaps a delusion, because I
kept scraping my limbs against the
bricks of the walls as I tried to navigate
the narrow space, hoping that my
running would free me at last but
gasping for air when I felt the tug on my
jacket and the breath on my neck.
When I turned and looked up, I saw one
of them, holding me. I’m not sure how I
summoned the courage; it was not a
conscious decision, but with a kick I
managed to free myself. I was out of the
darkness and on to my house in a
jumbled blur of strides and screams that
must have preceded me. My dad was
outside with a knife by the time I
reached the porch. I told the story, and I
did not cry until my mother hugged me.
My uncle was there, fortunately, for he
restrained my father to make sure that
he did nothing foolish.
Later, when my father returned, he
showed me how to use a knife. Had I

18 | P a g e

~2018 E d i t i o n ~

never taken the shortcut, I would not
have needed the lesson. The same is
perhaps true had we not lived in that
part of the city.
But it happened, and I was a nineyear-old who knew how to use a knife in
a way that no child should. And I
learned other things, too, unspeakable
things that still shudder me years and
miles later in a small town where I hope
that those footsteps never fall again.
But even here my knife is with me,
and I still cannot find sleep in total
darkness. I am afraid to go out at night
alone. And I need space, too, lots of it.
Some nights my boyfriend stays the
night so that I am not alone. I try to
imagine my life had I never stepped off
the block that day. Perhaps such simple
things would not terrify me had I never
taken that step, but eventually we all
must cross the street alone. I crossed
over earlier than most, and all in all I’d
say that I’m lucky. We’re all afraid of
something. I guess that’s life.
But I keep the candle burning, just in
case, because there are always monsters
in the dark. I’ve seen them. I’ve felt
their breath. I know.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

“From Dust to Dust”
im
Haney

J

-Best of Year 2005-

I

t is forbidden
And so it seduces us like a guiding voice.
First we check to ensure no one is here;
Then we behold the loft
Where no child dare tread.
My stomach sinks in front of a ladder
That soars higher than the ancient catalpas
in the yard.

~2018 E d i t i o n ~

And so we climb.
Higher and higher,
Our destination joyously concrete:
The wooden rafters above.
Death licks its lips on the floor below,
An image I block from my eyes.
I obey the sneakers ahead of me,
Forty-feet might as well be a mile,
The straw below me, jagged stones.
Already they plunge
In a whirl of raw passion
That explodes in clouds of dust and straw.
“Come on,” they urge. “You dead up there?”

Such questions are not really questions.

I look down
And feel the afternoon sun through the
cracks in the wall.
My feet cling to the safety of the rafter
beneath me,
Weighing for the moment the peculiar
dangers
Of self-preservation.

"Nah, let's do it."

There is no choice.

"What? You scared?"
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I swallow deeply and exhale
And soon I am weightless,
Falling for the first time in my life to some
uncertain outcome,
Hurtled downward with all of gravity's
wrath,
And
in mid-air
I find time irrelevant enough
to feel a blasé communion
with dust particles
suspended in streaks of light,
until at last a gentle golden landing
reaches up
for me,
and let’s me
know
that I’m alive.
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“Lost in a Wal-Mart
Paradise”
ordan
Campbell

J

-Best of Year 2006-

C

uriosity leads to mischief,” they say,
“and mischief only to catastrophe.”
When I was six, my mother took me
for the first time to the commercial
metropolis of Wal-Mart, and the curiosity
of my young mind soon overwhelmed me. I
had never seen so many people or such a
large variety of cool stuff--all in one store.
Camping gear, film developing, sunglasses,
dog food, pet fish, stereos, videos, Oreos—
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on it goes.
But all I could think of was how
massive the toy department would be.
“Jordan, now you stay close to me or
you’ll get lost,” my mom’s voice
prophetically proclaimed.
“I need tube socks, light bulbs, and a
super-sized bottle of Cascade…oh, and don’t
forget the nylons,” my mom rattled off the
list. I, on the other hand, was preoccupied
by the new surroundings, barely listening,
feeling the far-off primal call of the toy aisle
with its faint beeps, whistles, and animated
mechanical voices. As I followed my mother
around, leeched to her hip, a ploy was
already hatching in my tiny brain.
“This blouse is so cute,” my mom
crooned. Oh no.
It hadn’t been five minutes and we
were already homing in on every six-yearold’s worst nightmare. Clothes. The eternal
wait.
“I have to try this on. I won’t be
long, two seconds, I promise!” As I reclined

~ S t a r d u s t ~

on the floor, watching seconds change to
minutes, on the clock above the three-way
mirrors, I lost complete interest in clothes.
“I have to get out of here,” I said to
myself. “I know I can find it…in just five
minutes. I’ll be back before the next
blouse.”
I continued convincing myself that
though I was only six, I could maneuver
through the labyrinthine aisle ways of this
mega-store to reach my goal. GI Joe was
calling, as were Slinkies and stuffed animals.
I was ready to take action. Dressed in my
bib overalls, I hopped up on light-up tennis
shoes and started flashing signals across a
sea of tacky women’s apparel. I could feel
my excitement growing. I began taking that
triumphant first step, but before my foot hit
the ground an unknown assailant grabbed
me from behind. I was caught! I timidly
peered up, only to stare directly into the
eyes of…my mother. From the look on her
face, I knew I was in for a lecture.
“Why can’t you ever listen? If you
would have gotten away I would have never
found you and someone could have taken
you, and your father and I would have had
no clue where you were.” The veins in her
temple twitched, and her face turned two
shades shy of a maraschino cherry. Finally,
she took a breath. Feeling remorse, I vowed
that I wouldn’t leave her side again. This
promise, though simple and sincere, was
amazingly hard to keep.
As soon as my mom turned her
unsuspecting back, I returned to my
plotting. Suddenly, opportunity knocked. A
marketer’s dream, my mother devoted her
unwavering attention to an annoying
salesman trying to huckster a blow dryer. A
Pro-Style 5000, with 200 watts of power
and 16 temperature control modulations
replete with safety shut-down switch. Was
it a hairdryer or a space-age leaf-blower?
Didn’t really matter. It was time to
make my move. More carefully than before, I
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inched away. I felt more and more confident
that I was going to reach pay-dirt this
round. My confidence increasing to
arrogance, and I began to trot down the
aisles without notice. I moved from
department to department, basking in my
freedom, swinging past house-wares
through toiletries and right into brassieres.
An elderly lady with blue eye shadow glared
at me as I brushed against her silky
nothings. Darting left, I soon glanced
upwards at unending tiers of everything
from Tupperware to camouflaged hunting
clothes. I think it’s likely that my eyes took
in a wider variety of life in that five minutes
than I had seen in my prior six-year
existence.
Then, out of nowhere, terror struck.
I don’t know where I am, I whimpered
inwardly, or how to get back! To the best of my
limited knowledge, my mother was never
going to find me and I was going to have to
live there forever among blue-mascara
scowls and cluttered, claustrophobic racks
of merchandise. I’d never get to play with
my toys, my dog, my friends. My mother
was now nothing short of a sage. My
curiosity had transformed itself into
catastrophe.
As I wandered among house-wares,
electronics, and the sports department,
panic continued to flood my tense fortyfive-pound body. Until, quite unexpectedly,
I finally reached the toy aisle.
Stepping into paradise, all the
worries of my situation were history. I was
enthralled by the toy trucks, G.I Joes, and
humungous stuffed animals. It truly was
everything I expected and more. I opened up
a full-size army man from his packaging and
reconnoitered on the frigid tile floor. I
started my own make-believe war and
waged bloody assaults on Barbie and
Cabbage Patch Kids until my short
attention span waned.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

Where too now? I pondered. Leaving
the aisle, I grabbed a huge stuffed teddy, so
big that half of it trailed the floor behind me,
picking up dust-bunnies along the way. I
looked back only to see the mess of toywrappers that I had created and high-tailed
it out of there.
Clutching my new plush friend, I
waddled out again into the uncharted
reaches of fear and freedom. Panic was
settling back. Feverish, I took a left into
some massive racks of discount clothing,
and after five minutes, my Saving Grace
appeared.
“Excuse me, sweetheart,” an all-too
smiley Wal-Mart Greeter Girl intoned, “Are
you lost?”
“Yes, I lost my mom forever ago and
I’m really scared. Do you think you could
help me find her?” Her hair swirled
beautifully around her cheeks, and her eyes
were soft green, like misty ocean spray. I
did not know what love was back then, but
Greeter Girl was the closest thing I’d come
to it. The greeter agreed to help me find my
mother. I grasped her comforting hand, my
teddy in the other, and we began to peer
through herds of people. After ten then
twenty then thirty minutes of frustration,
she asked two other employees to join the
hunt.
“Sure, we can help you, Jordy!” the
comforting voice of a Senior Greeter said.
When almost an hour had elapsed
and left us with no trace of my mom, we
decided to escalate the search party yet
again. This time a security guard joined our
convoy that was still going through aisle by
aisle. Finally they brought out the last
resort, the final straw, the end-all-be-all of
finding someone in an 80,000 square foot
store--The Loud Speaker.
“Would Denise Campbell please
come to customer service? Denise Campbell
to customer service,” the nasally voice
boomed. Still, its impact was like a call
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from God.
Within minutes, she came
running with eyes bloodshot from crying. At
that point I couldn’t tell whether the tears
were from anger, joy, or a combination of
both, but I did know that she was relieved
to see me.
They say that everything in life
comes at a price—that’s literally true at
Wal-Mart. In some regards, my experience
was worth it—even for my mother. The
charitable Greeters let me keep the bear,
which I still have today. When I returned
home, it found my bed quickly, with my
mom’s words still resounding in my head,
Stay close to me or you’ll get lost. Why didn’t I
just listen?
I learned that day that my mother
will always be there for me, but I also
learned the fear of losing her forever.
Perhaps she learned something at a price too
that day—that you shouldn’t turn your back
on your kids.
Before you know it, they’re gone.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

“Salvation”
att
Elder

M

-Best of Year 2007-

T

he sun scorched my face
as I sat in the sand
miles away from the strife of life;
the cry of gulls and the scent of sea
lured me to a dark green urge
that looked so peaceful;
my mother took me in-the cold of the murky depths
made our bodies shiver as
farther away from the glinting
yellow coast we waded, the sea
claiming more and more of us,
up and down the landscape bobbing
with every wave,
but this we could not see: a hungry
wave
determined to swallow.
I kicked, pulled, but to no avail;
I crashed into cement-like sand-had enough, and that was that.
“let’s head back,” I gurgled,
but I took one step and greeted
disaster,
the sea had thrown the ground that
was so firm upon our heads;
I was nowhere I could see,
my mother too short to touch,
so we struggled there for endless
minutes
the ocean wanting us
the current holding us
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and we screamed for God’s dear mercy;
and when at last all breath was spent and
hope was lost—behold!
an island of pale flesh, a porky hand.
“grab on,” urged a faceless southern drawl,
“I can touch ’n this here jetty.”
the lifeguard arrived too late,
bronze goddess that she was,
comical with all her thunder stolen,
more rapt in tanning oil and lifeguard gear
than beachside daring-do…
what need have we for heroes
in a world of unlikely saviors?

~ S t a r d u s t ~

“The Last Waking Hours
of Henry Milton”
rancesca
Lambert

F

-Best of Year 2008-

T

he sounds emanating from Henry
Milton’s mouth were neither human
nor animal, but something too primal
to be grasped by those surrounding him.
The goose-bump groans scraped the very
depths of his stomach pit, echoed through
his vocal cords, amplified through the
cramped room. And Henry Milton was
suddenly terrified. Faced with his fastapproaching death, he disintegrated into the
prepubescent boy of his fading youth, wetfaced and desperate in the locker room of
his hulking tormentors. This was the end,
and Henry Milton, age 87, was anything but
ready to let go.
His wife Marianne
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continued to ring the blood out of his left
hand. The congregation of relatives and
friends gathered patiently in a semicircle
around the bed, waiting for that fateful hour
which would be his last. He lay there,
drifting in and out of consciousness,
growing ever more aware of the somber
priest that awaited him in the doorway.
When Henry Milton was six years
old, he decided to conduct an experiment in
the pond in his back yard. After a two-hour
search, he captured a large bullfrog, around
which Henry tied a heavy rock with a length
of string. He dropped the frantic creature in
the pond and watched curiously as it sank
slowly to the bottom, weighed down by the
stone. The frog desperately continued to
swim in an upward motion, combating
nature’s cruel laws as the air slowly pumped
out of its lungs. Henry squatted above it
and watched. He waited and wondered
what would happen. But minutes passed,
his young limbs twitched with impatience,
and his mother finally called him in for
supper. The next day, Henry returned to
the pond and noticed the light red tint that
the water had assumed. He searched the
water intently for the cause and was

~ S t a r d u s t ~

horrified to see the bullfrog’s limp body
submerged on the pond’s bottom. The deep
lacerations on its body had been caused by
the strain of the string against the creature’s
flailing upward thrusts. Henry wanted to
scream but found no sound in his lungs.
Gasping for breath, he ultimately relieved
his grief through a few salty tears. He ran
through his yard whimpering, ripping the
leaves off of branches and tearing them to
shreds. He was so enraged by his actions,
by the rash impulse and brash curiosity that
led him to commit such a monstrosity. Now
on his deathbed, such defining memories
washed over him, flooding his thoughts
during brief moments of clarity, losing his
own battle against natural law.
He
remembered every detail about that day –
the gray-purple haze of the sky, the soft,
whispery aura of the warm Michigan air, the
damp coolness of the ground. The trees
rustled at the bullfrog’s funeral, Henry’s
calloused feet sinking into the moist earth,
remorse blurring his “Eulogy for an
Amphibian.” This experience shaped him as
a person in an indescribably profound way.
It lent him a quiet sensitivity, a slightly
introverted nature, a great appreciation for
the beautiful and diverse life forms that
filled the planet. It was a life-altering
moment, one that marked him with an
artistic temperament and mellow nature
that characterized his difficult adolescence
and subdued his lust for life.
Snapshot moments from his life
such as this passed before him like old
newsreel footage. He remembered how his
grandmother’s bones felt like they were
swimming underneath her paper-thin skin
when he visited her in the hospital as a
child. Adopting his first dog from the
Humane Society. Being infatuated with his
third grade teacher. Learning that parents
can separate and find new partners, as his
did. How he hadn’t celebrated his sixteenth
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birthday. The painfully long last years of
high school. And, of course, Nadia.
Henry Milton had fallen in love only
once in his life, at twenty-one. He had
spotted her on the college campus greens,
reading a copy of Howard Zinn’s A People’s
History of the United States, and fell head first
into an all-consuming passion that he was
little equipped to deal with. He watched
her from a distance for upwards of a month.
Their first conversation, which finally
happened in the cafeteria line, went
something like this:
“You like grapes?” he mustered up
the courage to ask her, seeing a bowl-full of
fruit on her tray.
“Yeah, but I like guys who have
better pick-up lines than that even better,”
she replied.
Henry Milton, unable to mask his
shock, choked on the spittle in his throat
and blushed severely. Nadia noticed his
bewildered embarrassment and interjected
mercifully, “It’s okay…I’m just kidding.” She
laughed.
Henry offered a few chuckles, more
relieved than amused.
“Yeah…okay.” With this he ended
the conversation, albeit prematurely.
Now lying on his deathbed, Henry
Milton chuckled, genuinely amused, at the
lung-constricting moments that he had had
with Nadia when they first met. He was
shy, awkwardly unfamiliar with the world
of women. And she had consumed his entire
being, eclipsing every other aspect of his life.
After a few more decidedly less inept
meetings, Henry miraculously managed to
win her over. She was mysterious and
bewildering. Alive and vivacious in a way
that was completely opposite Henry’s
nature. They were together for only a few
months, however, when Nadia began to
grow weary of Henry’s seemingly taciturn
and docile manner. She misconstrued this

~ S t a r d u s t ~

as emptiness, a gross indifference that
sooner or later would reveal that he did not
care for her. She left just as quickly as she
came. The emotional implications of both of
these events were too much for him to
handle. Henry Milton began to cry without
noticing it.
“Honey, what’s wrong?” he heard
his wife Marianne ask. “Are you in pain,
sweetheart?”
He could not answer. The priest
did instead.
“It’s a natural reaction the body
undergoes moments before leaving us. It’s
nothing to worry about.” His voice had an
eerie quality to it that resonated through the
crowded room. The congregation shifted
uneasily.
Henry was insulted by the way the
priest’s black robe acted as such a blatant
preview of his impending funeral. He
tightly grasped the clean white sheets. This
bed in which he had slept for the last forty
years was so unfamiliar, with its freshly
bleached, crisply folded starchy fabrics. It
seemed stiff, as if his body rested only above
the mattress, unable to sink in. The bed was
altered and improved to bid Henry Milton
farewell. He noticed how unfamiliar the
entire room felt, the off-beige carpet and
light blue wallpaper so foreign. The old
odor of fresh ink and cat litter was now
smothered beneath a heavy mist of
industrial-strength
disinfectant
and
cleanser that gave off a mist more sterile
than a hospital room. His pillow swallowed
his disheveled, sweaty head of hair. His
wife’s ever-strong perfume offered him no
comfort. Marianne looked so grotesque, her
tears and eye makeup staining the sheets,
her face deteriorating into a fleshy red pulp.
She sniveled loudly.
Henry and Marianne’s marriage was
straight out of a Jane Austen novel,
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practically arranged by their parents, their
families linked through generations of
business dealings. But he was forty and she
thirty-five, so Henry knew that very few
opportunities would present themselves
hence. All traces of youthful ambition and
idealism had long been washed away,
weathered by year upon year at his importexport cubicle job. But Marianne proved to
be a dutiful wife. Idyllic, even. The two
simulated happiness together, distanced by
all those things they refused to admit to
each other. They shared a bed but nothing
more. He never really loved her. He had to
admit. A few years into marriage they
decided to adopt a Russian orphan named
Alexander, both secretly hoping that this
new life would create a useful distraction in
those long moments of empty silence that
plagued them. The three lived in uneventful
faux-contentment. He drove to work
everyday, forever haunted by the life that he
could have lead. She cooked and cleaned,
just as desperate, but hiding it better under
layers of makeup and shy smiles. But she
looked so sad now. It was as if all the
affection she had ever felt toward him was
compacted into her grief, which contorted
her face and made the blue veins on her
cheeks stand out. Perhaps she did love him.
They had spent forty-seven years together.
Henry Milton began to cry profusely.
“Father, I…I…think he…” Marianne
could not verbalize the end that she saw in
her husband’s eyes.
The priest dramatically descended
to the other side of the bed and began to
speak to him in mournful tones.
“Henry, now is the time to confess
your sins. God is listening. You will be
joining him any minute now. Are you ready?
Say what is on your mind.”
‘Where is this God now?’ he wished
to say. ‘Where has he been all of my life?’
As Henry Milton aged, he grew increasingly
bitter and frustrated with his disposition,

~ S t a r d u s t ~

and found the only scapegoat in the forces of
the universe that were throwing his life off
balance. He felt he had done nothing to
deserve this life of quiet desperation that
was now going to end. ‘When you bury me,
bury me standing up so that I may face this
God eye to eye when I finally meet him,’ he
wished to say. His mind screamed with the
ultimate confession.
‘Father, I never went to your church
on Sundays. I found your sermons haughty
and overbearing, just like your demeanor
now. Alexander – your mother and I have
yet to tell you the truth about your
adoption, though you are forty-four years
old. I’m sorry. And Marianne, I never really
loved you that much. You’ve been very kind,
and you might even feel the same way.
When I was six years old I butchered a
bullfrog. Nadia – you are the only person I
have ever really loved. Heaven better be
better than this, though I probably don’t
deserve to go there.’
Henry Milton forced his mouth
open.
“I…I…I…”
His last breath was a silent one.
He closed his mouth and awaited
the end--because he was not a martyr,
because he was just as much to blame for his
discontent as anything or anyone else,
because, all in all, his life was not so bad, so
tragic--because, ultimately, some things are
just better left unsaid.
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“A Reasonable Gift”
att
McMillen

M

-Best of Year 2009-

H

ey, you,
girl of my dreams,
I wish I could give you the world—
but it’s entirely too big
and I would surely drop it.
Couldn’t fit it in my pocket either.
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Assuming that I could shrink it,
could you handle the responsibility?
Would you venture into its crevices
so dark, filthy, and unforgiving
braving the hate and discord
and have no fear?
What if the people laughed at you?
Would you swallow your anger and restore
peace-or smash it upon cold stones?
Would you guard it with your life-or leave it unattended
so someone else can destroy it?
Never mind.
It’s a horrible gift.
Maybe I should give you my heart instead.
It’s already broken.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

“It Will…”
ylie
Hand

K

-Best of Year 2010-

L

eona Lewis once sang, “It will all get
better in time.” Five days before my
seventeenth birthday, I gave birth to
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my lifeless son. An event that many find
joyful I found one of the most painful days I
ever encountered.
My heart filled with infinite love,
and then it broke.
That morning was as ordinary as
any previous morning. I enjoyed a bowl of
Kix with some apple slices and swigged
down my prenatal vitamins with milk. I
jumped in the shower and watched the soap
suds run down my bubbled belly, as I did
every morning. I finished getting ready and
off to school I went. Everything was routine
there, too, except when I arrived at
geometry class. I sat in the back and

~ S t a r d u s t ~

watched the clock as it neared 3:10 P.M. My
stomach started to feel awkward. Bryson
had been lively that day, so I thought it was
just a pregnancy pain. The pain increased
rapidly, yet still I ignored it. I hid it from
Billy, and it wasn’t until he found me on the
floor on all fours that he knew something
was wrong.
He called the hospital. I was to be
rushed. I panicked. Never did it cross my
mind that I would hold my baby boy in my
arms that night. The pain became
unbearable. Billy’s hand must have hurt
more than anything, for all I did on the way
was squeeze the color out of it. It all was
mind-boggling between the pain and the
worry. I tried to convince myself it was all
okay, but deep down I knew that it wasn’t.
When we finally arrived at the
hospital after what seemed a drive to
California, we ran to Level 8 of the building.
Time slowed, and nothing passed quickly
enough to satisfy me, enough to make the
pain and the fear just disappear.
A nurse took me to my room and
hooked me up to the monitors. When she
did, I turned my head in amazement; I could
hear his heartbeat. The sound began to
break my heart--because when I knew that
he was fine, I became enraged at the thought
that he too would go through pain. Tears
flowed down my face as she continued to
take my blood pressure and ask me a list of
questions. To this day I can’t remember,
from the numbing of my body, what she
asked or if I even answered correctly. I lay in
that hospital bed just staring at the ceiling
waiting for the doctor.
Once the doctor arrived, she told me
what I had feared the most. That the pains
were contractions, that the placenta had
separated, that we were both losing too
much blood, that I would lose my healthy,
perfect baby.
My hopes and dreams dissipated. I
kept staring at the ceiling, praying. I
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watched as Billy ripped at the curtains,
pulled at his hair, looked at me as his eyes
started to swell. Still, I felt no tears run. I
was shocked about it all. No signs. No
warnings. No cause. My mom and Billy’s
dad ran into the room out of breath, waiting
for the news. Shocked also, the tears
streamed down their cheeks.
Still, nothing from mine.
I can’t tell you what happened then.
I don’t even remember. Just nurses talking
and people crying as I lay there spaced out
in disbelief still feeling the kicks about to
stop. They assured me that he felt no pain in
the only nice, warm place he ever knew.
After it all, I held him in my arms. I
finally was able to cry. A rush of love came
over me, because a mother’s love is instant,
and that doesn’t change because a baby is
born breathless. I loved him before that,
though, and was heartbroken when I
couldn’t take him home. I was overwhelmed
with pride, and he didn’t even have to do a
single thing.
I will never forget looking at that
little face. A nose like mine, a miniature
replica of Billy’s lips. Little hands no bigger
than the first knuckle of my ring finger. I
held his tiny eleven inch body for hours, but
it seemed like minutes.
Bryson Aaron Smith.
He was baptized that night, even
though he already was one of God’s angels.
They took foot prints and hand prints, too,
which I’ll wear marked on my wrist forever.
These prints are nothing compared to the
memories and love marked on my heart.
At the end of the longest yet
shortest night of my life, they finally forced
me out of the hospital. I edged down the
halls, revisiting each picture, door, and sign
that I had passed so frantically in the
beginning.
But this time I wasn’t pregnant.
When we reached the car I sat in the seat of
the Jeep in which Billy had sped to the

~ S t a r d u s t ~

hospital. But no child stirred. When I got
home, I changed into the pajamas I had
worn when I was pregnant. I lay in bed and
reached for my “Buddha belly.” It was not
there. The days following the loss, that’s all I
seemed to think. I thought, “Everything I do
now, I remember doing when I was pregnant.” It
took me a while to realize that I had no
reason to be cautious, to take my prenatal
vitamins, to sleep on my side, to avoid eating
junk foods, to skip hot baths, or to avoid
lifting heavy objects. Even with this
knowledge, I caught myself avoiding and
approaching life everyday as if Bryson were
still with me.
On my birthday, I declined a piece
of cake.
September 11. A day of national
significance. I had no memory of the ones
who had lost their lives. Instead, I stood at a
smaller grave. Gazed into a two-foot hole
where my son was about to be placed. As
the black Durango pulled up, I saw Mr.
Feller take a small box from the back. Inside
was my small baby and a stuffed elephant.
He was holding a blue rose half his size. I
denied that he was inside that plastic cube.
To me, it wasn’t good enough for
him. He was better than that.
I whispered to Billy the whole time
throughout the ceremony, “Why is the
ground better than me?”
I didn’t understand. Worse, I didn’t
want to understand.
As everybody stood around, Billy
lowered our precious baby into the ground.
I attempted to lower the box with him, but I
felt as though the ground was pulling my
weight in…as if my lungs were collapsing
and my heart was giving way. I watched
sitting Indian style along the edge of the
grave burying my face into the palms of my
hands. I watched the blur of people through
the tears that filled my eyes, place their
white roses on top of the box. At the end,
we also placed ours, in the opposite
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direction, on the top. I left the graveyard
looking back at the men filling in what was
left of the hole with dirt.
“Why?” I asked.
writes.

It will all get better in time, Lewis

When I heard this song a short time
after Bryson’s death, I claimed it was
nothing but a lie.
Now, I have found peace with his
loss. No, I never heard him cry or talk. I
never watched him crawl, but I feel I have
something more. An indescribable feeling, it
seems. I can’t explain it, but I feel privileged
to have gotten the opportunity to feel and
carry my son.
He was too perfect to be on this
earth. I know that this was meant to
happen. I wasn’t meant to be a mother yet,
and he wasn’t meant to live outside the
womb. Six months wasn’t long enough. As
hurtful as this is to me, I know that it is
better for us both. He doesn’t have to live a
day of sadness or sickness. He can be safe
and happy. He has people watching him
that will do a much better job than I could
ever imagine doing myself. I now live on for
him, and one day, we will meet at the gates
of heaven.
Perhaps it all gets better in time.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

“Red, His Favorite
Color”
ylie
Ash

K

-Best of Year 2011-

T

he door said “Dr. Nicholas Ramiro”
in black lettering on a shiny golden
plate--fake gold. The edges were
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turning green. It had been like that for as
long as Milo could remember, and it
annoyed him, like the creak in the door
when he opened it, grating his ears, causing
his scabbed lips to twitch into a frown.
Before he touched the door he could
smell the compound odor of bleach and
apple air-freshener, two scents that clashed
in his nostrils. It was how the little ones
smelled long after they realized they were in
danger-- perfectly clean, like laundry left
out in a rainstorm.
“What are you thinking?” asked
Ramiro.
No greeting, no smile, no hand held
out to shake. The doctor knew that
formalities only delayed the process of
getting into Milo’s mind.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

Milo raised his nose at the question
and snorted condescendingly, his colored
hair flopping aimlessly on his scalp. An
awkward silence settled about the two, an
unwelcome pressure that pushed on their
temples and tried to leak into their heads.
Milo coughed and the silence relented, his
bony hand held tightly over his lips.
“Your room smells like…piss,” the
patient answered. Milo supposed that he
had planted a rag somewhere close by,
maybe in his desk, to stimulate his memory.
The fluorescent bulbs of the room shone off
his eyes. “Piss and…something.”
Milo refused to acknowledge the
true aroma.
“You say that every time you come
here, Milo.”
Well, what did he expect? Ramiro
pulled a wheelie desk from a corner,
unfolding the projector that sat on top and
turning it on. Instantly an image flashed
onto the white-washed walls surrounding
the two men. A happy image. One that could
easily burn into a stranger’s brain and stay
there forever if he knew the significance of
it.
Milo sat down.
There had been a time when he
wouldn’t have been able to control himself.
A little girl not three feet away was still
tempting, four medications later. But the
pills helped to suffocate his desire, helped
him to rationalize.
She was so beautiful.
Her hair was comprised entirely of
golden curls, eyes blue. What was the point
in showing him this?
“What do you feel, Milo?” The voice
was in his ear, the doctor-voice. Harsh,
unpleasant, cold.
“Need,” Milo replied, his black eyes
rolling away from the projection to stare at
the psychiatrist. “Want, and yet restraint.”
The doctor smiled. “Why do you
feel the restraint, do you think?”
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Milo’s dark eyes narrowed into slits,
brooding over the question. Milo knew
what he was, and he knew it was what he
always would be. It was what he looked like
sitting in the plush chair, hair fallen into his
face to hide it from the world. He was not
sure entirely what the doctor knew, though
he was certain he knew enough.
“Your damn medicine, that’s why.”
The doctor sighed and stood
straight, pulling away from Milo. An
arthritic hand jammed down a button on
the clicking box and the projection of the
girl with golden hair disappeared.
“I hate it.” Milo tucked his lower lip
into his mouth, trapping it between his
teeth like it were another awful pill and
gnawing down anxiously.
“Did you recognize the little girl?”
Dr. Ramiro asked. Milo did not respond. If
he answered, what would he think of him?
“Milo, answer.”
“No.”
The doctor’s eyes softened, his kindold-therapist face supplanting his frustrated
expression.
“No you don’t want to answer or no
you don’t recognize her?”
“No, I don’t recognize her.”
“I find that hard to believe,” the
doctor murmured. “She was the first.”
Milo stopped moving about, eyes
freezing in mid-blink. He felt cornered, eyes
darting wildly around, the whites flashing
like a frightened animal’s with a hunter on
its tail. He knew, he knew.
“No,” the patient stated more firmly,
his brows knitting into an ugly line.
“Yes, you do. And when you’re
willing to admit that, maybe we’ll make
some progress.”
They hadn’t made progress in a long
time. It would be nice. But it was just a silly
dream; the doctor may as well forget about
it. Milo wasn’t going to admit to anything;
the treatment wasn’t working.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

“Did you take your medication this
morning?”
An innocent question, perhaps, but
one with danger not too far behind.
“Yes.”
He hadn’t taken his medicine for
two days, and yet he could still feel it inside
of him, what was left of the last set of pills
anyway. His stomach didn’t churn when he
saw her face, his heart didn’t pound, his
body didn’t react. Two days, and he was still
feeling the tight chains binding him. He
hated it, them, everything.
“Are you sure you’ve taken it?”
Paranoia kicked into overdrive,
throat and mouth devoid of moisture. Even
his tongue was dry. Did he know? Could the
doctor hear it in his voice, in his breathing,
or did he see it in his face?
“I’m s-sure.”
And that was that. The doctor saw
the lie just then, with a single stutter.
Two pairs of eyes locked onto each
other, one dangerous, the other filled with
mock concern. The smell of the office hit the
patient’s senses ten times harder than it had
before as panic swept over him. Bleach and
apple air-freshener. It made him gag.
“Milo, you can’t stop taking your
medicine. Do you understand what will
happen?”
He did, and he wanted it to happen.
“Milo?” Dr. Ramiro walked back
over to the chair, his dark skin wrinkled on
his old frame. This place suddenly wasn’t
familiar anymore, not safe.
“Milo?”
“Yes?”
“Do you understand what will
happen?”
A pause. The patient nodded. His
insides were bubbling over, thoughts no
longer confined to the rational part of his
brain, the medicated part.
“I’m going to give you twice the
dosage you normally take, and I want to
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make sure it’s been swallowed before you
leave today.”
He said something else but Milo
didn’t catch it. He was too focused on the
door, on the escape it promised. The room
became dim and Milo smiled. He could see
the sun outside the window hidden behind
a menagerie of gloomy animal cloud shapes.
It was going to rain, a thunderstorm
perhaps. Milo reacted physically to
thunderstorms. So powerful, yet so clean.
The doctor walked over to his desk,
his big official desk with the big official
nameplate, and opened a drawer. Another
whiff of bleach assaulted the patient’s nose,
eyes watering at the urge to vomit. Now he
felt sick for an entirely different reason.
Now he could smell her in this little office.
Dead and meticulously clean.
Milo had used bleach to clean her.
It’s such a dirty thing, his mother had said
so many years ago. He had to make it clean
somehow.
“Did you hear me?”
Dark eyes jolted away from the wall
at which they had been staring, seeing
nothing except golden curls.
“No.”
“Take this.”
Three thick, green and yellow
capsules were held out and dropped into a
hesitant, bony hand. They were like horse
pills.
“I’ll get you some water.”
He was alone now, utterly alone in
this ugly room with the sound of bell-like
laughter tolling in his ears.
Rosaline’s laughter, carefree and
light.
“Leave me be.”
And she did, she stopped. Milo was
grateful. But even though he couldn’t hear
her, her scent lingered.
The doctor was back with a papercone cup full of no-doubt-roomtemperature water. Milo was able to

~ S t a r d u s t ~

swallow the pills, opening his mouth for his
psychologist to check soon after. The man
grabbed his chin and ordered him to move
his tongue about, only content when cheeks
had been pulled and there was positively no
sign of medication left behind.
I feel like a child.
“Good.” Dr. Ramiro smiled, “You
can leave for the day.”
Milo didn’t need to be told twice.
The second the front door of the
small building was open, stuffiness and
humidity attacked him from all sides. The
sky was close to dropping water all over
everything, so very close to letting loose.
Milo frowned, walked over to a trashcan on
the side of the street, and shoved two
fingers down his throat. The pills, and
everything else in his stomach, came up,
leaving behind the bitter taste of stomach
acid and pre-digested food.
He would have said yuck, would
have grimaced or spat, if a little girl had not
been watching him intently from a bench
just a few feet away. Her mother was at the
pay phone further down the sidewalk,
shifting her weary eyes up the walkway to
watch her child. They all had eyes like
hawks, Milo noted.
His left hand rose calmly to wipe his
mouth, clearing any left over debris that
may have clung to the ashen skin around his
lips. He still couldn’t taste anything except
the bile, but that didn’t keep a smile from
slipping onto his face, while his dark eyes
focused on the bench.
A car sped by. For a brief second,
Milo caught a reflection of himself in the
passenger side window, and his mind
immediately wandered from its course; he
was reminded of a line from a movie he had
seen many years ago about a distressed
mother who had lost her child. “A dingo ate
my baby! A dingo ate my baby!” Another car
passed by, and Milo looked up.
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Is that what I am? he asked.
“You okay, sir?”
He refocused on the one who had
spoken, the little girl sitting alone on the
bench. Milo looked up to where her mother
was, seeing that her back was turned
towards them. What a responsible parent,
so trusting of the world around her. He
approached the girl with flouncing brown
hair, unable to discern the color of her eyes.
Blue? Green? Grey? Or maybe all of the
above?
“Yes, I’m good, thank you. Much
better now.”
And though he knew the child
didn’t understand his words or the tone of
his voice, he recognized the blush on her
cheek and neck, creeping over her nose to
her forehead. Instinctually, her mind knew
he had meant something. The mother still had
yet to turn around.
“Did you have a tummy ache?”
“Yes, a very bad one.”
“I’m sorry. May I…”
Thunder cracked, rolling and
shaking the sky, vibrating the windows on
nearby shops. It forced a whimper out of the
child’s throat, and while the world got a
little darker, her mother turned around to
take another protective look. The woman’s
eyes narrowed as soon as she spotted Milo
sitting calmly next to the girl. Milo stared
right back, lip turned into a sneer.
The little girl wasn’t pretty anyway,
not like Rosaline. So when the mother hung
up the payphone and started to rush over,
Milo was off the bench and walking away
with only a little disappointment coursing
through his veins. He could barely hear her
voice over the angry clouds, demanding to
know repeatedly and in a panicked tone
“what that man wanted.”
A few feet later and he was out of
earshot.
Thunder split his eardrums again.
The soft patter of rain echoed all around as
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it started to fall from the sky chaotically. It
made the earth look dirty, oil gathering with
gasoline to float on top of puddles. Mud
pooled at the gutter as the rain became
heavier, the asphalt a slick deathtrap.
Perhaps it was appropriate that he stood
there in the gutter, feet scuffing against the
curb until the toes of his shoes were
browned and scraped, mulling over the
crazed, desperate reactions of all mothers
whose children were snatched away by
monsters in the night.
Had that been the way with Rosaline’s
mother? he mused.
Where he should have felt
something, there was a swirling void, an
emptiness. The more his mind replayed the
image of a screaming mother, tearing at her
hair and yelling at the officers who were
trying to help, the emptier that hole became.
Why should I feel bad about something
that had felt good?
The familiar tremor in his stomach
finally emerged, no longer held back by
superstitious doctors and their prescription
drugs. A weight slid from his shoulders, the
huge metaphorical chip. This was who he
was; this was who he always would be, so
dangerously close to his prey and to the
people who protected them.
A monster in the night--except, it
wasn’t night yet. The moon was hours and
hours away. He still had time, plenty of time
to pick and choose. Dirtied shoes picked
themselves up off the side of the street and
back onto the sidewalk, leaving behind
them a thick mud stain that the rain tried
unsuccessfully to wash away. The sidewalk
was a storm-tossed sea of umbrellas. Pink,
purple, blue, grey. Yet here he was, singled
out, alone with nothing to protect him from
the elements.
He wasn’t complaining.
Thunderstorms were so free, and
Milo wanted a piece of that. He was envious
of the storms; they were models of patience,
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capable of holding their passions for days,
for weeks, before cleansing the foul earth
with their pent up wrath. Green with envy,
he trudged through the thick downpour and
searched and searched.
Until his eyes fixed on a small body
underneath a bright red umbrella. The
corners of the fabric shielding her were
frayed, several edges pierced where the
metal framing had once poked through. The
edges of her pant legs were dirty and soaked
from walking through pools of water afloat
with other foul things that good people
disposed of. A cigarette butt or two, a onceglossy page from a glamour magazine, a
soggy French-fry, a Trojan. Things. The word
barely did them justice.
The mother was still by the little
girl, leading her along the small road to
whatever destination they intended. Milo
had to bide his time, wait until the perfect
moment. Until then, he could follow.
Always a pace or two behind, he
followed them into a grocery store, his legs
carrying him an aisle over before he came
around the other side and met the pair head
on.
The mother recognized him through
his soggy guise. The sneer that crossed his
lips was memorable and made her shiver, a
movement that the mother hadn’t noticed,
but Milo had.
“Tummy still hurt, sir?”
The mother shushed the girl,
grabbing her thin wrist and trying to pull
her along.
“No. I’m feeling much better, thank
you.”
Shiver turned to flinch.
“Don’t talk to my daughter.”
A stern warning, a demand. It was
useless.
Milo shrugged and sauntered
around them, a wet shock of hair pasted to
the skin of his cheeks and forehead. His eyes
were completely hidden beneath the mask,

~ S t a r d u s t ~

nothing human about his face was visible
except for the mouth that grinned on his
exposed chin. And even that was marred.
“How old are you, darling?” he
asked, kneeling just enough to be eye level
with the girl, but still several feet away. She
glanced nervously towards her mother,
whose knuckles turned white from their
grip on the tiny hand. When the mother
said nothing, the child spoke up.
“Ten.”
Ten? How appropriate.
Satisfied, Milo stood straight and
turned to walk away.
“If I see you again…I’m going to call
the police!” Such an empty, pointless threat.
Of course, she would never see him
again. Only the priceless gem clutched in
her hand would ever lay eyes on him. Their
next meeting, he presumed, would be less
agreeable than this one.
“I understand,” Milo deferred
politely.
He then disappeared behind a
display of devil’s food cake, his messy hair
the last thing that the mother would ever
see of him. But his face would forever be
scorched into her mind--a face, Milo mused,
only a mother could love.
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“Sweet Insanity”
randon
Shaffer
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D

eep in my mind sounds a beautiful
voice.
One nearly impossible to efface by

choice.
She plays a sweet melody deep in my head,
She stays with me always, by day or by bed.

Because she exists, I’m never alone.
She gives me her music; I give her a home.
With Calliope sweet much time I do spend.
Psychosis has borne me a trustworthy
friend.
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My angel of music, I do love her so.
From her spirit’s embrace, I’ll never let go.
Through changing seasons I’ll shiver and
sweat,
But she’ll always be there to sing our duet.
I know she won’t leave me anytime soon.
Nothing cajoles like Calliope’s tune.
Whether she’s real or not even there,
Her harmonies sweet she’s inclined to share.
Morn after morning I lie in my bed
As her mysterious voice sings songs in my
head.
Her tunes inspiration to hop to my feet,
For nothing could possibly sound just as
sweet.
Happiness from my madness.
Harmony from my sadness.
My insanity I use
To speak with my Muse.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

“Looking for a Reason”
kyler
Yanchick

S
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T

he elevator eased to a stop as the red
light illuminated floor #5. Robert
stepped out and headed for the office.
He settled down behind his mahogany desk
and exhaled audibly at the stack of papers
sitting next to his computer. The stack was
larger than usual. His workload had been
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increasing over the past few months; he was
growing tired of it, his life gray and
paralyzed in his cubicle. He turned to look
out one of the massive windows that made
up the walls of the office hoping to see the
city beneath him. He could only see his
reflection.
A middle-aged, thin, rough-bearded
man looked back at him, a black suit and a
brilliant green tie. He looked worn down, as
if his years at the firm had ground away his
charm.
He ran his fingers through
disheveled hair and reached for a pen. He
scrawled a quick note, rose, walked back to
the elevator and descended. Once on ground
level, he walked to the front lobby, passing
an Information Desk clerk who shot him an

~ S t a r d u s t ~

icy glare. Robert calmly strode by her,
ignoring the look, and stepped out onto
Orange Street.
The crisp cool air of November
reached down his throat and ripped the air
from his lungs. Looking around, he could
see the Brooklyn Bridge just a few blocks
down.
He turned around one last time and
surveyed the massive building in his wake.
He was so accustomed to the daily routine-wake up, work, leave, sleep--that this early
break seemed odd to him.
He whispered, “Goodbye.” And
calmly went on his way.
He began the walk north.
One block down, four to go. He
stopped for coffee, a small stand on the
corner, quick and easy.
A young man with thick-rimmed
glasses asked, “What do you like?” He
sounding almost annoyed with Robert’s
presence.
“Large, black, two sugars please.”
Holding out a five, Robert grinned.
Handing him the coffee, the young
man said, “Here.” He took the bill and
reached for change.
Robert, ignoring the man’s gesture
to give him change, turned and continued on
the walk.
The man yelled for Robert to stop,
but he gave no reply.
Insides now warmed by a strong
Columbian roast, Robert looked again at his
destination. The large bridge stood just four
blocks away.
A jogger ran by. One second here, in
another she was gone. Only getting a glance
at her face, Robert saw her disappear into a
crowd to be forgotten. Robert toyed with
the thought, “Am I that forgettable? Surely
business will move on. Will they take even a
second to ask where I am?”
Just two blocks now, his insides
started to churn; the coffee might have been
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a mistake. He stopped at McDonalds and
headed for the bathroom. A long line
awaited his arrival as he stepped through
the door.
He waited, and waited. Until finally
the urge was unbearable; and he left and
quickly jolted through traffic across the
street. Robert scooted through the people
waiting for their tables at a Ruby Tuesday
and finally found the bathroom. In his rush,
he had accidentally jumped in front of
someone waiting. Upon exiting the stall, he
noticed the man was picking up papers.
Robert bent down to help, but the man
shunned him and simply said, “Haven’t you
done enough? This story was ready for
publishing, and now it’s scattered and out of
order. Thanks.”
“Yeah, sorry.” Robert walked away,
eager to get away.
He stood at a corner. A taxi sped
by, and another followed. Robert stared
until the moving cars turned into a single
blur, a blur he was familiar with. His life had
become this same blur, filled with so much
noise and motion, yet meaningless, waves of
information flying by, coming into view only
for a second, and then fleeting away,
meaning nothing. He had lost the ability to
understand what was going on, why people
did the things they did. He was a cog in a
machine, a regular in the workforce. A daily
routine strictly followed.--his family, whose
faces he could barely conjure, his coworkers,
all of them. They had become part of the
encumbrance, not worth it anymore. He was
fed up with the problems people put
themselves in and how they dealt with
them. He clenched his eyes so tightly
against the world that he began to see
colors, and the, when the colors began to
swirl, he opened his eyes, and he saw
everything.
It was too much to take in at once.
This blur, it was him, it had become him. He
was nothing, meaninglessness, an empty
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soul. Worn out from months of selflessness,
he was done. His final act, just a block away,
that is, if someone didn’t stop him.
There he stood, inches from the
edge. There was no stopping him now.
Looking down, the concrete below seemed
so inviting, just begging for his face to
collide with bone-shattering speed, for
every inch of his body to crumple.
He took his last step, the one that
meant the most, his step towards freedom.
As he fell, the wind ripped through him, the
sky a blur, that same, familiar blur. He was
free.
Then he hit, bones protruding from
limbs, flesh torn, face hidden in concrete--a
bloodied, anonymous mess. Blood that
served no purpose beyond medical
explanation flowed harmlessly onto the
sidewalk. A woman screamed and after
regaining her composure called an
ambulance.
It was too late. Robert was gone, his
body a torn puzzle that no one could put
together.
The police didn’t have to look hard;
the note was there, in the center of a
mahogany desk around which swirled
dozens of shadowy faces. The officer picked
it up with a steady hand and a perplexed
look.
He read aloud, “I’m going to take a
walk to the bridge. If one person smiles at
me along the way, I won’t jump.”
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“For the Crown”
hett
Everhart

R
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B

ullets fly-Patriots die-Scarlet ground,
Stained for the crown.
Tempers heat-Battles break-Conflicts rise-Eyes to the sky
In search of hope
When lovers die.
The ones
the world admires most
Raise their glasses for a toast-Safe from the conflict-No worries at heart,
Girded by
an un-heavenly host.
Kings watch on as peasants fight
To make it through another
night-Fighting for love-Reaching for right-As poets weep
And newborns cry.
And in the end
We reach the light-In the end
We all take flight-We leave this world-For peace at last
Eternal--Everlasting--

43 | P a g e

Without boast,
With Father
Son
And Holy Ghost.
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“Porcelain”
reanna
Cameron
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T

he feeble old man pulled a picture from
his desk. It was a picture of a girl whose
long, dark hair was caught in the wind
of a summer evening. She was smiling. Not
with her mouth, but with her soul. She was
propped on the railing of a balcony overlooking
an ocean that cast a white shimmer on her face.
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Everything about the setting of the picture was
lovely, but it could not radiate the woman’s
beauty.
“She’s so lovely, the man said aloud, not
to anyone in particular. The words were
spoken for a crowd of phantoms surrounding
him. They were always surrounding him,
always watching him, his personal audience.
These phantoms, they never spoke. They just
stared at him, testing his sanity. Menacing him.
The man was no more than five- feet
tall. Shrinking had taken its toll on him a bit
early. As did graying. He was only sixty years
old, and already he appeared to be at least
seventy-five. This aging effect often resulted in
people treating him like a child and whispering
about his demise with pity in their tone. This
he despised.
He got up from his desk. He had work
to do. He was a mortician.
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He also had a secret trade. He told no
one of it. Only the phantoms knew.
He did not enjoy putting makeup on
the dead. Putting them in their caskets and
crossing their arms, making them look like they
were simply sleeping. Putting the rouge on the
cheeks he viewed as almost degrading to the
dead. They were dead; therefore, they had no
blood to rush to their cheeks to make them
seem embarrassed or youthful. He did not see
the point in making the dead look alive, but it
was simply a trade, and many dubbed him the
best. He was the best at making the dead
appear to be sleeping.
That’s a title to be proud of, he thought
sarcastically.
He slowly trudged over to the corpse
on which he was required to cast the illusion of
life. This particular person was shot in the jaw,
which means that the face of the man was of no
use to his hobby. The man’s jaw wasn’t
completely intact. Only fragments of the
bottom jaw were holding it to the top jaw. It
was much like the tiniest string holding a
button to a coat. This made it almost
impossible to work with; therefore, he had to
remove the jaw.
The family would never know this.
They would think that he simply fixed the
man. The mortician seamed up the dead man’s
fake face. He constructed and applied a fake
bottom jaw to the skull and covered it with a
fake skin constructed out hydroglycerine,
which gave the skin texture, and
tetrohydromonoxide, which bonded with the
other chemicals to make the skin appear firm.
People rarely took into consideration
all of the work the mortician had to do to make
a loved one look asleep rather than murdered.
They did not know the weight on one’s soul
that the job had as well. The mortician could
only tell himself for so long that they are
inanimate dummies, until the realization
resurfaced that they were formerly living
people with living histories.
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The families always gave him a picture
of the deceased so that he would make the
person look like the living thing. In these
pictures, the subjects were always smiling.
Sometimes they were even with their families
or children, and in every picture, the person
looked very full of life. This bothered the man.
The families knew that there was no way
possible that the mortician could make the
person look like that again. He could not open
their eyes and make them sparkle or make the
person smile authentically. Above all, he could
not make a dead person radiate life.
It was impossible.
On to the next corpse, the man thought as
he walked over to the body lying on a metal
table.
He pulled the white sheet off of the
body, revealing one of the loveliest faces he had
ever seen. Her face was not severely wounded
from her rough encounter with death. She had
the most amazing cheek bones.
Perfect.
The mortician walked to the end of the
table and started wheeling her out of the room.
This girl made him think of the lovely woman
in his picture. His daughter. She was even
lovelier than the corpse he was wheeling
through the hallway of his building. He
stepped into the elevator, which was large
enough for only him and the operating table.
This particular elevator ride always seemed
much longer than it was.
Whenever he decided that he could not
take any more suspense, he went to the bottom
floor and bagged her body. He drove his car
around the back of the building and put the
body in his trunk. He was taking her home.
It was not very often that he got a face
so perfect to work with. This girl truly was
lovely. He took her to his little workshop and
placed her on the table in the center. The
workshop was a small room with no windows.
It was full of objects that the average person
would not be able to name. Things like little
scalpels and scrapers and odd needles for
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stitching. Everything was always so small. This
made it easy to capture every detail of the face.
The mortician gently washed the girl’s face and
put wax over any cuts or scrapes she had
encountered while fighting off death. The face
had to be completely smooth.
He started concocting a substance out
of white powder, water, and other chemicals
that he added in small doses. Eventually the
mixture thickened and he started spreading it
over the face of the girl. He was making a mask.
A porcelain mask.
The next day, he went back to the
funeral parlor and did what he was expected to
do. He had three faces to perfect today. None of
the faces were particularly hard to make
presentable. All of the bodies were elderly
people who died of natural causes. Sometimes,
he found it exasperating to fathom how many
people died in a single day.
His audience of phantoms had one new
addition this morning: a very pretty girl with
amazing cheek bones.
His soul felt heavy. He felt his losses.
Earlier that year, his daughter had been
murdered. The picture in his desk was the best
memory he had of her. She was never all that
close to him. He was sure it had something to
do with the emotional strings attached to his
profession. Who would want to admit to
having a father who was a mortician? The only
reason that he had this career was because he
was good at it, and everyone knows that
whenever you’re good at something, the
paycheck shows it. He made plenty of money
to buy her everything she needed to be lovely.
The clothes, the shoes, the handbags. This he
knew nothing of, so he would simply give her
money, and she would take it from there.
Above all, he loved how pretty she had been.
She had the perfect face, the perfect hair, the
perfect smile. His daughter was perfect. It was
such a shame that she was not alive anymore.
Often he lamented that the picture of
his daughter made for better company than his
daughter ever had. He once walked into his
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home to find her stealing money out of the
vault.
Whenever he asked what she was
doing, she responded, “I’m taking money from
you,” and walked away.
Often he told himself that it was
simply because she was a teenager and had a
lack of a motherly figure in her life. This was
not the case. She was simply rude, all of the
time. He found it hard to believe that
something so lovely could be so hateful.
However, he knew that he had in some way
molded her into the monster she was. Maybe
he was not attentive enough, for he often chose
making masks over playing dollies.
Whenever he went home that night, he
felt sick. Not physically, but mentally. He felt
like he was going to crack. Like the phantoms’
staring had gotten to him. His mask was not
yet dry; therefore he couldn’t take pleasure in
forming it. He made himself a very elaborate
meal to fulfill his longing need for bliss at some
point in this day. However, the steak tasted of
ash and the wine tasted just the slightest bit
sour. The only solution was to go to sleep, with
the help a few tranquilizers. His dreams were
always too haunting to sleep through without
chemical aid.
The next day, he took the body of the
girl back and did his work. He went home late
that night. He did not feel like being alone. The
dead weren’t exactly the best company, but
they were company, nonetheless. Sometimes,
he felt like they were listening to what he had
to say. Many a corpse took his deepest secrets
to their graves with them. Today, he was
talking to an elderly woman. She looked like
the kind of woman that would speak softly and
call him young man.
Whenever he walked into his house,
the first thing he did was go to his workshop.
Tonight, the mask would be dry, and he would
complete it.
At this point, the mask appeared to be
a blob of strange white consistency. He would
have to sand it down to the point where he
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could simply carve a quarter of an inch away
from the facial mold, then he would sand it
more precisely, and eventually buff it. He did
this all very well. This was his true talent. He
loved making the masks, more than anything.
He wanted to show the world his creation. He
had given up so much to make them. He loved
them.
Once he was finished with the mask of
the pretty girl with amazing cheek bones, he
went to the room in which he stored his
handiwork. This room was more of a
showroom than anything. Glass cases lined the
walls, all displaying the masks that he found to
be particularly lovely. The lesser masks were
on shelves, which covered the walls like
bookshelves. In fact, this room had once been a
library, but it had never held books. This was a
library of faces, faces of the dead.
He was going to set this girl’s right
beside his absolute masterpiece. The mask he
had just created was almost as good as the one
he had made earlier that year.
As he went to sit the mask on a stand,
his elbow bumped something. It was the
slightest of bumps, but it was enough. His
masterpiece tumbled to the floor, shattering.
He dove in a vain attempt to catch it.
“No. No. No. Not this mask. Not her!”
The phantoms were laughing at him.
“This mask was beautiful, made from
the only beauty in my life.” The phantoms were
mocking him. “This mask was everything!”
The phantoms were pointing at him,
laughing. “I killed for this!” The phantoms were
hysterical at this point. They would not stop.
“I killed my daughter for this!”
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“2,538,000
Light-years Away”
arah
Isenberg
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he white paint curls away from the
wall. I pick at it, peel it like dead
skin, revealing the cinderblock that
hides beneath. The blocks are cool against
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the shoulder-blades through the white
jumpsuit. White ceiling, white ceramic
floor, white locked door, hardly relieved by
the yellow light that flickers above, dotted
with buzzing flies. The word Jesus is carved
into the porthole window in the door,
warping the iridescent light. The plea of a
previous denizen of cellblock 74? How
desperate. There is no god.
Like clockwork, the guard brings
the tray then leaves. I study the slop for a
moment. No utensils. I kick the tray. Daily
routine. The techni-color splatter shuts
these white walls up, but, inevitably,
through the silence emerges Andromeda. I
beat my head against the wall as her voice
slips in, the same time as yesterday, as every
day before. I beat it harder and harder still,
to the forsaken rhythm of my heart. I start
to slip, suspended, drifting out of this white
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clock I’m sewn into.
I called her Andi. Her last name was
Summers. I met her that summer, but aside
from that, don’t go sniffing for meaningless
metaphors. She was an awkwardly beautiful
girl, sculpted for love, with a sugary accent
that had me by the neck. Her dirty blonde
hair swirled like hair does in old movies.
We floated on her porch swing on humid
July days, her freckled face falling into a
symphony of laughter as I pushed her higher
and higher towards her twin, the Sun.
Before long, late summer struck and we
spent summer night-falls intertwined, with
her green eyes burning August away. Before
I knew it, summer slammed shut and we
returned to class.
Beginning of the end.
Was I depressed?
Let’s just say that nothing spoke to
me anymore, that fewer things made me
happy, while the list of things that irked me
grew. I spent most of my time with her at
first. But she, like the rest, started to fade.
She answered texts less. She was swallowed
by the crowd, bobbing from class to class,
rising above the atmosphere of shrinking
nobodies. Everyday visits trickled to
Saturday or Thursday. She merged with
girls who couldn’t be caught dead without
lip gloss. I felt like a wallflower, a teenage
insomniac—I don’t put much stock in selfanalysis. But late night thoughts kept
comfort at bay, too tired and wired to sleep.
Was she pushing me away? The relationship
was casually unofficial. I never considered
her my girl, nor was she a friend-withbenefits. Just love, the only way I knew it,
by the only rules I knew. She floated above
rules.
One day she slinked alongside me
on my way to calc. She slapped my arm and
giggled a “hey!” That Vegas-bright smile.
“You should come over tonight. I’m
missing
you,”
she
whispered,
promiscuously. No guy could say no to that.
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I breathed in to answer her but before any
words came out she was gone.
That night I showed up at her house
nervously. I tossed a pebble up, pinging it
off the gutter above her window. She slid
the window open and I scaled the squeaky
lattice with a silent prayer that it would
stay intact with each foot-hold. My sweaty
palms fought for leverage until I was able to
swing a leg onto her windowsill and slide
through comfortably. I grabbed her wrist
and collapsed onto her bed in relief. I tore
her down with me, eliciting the laugh I
missed so much. I kissed her like never
before. The silence came, and eventually we
ebbed into the covers like the waves of a
sleepy ocean. For a while we just stared
at the ceiling. Her hand found mine in the
folds of the down comforter. We watched
the stars pose outside of a picture window
where the constellations dripped loosely on
the pines.
“That one. Right there. That’s you,”
I whispered, pointing to a close star shining
steady against the flat blackness of the sky.
“It might be,” she laughed. “My
mother named me after a nine-billion-yearold galaxy. 2,538,000 light-years.”
I stared at the star, wondering if
coincidentally it might be her far-off galaxy,
or if you could even see it from earth at all.
She scooted closer, flouting the intent of a
king-sized bed, and I held her small waist as
she pointed at another star halfway across
the sky whose glimmer wasn’t as
impressive.
“There’s you,” she laughed.
I
knew
what
she
meant
immediately. She sucked her breath in as if
trying to swallow the words back into her
lungs. I watched the dull star flickering in
its dim light, seizing for attention, and I
thought of myself in school, gasping on the
air of anxiety about me while Andromeda
thrived. I faded, she grew, and we separated.
Neither of us were at fault, but as much as I

~ S t a r d u s t ~

loved her, I hated her for rising, for being
perfect yet still gravitating to this lesser
orbit. Wouldn’t it make more sense in the
cosmic scheme to leave me behind? Some
things just weren’t meant to be. I thought of
the nameless faces in the hall, all muddling
by me with rejection. Glares of unsupported
disdain haunted those halls, haunted me,
and turned me into the ghost I had become.
I felt worthless in a corridor where no one
spoke, where a passing gesture like an
empty yawn signaled hostility. I thought of
just dropping my books right there in the
hallway, crouching in a sea of feet,
surrendering my papers and fingers to their
determined strides. When someone breaks a
bone, they come forward to sign the cast.
But when a soul is broken, they walk the
other way. My star fizzled out, and I did too.
A million words floated in the air around us
in that bed. A million apologies unspoken
fell carelessly like pellucid feathers. Out of
all of these, I had none for her, so I grabbed
my shirt and left through the window
without speaking. I ran home faster than my
feet could carry me. I ran farther and farther
from her.
I did it without thinking.
I walked in with a bulletproof heart.
That’s all I needed. It’s what they needed.
The frigid metal in my pocket sunk deeper
as my pulse quickened. I floated from class
to class like a specter, not absorbing any of
the material, only the residue of isolation. I
waited until 6th period, when I couldn’t
tolerate their disapproving glares any
longer. I pulled it out of my pocket in Civics
and delivered to Tyler Oak, a meathead who
provided one-too-many shoulder checks in
the hallway, a bell-ringer he’d never forget.
When I pulled the trigger the first time I
heard nothing. The deafening bang I was
hoping to hear eluded me. My ears rang and
he fell in slow motion. They crumpled to the
ground all over the classroom, their jaws
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open in screams that I should have heard.
The unexpected silence permeated my
bones. The teacher coalesced with a pile of
dead students, but his back, convulsing
with sobs, gave him away. How could a
leader be such a coward? I took care of him.
Now he fit in with them, I thought,
as his muscles relaxed.
I stepped into the hallway,
whistling some unheard tune I cannot recall.
I slid into classroom after classroom, calmly
and quietly weeding out those who had hurt
me, which meant all of them. In the library,
motionless forms crouched under tables like
contorted mannequins. Books were strewn
on the floor, trembling bodies replacing
titles on the biography shelves. I watched so
many of their faces, stained with tears,
mouthing the words, “Please don’t.”
They didn’t understand.
No one even noticed until I held
their fate.
The last shot that day was the only
one I heard. I found her crouched by the
water fountain, last one standing. She
looked at me bravely, without tears. A pearl
of blood emerged on her lip where she’d
bitten down too hard. She balled her hands
into tight fists as I came closer. I kissed her.
The crazy part was that she kissed back.
Then the tears came. Sweat coursed down
her face and into our lips. She fell into me,
shaking. I noticed the eerie red glow in the
dim hallway as footsteps approached. I held
her close, and when the footsteps became
too close, I stepped back.
She looked at me with what I
imagined was love in her eyes, and I pulled
the trigger, blasting Andromeda 2,538,000
light-years away.
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“The Happiest Man”
livia
Bietz

O

-Best of Year 2017“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
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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
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
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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
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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. There was plenty of it.
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
be interested. Helen, he whispered beneath a
bite of jalapeno. He felt a twinge in his
stomach and coughed into a napkin, but the
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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
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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
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
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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.
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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.
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“Ticker”
ina
Gavazzi

G
T

-Best of Year 2017-

hink about the heart.

It starts beating when we're nothing
but a cluster of cells
It gives us life
It gives us everything.
Then we get a little older
And sometimes we give our hearts
To undeserving recipients
Who lose them
Or forget about them
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And our hearts start to break.
Some get battered and bruised
Some even bleed
But they continue thrumming
Ceaselessly
And we don’t think twice about it.
As time goes on
And our hearts continue to tap inside our
chests
Sometimes they sink low in our stomachs
Sometimes they leap high in our throats
Sometimes they swell up in our chests
Until they are so full our ribs might just
Crack open and explode.
Then we get old
And our hearts slow down
Inside our graying bodies
And we try desperately to hold on
Until one day they just
Stop.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

“The Ribbiting”

L

ogan
Peale

-Best Satire of Year 2018“America, America, man sheds his waste
on thee,
And hides the pines with billboard signs,
from sea to oily sea.”
--George Carlin

O

nce upon a time there lived a young
frog named Joel. He inhabited a
small, insignificant pond on the
verge of destruction beneath the Dakota
Access and Keystone XL Pipeline. In fact,
the federal government, under the banners
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of eminent domain and cheap gas, would
seize the entire farm surrounding the pond
by early March. But that did not matter to
Joel. He wanted to live his life to the fullest.
Joel was a simple frog. He lived on a
slab of rock on the outskirts of the pond. He
even had a lily pad that he enjoyed very
much. He loved to chill on this lily pad,
sunning himself wistfully just beyond the
encroaching hubbub of politicians and tribal
leaders and doomsday environmentalists.
Joel had a good friend, Max--a turtle
who liked to stay underwater most of the
time—like the mortgages of so many
residents whose houses would eventually be
displaced by the Pipeline. But that did not
matter to Max. He, too, wanted to live his
life to the fullest.
Of
much
more
immediate
consequence were Joel’s neighbors, who
were a bit rude sometimes. There were two
large bully-frogs, George and Ian, who liked
to pick on the smaller pond creatures,

~ S t a r d u s t ~

sometimes in jest, at other times under the
banner of making the pond “Great Again,”
whatever that meant, for Joel thought that
nothing could make it better than it was, at
least in midsummer. George and Ian had an
interest in picking on Joel, especially
because he was so miniscule compared to
them. Joel demonstrated admirable
tolerance towards them, however, so they
did not matter much to Joel. Everything was
great in Joel’s life--until winter came.
Winter changed the pond. The
pond creatures were not so happy anymore.
Death rates were at an all-time high. Much
like their human counterparts, some of the
pond creatures resorted to cannibalism—
and in some cases to more shameful
practices, like politics--because there was
no food. Alas, Joel was still as happy as
could be expected given the adverse
conditions. Sure, he would have to bear the
cold a little more, and certainly he would
have to look a little harder for food, but
everything was as perfect as could be in the
evolutionary scheme of things.
One cold winter day Joel was
running low on his food supply. He had to
head into the water and get some worms, or
whatever frogs eat. So Joel hopped off of his
little rock slab and into the water. The cool
water swirled against Joel’s smooth skin as
he swam down to the bed of the pond.
When Joel landed, the dirt puffed up around
him in clouds that made the water murky.
The bottom of the pond was a veritable
forest of diverse aquatic grasses and reeds
that many of the creatures called home. Like
mosaic tiles, smooth pebbles lay still in the
soft mud of the pond bed.
Joel started to dig in the mud in
search of some food. As he scooped up the
dirt cautiously without displacing too many
stones, depositing the mud behind him in
continuous motion, he spotted something
wriggling in the dirt.
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Yes! A worm! Joel thought. He put his
head into the muck and grabbed the worm
with his mouth. This should last me a few days,
he rejoiced, now I can get out of here!
Holding tightly to the worm, Joel
lifted his head smiling. As he looked up
through the cloud of dirt, he could see a few
wan rays of sun peeking through. He kicked
his legs off the bottom of the pond and
swam towards the sun. He rushed through
the water and was super-excited to get
home when…BONK!
Joel’s head slammed against a sheet
of ice. The worm slipped out of his mouth
and floated to the bottom. Joel’s small body
twirled lifelessly through the water and
back to the bottom of the pond. He landed
in the muck and stared up at the distant
outline of the sun.
How am I gonna get out of here? If I’m
down here too long I’ll run out of air, Joel thought.
As he lay on his back he examined the sheet
of ice for a hole or even a crack.
“Man, there’s nothing,” he sighed.
He hopped onto his hind-legs and
scanned the area for the worm he had
fumbled. He saw it wriggling a few inches
away. Joel took two long leaps over to the
worm, picked him up in his mouth, and
proceeded to gobble the worm up.
Might as well eat it while I’m down here.
Who knows when I’ll get out? he reasoned and
swallowed greedily.
Confused about what to do next,
Joel started to swim around the pond to
look for someone who could help. He swam
almost a yard until he found himself in a
forest of cattails and reeds. The stems
reached towards the sun and seemed to
break through the ice at the top of the pond.
Joel hopped through the small forest,
hopefully to find another creature in the
same situation. As Joel neared a very large
cattail, whose long limbs reached toward
him, he saw some movement from the other
side of the plant.
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“Hello? Is anybody there?” Joel
asked, trying not to be too loud. He
navigated the plant and saw what looked
like a turtle shell.
“Hey! Max? Is that you?” Joel
gurgled. It looked as if the turtle were lying
on his side. The turtle let out a desperate
moan, and Joel hopped around the creature
to see Max with a large gash in his stomach.
The piece of shell protecting his stomach
was gone.
“Max! What happened?”
Max groaned tenuously. Joel moved
closer to Max to examine the cut. It looked
as if someone had taken a serrated blade and
filleted his stomach. Joel had not noticed at
first but blood was seeping out of the
wound and clouding the waters above them.
Joel knew Max was not going to make it.
After all, the pond had not had affordable
healthcare in years, despite a movement to
keep tadpoles on their parents’ policies until
graduation.
Max’s eyes started to mist. Tears
seemed to well in Joel’s eyes, but Max could
not tell this for sure because they were, you
know, underwater. Max opened his mouth
and started to make noise.
“What is it Max? What are you
trying to tell me?” Joel asked.
“Joel, it was… George…and…Ian”
Max whimpered. Joel’s eyes widened. Max’s
eyes closed. Max was gone.
Joel smiled through the pain and
gave a hug to his late friend.
“Don’t worry, Max, I’ll always
remember you.”
Joel gave one last look at Max, and
seeing the blood-trail snake its way past the
cattails to the surface, darted toward the
sun with a desolate demeanor. But there
was nothing doing—the ice offered no
escape, so he descended again to the dusky
depths and wallowed in darkness.
Soon, Joel felt a primal need to find
George and Ian. He did not know why, but
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he needed to do this. He had never felt this
feeling before. He could only imagine what
pain and suffering his dear friend Max had
endured. Joel knew that George and Ian
liked to hang out near the center of the pond
where the sunlight barely shone. It was the
place to go if you were looking to talk
politics, or just to have a miserable time. Joel
decided he needed to go there and to
confront the two.
The center of the pond was not far.
Joel swam with little hope. He was tired
from swimming. After all, he had been
stuck under the ice in the pond for a good
hour, the worm he had eaten wasn’t even
that good, and his friend had been
murdered. Joel was not having a good day.
Joel swam past a school of minnows
that dawdled aimlessly rather than jolting
away whenever anything moved. He was
shocked to see an actual brick-and-mortar
class in session, what with so many bullied
or lazy minnows opting for cyber. Wonder
what they’re teaching minnows in Minnow School
these days? he mused. That there’s wisdom in
hiding in the shallows? That there’s justice
at the rainbow-end of the pond? That
there’s some underlying meaning to
existence if we just bury our silver heads
deeply enough into the muck to stare it in
the face? Joel knew that the minnow schools
had long abandoned the basics to make
room for Philosophy, Ethics, and Politics,
and he considered this a shame. What they
really needed was hands-on stuff, like Food
Chain Mechanics. The next moment, he
watched the minnows eaten by a larger fish.
It was a cruel world.
After a few minutes of purposeful
swimming, Joel made it to the center of the
pond. It was a deep, dark place where not
many creatures lived. And soon he could
make the outlines of the Beautiful Wall—an
imposing structure that the farmer had
dumped in the pond last spring and that the
bully-frogs quickly declared their sacred
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boundary, threatening either to deport or
de-limb all who immigrated there. Joel saw
nothing beautiful about it. Its rocks were
not as smooth as the ones along the
perimeter of the pond but rather rigid and
sharp, like the broken cinder blocks he had
seen piled where the moo-creatures fed.
Particles of decayed plants and animals
floated through these waters, thick like
sludgy snow. A chill ran down Joel’s spine
as he hopped through the eerie region.
Suddenly, he spied their silhouettes
as he neared the very center. Joel was
trembling with fear. He approached the two
colossal frogs and they turned around.
“What are you doing here kid?” Ian
snarked. George nodded in affirmation, for
he wasn’t much of a talker. “You better have
a supermodel wife or an H1-B visa.”
“I… um… I need... ask, to ask--”
“Spit it out, kid. We ain’t got all
day.”
Joel was terrified--and with good
reason. He had just digested the lesson of
the minnows, but he had to overcome this.
They took my best friend’s life, he reasoned.
Who knew how many more creatures of
good conscience they had taken or would
take! He had to put a stop to the cycle of
exploitation. Joel was raging with fury. He
was going to stop these monsters if it was
the last thing he did.
“You two--” Joel mumbled. George
and Ian glowered at him both with irritated
eye-rolls.
“What is it, kid?” Ian snarled.
Joel bubbled with rage. He stood
straight with confidence and declared, “You
two monsters murdered my friend! You will
not get away with this. I will put an end to
the morally grotesque acts that you have
committed!”
Ian and George broke out in spasms
of laughter.
“You think we care about your
friend, kid?” Ian snickered. “We do this for
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fun. If somebody annoys us, we get rid of
them. Don’t overanalyze it. It’s as simple as
that.”
“You’re getting pretty annoying,
kid,” George chortled.
Joel knew what was going to
happen to him if he stayed too long. He
knew all too well what the Minnow Schools
had gotten too artsy-fartsy to teach: that
sometimes you just need to run for your life,
literally. Instinctually, Joel turned around
as fast as he could and bolted. He swam so
fast that his tiny legs felt afire. Wearily, Joel
could hear Ian and George closing behind
him. Joel did not know how long he had
swum nor where he ended up, but he sensed
that he had gone tirelessly in circles and was
somewhere deep within the bounds of the
Wall, until at last the sun’s rays no longer
shone through the water but rather
moonlight did. Joel knew that he needed to
rest. He had neither seen nor heard his
pursuers for many rounds, so he stopped
swimming and found a large, jagged rock
that he felt he could hide behind.
As he navigated the recesses of the
rock, he heard a sordid cackling. Joel’s eyes
widened as Ian and George greeted him. Joel
ventured to turn around, but it was too late.
George took a sharp rock and stabbed it
into Joel’s back with all the ruthlessness of a
campaign slogan. The pain spread like
wildfire throughout Joel’s frame until he
could no longer feel it. The last thing he
heard was Ian and George’s demonic
ribbiting, and knowing that there was little
he could do in the face of pure evil--that
neither a full restoration of EPA funding nor
a superior court injunction nor a minority
party filibuster could save him-- Joel did the
only natural thing an apolitical frog could
do in such luckless circumstances,
and croaked.
Moral: Readers who thought Joel
deserved better than a bad pun will stay
after class and write one hundred times, "A
scum-dwelling lithobate means more to me
than a cheap tank of gas."
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“Lip Ripping”
ake
Meredith

J

-Best Poetry of Year 2018-

C

ountry, calm, and cool,
Lip ripping is in my soul.

Trout, bass, or cat,
I reel them in with a splat.
The sun beats down on my face at low tide,
Waiting for a nibble, a beer by my side.
Rig em in.
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Line as tight as a sealed can of Cope
Watch the birds fly, Do I care? Nope.
Rig em in
My bucket getting full of fish to gut,
Shooo weee, that's just my luck!
Yanking the line left and right
Not a car nor a cell phone in sight.
Clenching the fish in the palm of my hand-A feeling only fishermen can understand.
Fishing day and night—
Fishing is my life.

~ S t a r d u s t ~

“Get Real, Reality”
achel
Robison

R

-Best Essay of Year 2018-

A

s Bill Watterson once said in the
Complete Calvin and Hobbes, “Reality
continues to ruin my life” (Quotes).
Every time we began to do
something we love or want to do, time
speeds up or other things prevent us from
doing what we wanted. I want to be able to
spend all night doing what I want to make
up for the 7 hours spent enclosed in a
classroom or curled up in a bus seat, but my
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body needs sleep. Reality sets in, so I sprawl
out under a treasured fuzzy blanket and
sleep for what seems like lifetimes. My
reality twists and my dreams become
outlandish, zany products of my
imagination. When I wake, the truth still is
odd and crazy. Reality prevents us from
doing what we want forever, shatters our
perceptions of the real world, and thwarts
true genius.
I never can do what I want, without
interruptions. The story ends. My sister
wants someone (me) to listen to her talk
about our “rude” brother who called her
rabbit plump. Honestly, her rabbit is very…
chunky, we’ll say. Well upholstered if you
catch my drift. But, nonetheless, I waste
fifteen minutes of my life listening to the
horribleness of life. Then, I go to bed until
my mom decides it’s time for me to get up
for school, and that in itself ruins more of

~ S t a r d u s t ~

my life. It happens all the time. I’m reading
an amazing book and my body decides it
wants to sleep. I want to play my sax
without stopping for air, my lungs rebel and
start hacking, they beg for oxygen. My body
has very real limitations, and there is
absolutely nothing I can do about it. How
am I supposed to live my life to the fullest
without doing anything I like to do? I want
to be up all night, listening to the hum of the
cicadas, glimpsing the celestial bodies. My
arms disagree. “It’s too cold. I have goosebumps,” they say. Then, my eyes join in,
whining in a bleary hum as I stumble over to
my bed. “I’m closing down now. Hours are
from 6:30 a.m. - 10:00 p.m. Please come back
later. I’m busy right now. Go away!” You
want to scream “Shut up!” but of course
your mouth has taken a personal day, and
won’t be back until tomorrow. I would
love to skip school and drive to London, buy
a couple books. But I’ll get punished if I
skip, I don’t have enough to money to afford
the price of gas, and you can’t even drive to
London from the United States. Reality is
destroying my life in so many ways. I long to
fly. I feel like that would be cool, swooping
around a couple hundred feet above the
ground, dive-bombing pedestrians. It won’t
ever happen though, because I’m too bigboned and too scared of heights to do what
birds do best. I would need the mother of all
feathers to lift me up. Besides, if everyone
could fly, there wouldn't even be
pedestrians. There goes that idea. Thanks
Reality.
Reality even affects our perceptions
of objects. For years I thought all the stairs
in the high school building had equal
numbers of steps on both sides of the
landing. Boy, was I wrong. In the real world
there is an extra step or two on the one side.
Who was cognizant of that? Apparently,
everyone but me. Needless to say, I now
count all the steps to make sure I’m not
being conned into some other lie. Am I that
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disconnected, that I don’t even notice
important thing like the number of steps?
What other chicanery am I missing? Maybe
the ceiling tiles change too, I mean, I
wouldn’t be able to tell. Reality...I really
hate you. My perceptions of the truth
change overnight it seems. Not to complain
or anything, but when did they start making
dogs larger? I swear, last week they were
twenty pounds of fluff and absolutely
adorable. Nowadays, when our two barrel
towards me at about 30 mph, I flee for my
life and end up bowled over on the ground
anyways. Our husky practically clears my
shoulder every time he springs into the wild
blue yonder. When did they decide that
being colossal was okay and grow up to be
80+ pounds? I don’t remember signing any
permission slips. I didn’t even fill out any
paperwork. Maybe I need to focus on my
surroundings more. I can’t miss much more
than what I already am, now can I? Don’t
even try to prove me wrong, Reality.
In real life, I would like to be a
genius, great at everything. I could solve
world hunger, build a better mousetrap, and
find a cure for cancer. Maybe if it’s not a
Monday, I can squeeze create world peace
in my schedule between snack-break and
lunch. Once reality sets in, though, I can
barely keep houseplants alive much less
control the world’s food supply.
My
mousetrap would probably end up being
categorized as inhumane, and cancer still
wouldn’t have a cure. If scientists with
lengthy, impressive resumes can’t do it yet, I
don’t have a chance. Next, the possibility of
world peace- I’m going to classify it as a
massive headache of a paradox. It would be
impossible without killing off the human
race, which just creates more death and
destruction, which isn’t peaceful. Killing
isn’t nice, you know. Between that and the
mousetrap, I would be jailed to the end of
time--which, by the way, is impossible,
since Reality hates us and kills us off once
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we get about 80 or so. So, that’s that. In
truth, I’m just an average student, with a
slightly abnormal obsession over books, a
mediocre saxophone player, and okay driver.
Nothing outstanding, nothing over the top,
just unique. My singing is terrible, my
ankles crack occasionally, and my hair ties
itself into knots. I’m nothing special once
reality comes in and messes up my fabulous
life. I guess, I could possibly learn to tolerate
you, Reality. It would be awfully boring,
without problems and struggles. Preferably,
not mine though… recollect that later, if you
will, Reality- other human struggles. Maybe
celebrities or hordes of rich families can deal
with you up close and personal. But then
again, maybe a loss of reality wouldn’t be a
good thing. Already, people interpret it to
mean what they want it to mean. How many
people already struggle because they don’t
fit in with it? What would happen if people
inhabited conflicting worlds? Maybe a guy
fancies you dead in his world, but obviously
in your idea of reality, you exist as a spry
and healthy being. I wonder what would
happen in that case. How would they
coalesce?
I guess it’s a good thing that reality
can’t be manipulated. It’s still messing up
my life though, but maybe that’s a good
thing. No one controls it. We can only
control the way we think of it. No matter
what I do, the limitations of being alive
come back to prevent me from doing what I
want. Watterson’s words ring true with
everyone. Reality screws up our lives in so
many ways. keeping life interesting even as
it sucks the joy out of our very existence.
Work Cited
"Quotes About Calvin And Hobbes (42
Quotes)." Quotes About Calvin And Hobbes (42
Quotes). N.p., n.d. Web. 13 Oct. 2016.
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“Such Beautiful Chaos”

S

cotti
Everhart

-Best Fiction of Year 2018“And so, being young
And dipt in folly,
I fell in love with melancholy”
--Edgar Allan Poe

M

y family is stuck in Tipp City,
Kansas. A line of twisters is
brewing, and almost everyone’s
headed underground, except us. We’re on
the 8th floor ward--breezy to say the least,
but we have no choice. Today marks a
month since the diagnosis. The afternoon
has been a blanket of tears and downpours.
It started in the pancreas, but just an hour
ago we received news that it spread to
surrounding organs. Her body is shutting
down. The doctors say they've exhausted
the options. She now has a day at most,
possibly hours.
I’m looking for a way out.
I haven’t felt happy since she started
showing symptoms a year ago. The
throwing up, the nose bleeds, the passing
out. Do you know how it feels-- to begin to
lose sight of the good? When you feel
something so often, it creeps into you, filling
you up, letting you know it’s there. It looms
over your head, comforting you because of
how badly it hurts. Pain is like an abusive
boyfriend that sends flowers after he hits
you; you’re black and blue, but without him,
you feel lost.
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I’ve just arrived. My family has been
here all day. Earlier I had been called down
to the office in the middle of math class, and
instantly my stomach dropped. I fumbled
for my belongings and hurried out the door,
petrified at what I might hear. As I trudged
with apprehension into the stale room, I
was met by the furrowed face of the front
desk secretary. She handed me the phone.
After listening to my father choke on some
words that none of us wanted to hear, I
dropped everything. It all slipped away,
crashing down into a startling thud. It’s
over. We’re losing her. The realization repeated
in my head. After gathering myself, I melted
into a plastic chair in the far corner of the
office while waiting for my brother to pick
me up.
So now we’re in this fluorescent
blue room, waiting. Waiting for something
that we all know is inevitable. Waiting for
something that will change everything.
Waiting for something that we all thought
could never happen to us. Waiting under
these blue lights. Waiting for my mom to
die. And for some reason, it all feels normal.
I don’t feel any sadder than usual, because
this has been the reality that has been
digging at the back of my mind, waiting to
be able to burrow its way into the present,
to be caged in the future no longer. We can’t
say “when mom dies” anymore, and we can’t
say “maybe she’ll get better” anymore,
because the future has just been cemented
to our feet, and there’s no changing it. And
so this feeling, this feeling of despondence,
it’s here now, and it’s growing larger with
each second that ticks by on the crooked
clock hanging by my mother’s bed. But for
me, it has always been there, and I don’t love
it, but I don’t hate it either.
They always told me I should fight
it, that I shouldn’t let it win-- the emptiness,
the questioning, the despair, but I don’t
think they know how hard that is. When
it’s all you ever feel, how can you convince
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yourself that what you’re feeling is wrong,
that what you’re feeling isn’t normal? Why
not let it win? Let it consume me, let it
engulf me in its rage. I will seep into it as it
has seeped into me, because everything is
over, and the one person I was fighting for
can no longer fight for herself.
A cold tear drops onto my hand--it’s
my father’s. I snap out of my head to see
him; I had been holding my mother’s hand
since I arrived here. My father is hunched
over my mother, holding onto her, crying
into our palms. I pull my hand away and
stand up.
“It’ll be alright, Dad, we’ll make it
through,” I lie.
He hangs his head and weeps.
I never saw my father cry when I
was growing up. But after my mother
started going downhill, a calloused man
moved out and another man moved in. He
was always with her. Caring more deeply,
loving more fiercely, and crying more often.
For so long he deprived himself of feeling,
but when the one you love is dying, you
realize that life is too short to not feel. I don’t
know what my father will do without my
mother, but I know that if I stay, if I don’t
let go, I will likely end up not only losing
one parent but two.
I need some space.
I proceed past the wall of windows,
with all the darkness churning on the other
side, both foreboding and inviting.
Watching the clock and waiting only
intensify the urge to free myself alongside
my mother. She’s already gone. Her heart is
beating, but her soul, her spirit, they are
nowhere. She has been in a coma for a while
now, and we know it won’t get any better.
In a matter of time her comatose slumber
will shift to eternal rest. Eternal rest. I crave
it. I loathe the fact that I crave it. Every day
of my life, I feel the guilt branded deeper
into my skin. I feel this guilt, for I have been
selfishly desiring so deeply the one thing
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that my mother has been battling for
months.
I slip away down the blue corridor
past the flickering lights and the doors
marked Private. I slip away. I don’t tell them
where I’m going. “I’m getting a breath of
air,” I say, but I’m not, I’m escaping. I slip
down the blue corridor, past flickering red
lights.
I shut the heavy door behind me and
step into a mingling of shadow and light
until they can no longer see me, until I’m
nothing but a whisper, a flutter of an
October leaf spun by thoughtless winds.
When they can no longer see me, I
begin to run, I sprint, I soar. I am flying, it
feels so real. I am whizzing past their faces,
the nurses and doctors and patients, they all
look so shocked. They are so shocked at my
speed, at my agility. The nurses’ hair blows
back in their eyes from the breeze I have
created. They look horrified now. Their red
mouths gape as I continue to dash down the
halls. I rush past the front desk, and now
they’re screaming for the doctor. Their eyes
are bulging, their lipstick cracking over the
creases in their lips from shock. Look at
what my speed has created! Such beautiful
chaos, it’s maddening them! Hurtling from
wing to wing, I escape. I charge past families
tucked away behind curtains. I see their
parents die and their babies cry, both for the
first time. I rage by, my speed sweeping the
curtains back in billowing gusts. But the
families don’t notice; they don’t see me like
the nurses did. The little girl in room 326
doesn’t look up from her tiny palms resting
in her dying grandmother’s weathered
hands. And the young woman in room 327
isn’t distracted from the infectious grin
across her newborn’s face. And the newly
wedded husband in room 328 hasn’t taken
his eyes off of his wife since she broke her
arm in the car accident. Why can’t they see
me? The nurses saw me, they look petrified
at what I’ve done. But no one can see me
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now. Have I left for good? Will I ever return,
is this what I wanted? I hear a faint harmony
of beeping, but slowly it too is carried away
by my breeze. I slow down, my speed dies. I
hear my mother, and my eyes flutter shut.
I’ve escaped.
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“Heart of the Sea”
cotti
Everhart

S
A

foreign sun warms the skin-As olive silk sits
Draped over frail bones
Dampened from the mist;
Glistening bumps
Move subtly across the ribs.
Calm tides
Settle on the body-Lapping into curves,
Folding around edges.
Yet beneath these mellow seas
A turbulent ocean
roils.
It crashes against the heart.
I can feel the ship
Pounding at the walls,
Splitting wood-Breaking waves-Casting water into lungs
Until I choke-but I hold it in.
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“Car Crash Lips”

S

cotti
Everhart

C

ar crash lips
collide with my skin.
Headlights shatter,
cutting me open—
Crossing hearts,
Crossing lines.

Amid the broken aftermath
your body finds mine.
Dampened palms push against my
hips-Fire flies,
the world spins.
Soft lights blur through sullen
rain,
Warnings of red and blue remain.
The residue of love-drunk
breathing
drowns the siren-daze
proceeding.
And then time stops-Seizing the storm,
Seizing the pain.
You press against my body;
our limbs intertwine—
Your lips, only ashes,
leave traces along mine,
The rain continues falling,
but our hearts won’t obey.
It keeps us strong, and
washes the wreckage away.
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“Zero”
cotti
Everhart

S
Z

ero stings like a wasp.

Crystals take hostage the solid earth,
And the wind rages like a victim who’s
come back for revenge.
Contorted trees can’t decide
Which direction their bleached limbs
should roam.
Your eyes turn to glass, but it’s not enough,
A rush of air condemns your lungs.
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Zero’s fingers slip around your throat,
But for you, my love, He will never dote.
He breathes into your mouth,
Sliding past your lips,
His arctic nails trace your spine, slowly He
unzips;
Vertebra by vertebra, Zero leaves you
unbound-Your feet become part of the ivory ground.
Forever glued until forty-two,
Next He claims your hands,
Turning them a wintery blue.
He encases your bones,
Spiraling into your blood,
Prodding each part of you,
Until you are zero, too.
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“Me, Myself, and the
Other Girl”
amie
Lynch

J
I

woke up to a raging light and the smell
of Lysol. I knew immediately where I
was--and that I had failed.
Again.
It would be more questioning and
more medication. That’s not what I needed
though. I needed out, and I would get there
one way or another. If you lived the life I
had, you would want out too. Few could
understand why and I didn’t expect them
to, but could they at least have let me go? I
looked down at my arms and saw the
stitches again, and my throat was sore.
Apparently you could go from “Queen Bee”
to “Freak” in six months.
Senior prom was three weeks away
and you could feel the energy in the school.
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There were the nominations, the
preparation parties, Nominee Week, the
prom-proposal competition. It was a
madhouse, and I was the Queen. Then my
kingdom came crashing down. It was meant
to be the nominee party at the end of the
week so everyone could see the girls in their
glory. That is the night I got knocked from
royalty to peasant life. These were the
parties of the year, and everyone was there.
Everyone was there to see me. Everyone
loved me, or so I thought.
“Elizabeth, I see you’re getting more
creative.” said Doctor McCail.
“You just gotta mix it up every so
often, Doc,” I joked.
“Why?”
“Are we going to play this game
again?”
“Without this information we can’t
go about helping you.”
“You can shove your questions.”
“Elizabeth!” my mother exclaimed.
I gave Doc a look of disgust. He
knew why I did it. They all knew, but he
insisted on pestering me because it was
protocol. I didn’t care, though, because I
could still feel the emptiness, and none of
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these people knew what it was like. They
were here to get paid. I had an ocean inside
of me and I was drowning in it. To be
physically alive but mentally and spiritually
dead is enough to make anyone want off the
planet.
At that point my mom and the
doctor talked about new medication. I’d be
switched from Zoloft to Lexapro. Great. I
was falling in and out of sleep. They
probably had me on some sort of sedative
through my IV. Not the first time they’d
done that.
“What do you mean?”
“It’s a coping method.”
“No. No that’s not possible. You
said she wouldn’t have side effects. You told
me she’d be okay!” .
“We told you and Elizabeth that it
was possible to have no side effects after the
incident, but in her case it would be
unlikely.”
The doctor remained completely
calm.
“Can I interject?” I asked.
“Yes. No.” said Dr. McCail and my
mother in unison.
“There is obviously a new diagnosis,
so we stop calling it ‘the incident.’ Just call
it what it is,” I stated.
“’What it is’ is a developing
dissociative identity disorder. You have to
go to St. Michael’s, for evaluation.”
I froze.
One thing I hated about seeing
different doctors was how calm they were
when they were giving you bad news. When
telling you that you were dying, or you had
to have surgery, or you had cancer they were
too calm. No emotion ever. God forbid that
they get all choked up when you were
allowed to leave or were going to live. It
was so fake.
St. Michael’s for evaluation. Evaluation.
The words echoed through my mind and
bounced off of my skull. Instantly, I knew
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what that meant, and where I was going. A
mental ward. A real one though. Not like the
cushy one I had gone to once before. This
one was a serious place. It had all adult
patients, and from what I heard none of
them were nice. I was terrified, but no one
would ever know it. A lesson I had learned
from high school and the hospital was that
you had to be fearless. Even if something
scared you, you were supposed to act like it
was okay. Everything always had to be okay,
and if you weren’t, you were screwed.
“You’ll leave Monday. That gives
you three days here.”
“All right.”
“Am I allowed to have visitors?” I
asked.
“Of course. Do you want to call
anyone? We will have them here as soon as
we can!” He explained.
“I don't have anyone to call, thank
you, though.”
“Oh. Uh. Alright. If you need
anything, feel free to ask.”
I had made a doctor feel awkward.
That demanded a certain type of skill. He
worked in the crisis section of the hospital,
and he saw kids like me all the time.
Whatever. If I had to be stuck there for
three days, I might as well try and make
them the best.
I wanted to figure out what a
dissociative identity disorder was. Maybe if
I could figure out what my problem was I
wouldn’t need all of this extra help and I
could go back to my old life. Not that it
really mattered at this point; I had no one to
go back to anyways. Well, besides hospital
friends, but they weren’t people you could
count on. They were just as messed up as
you; if they weren’t; they wouldn’t be there.
I walked to the nurse’s station to
ask about my “friends.”
“Elizabeth!” Nurse Judy exclaimed
when she saw me.
“Hey, Jude,” I said with a sad smile.
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Doctors didn’t care about you, but
the nurses were some of the nicest people
I’d ever met. They wanted us to get better.
“Baby girl, what are you doing back?
You were so good when you left?” She
pulled me into her warm embrace.
I held up my arms and sighed.
“What happened?”
“Got bad again.”
“Let me check your chart. How
long?” she asked.
“Monday, then St. Michael’s.”
“What!”
“Hey, question.”
“Who are you looking for?”
I hated how she knew that I only
had friends here in the hospital. I hated how
anyone who lived within five miles of our
house knew that. Of course, I wanted to see
how my friends were doing. I knew they
would still be here considering it was only
been seven weeks since my last visit.
“Are Max and Lilly around?”
“Maxwell is on the third floor now
and Little Lilly is in with Dr. Somon and
will be done in fifteen minutes, if you
wanted to surprise her. Same room.”
“Thank you.” I said giving her a
quick hug before running off to the elevator.
St. Michael’s for evaluation. Evaluation.
Evaluation. Evaluation. The words kept
echoing in the back of my mind, but it
wasn’t my voice saying them. It seemed like
the longest ride in an elevator I’d ever had.
The voices were screaming at me now.
Evaluation! Crazy! Stuck! Let go!
I wanted to scream, but screaming
in a hospital was as bad as being afraid. You
didn’t do it for obvious reasons. So I just
choked back the scream and continued on
my way. Whatever my Problem was, It
wasn’t going to win. I was more than my
mental disorders. This was just an endless
battle I would have to try and win.
“Focus on the goal, Lizzie.” I said
stepping from the elevator.
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Max’s room was down the hall
three doors on the left. Judy was right, you
knew which one was his because of his
guitar. I was able to sneak into the room
without his noticing. I stood and watched
him play a Kinks tune. It was amazing.
When he finished the final chords of “Lola” I
clapped. He jumped about three feet in the
air and almost dropped his guitar. It was fun
to pick on Max.
“Liz! What are you doing here?” He
said through a fit of deep breaths and tics.
“Let’s not talk about the whys or
the whats. I’m only here until Monday, and
it’s serious this time. I’m going to St. Mic-”
“No,” he yelled, “they can’t do that
to you!”
“Well, they are. You okay, Max,
you’re ticking really bad.”
“I’m fine, just bummed.”
I felt really bad now. I shouldn’t
have come up here. Lilly and Max would
have been better off without me.
Max was the sweetest boy you
could ever meet, and he told the best stories.
Even with Tourette’s, he was the coolest kid
I knew. He played guitar, he sang, he
painted, and he danced. It was incredible.
Then there was little Lilly. She had anorexia
and every day she would get up and walk
around all six floors of the crisis area and
compliment everyone. She was only twelve,
the youngest person there but easily the
most fun. They were my best friends and I
didn’t deserve them.
“Liz. Lizzie. Elizabeth!” Max
snapped his fingers in front of my face.
“What!”
I jumped.
“You were falling again.”
“Oh.”
Falling was one of many terms we
made up among ourselves. If I started
thinking too much and zoned out it was
falling. Just like Max’s tics or when Lilly
would slip. The lingo was our way of
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helping each other get better without
naming the real problems.
“Hey, that reminds me! Want to go
surprise Lilly? She has five minutes until her
meeting with Dr. Somon is over. That
should give us just enough time to get to her
room.”
Max nodded and we headed out. In
the elevator we sang and danced and
laughed. I missed being there. I liked it
there. In all honesty, this was the one place I
didn’t feel alone. That was the first thing I
was told when I got here the first time. I
wasn’t supposed to get attached to patients
because they wouldn’t be good for me. My
therapist said I couldn’t use people as
anchors to keep me from slipping again, but
I didn’t understand why. The best people I’d
ever met had been right there in the
hospital.
“How have you and Lilly been
doing?” I asked.
“We’re still here, but it’s better than
where you’ve been,” he said.
“Did Jim ever get put on a code
blue? If he did you owe me twenty bucks.” I
chuckled.
“Ha-ha, you know I’m not sure on
that, we’ll have to investigate. But we’ve had
three leave. That’s why I got moved up.”
“How many new-bees?” I wondered
because it wasn’t a well-known hospital;
people weren’t crossing states to see these
doctors.
“I think five, since you left. I can’t
tell, you know, they keep new patients on
floor one.”
“I miss floor one. It was cute.”
We both laughed--because the first
floor was the worst place to be. You never
wanted to be stuck on the first floor.
Everyone down there was so panicky, but
you couldn’t really blame them. It was hard
to be there at first.
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Max and I started arguing about
what was worse, the second or first floor
and then Lilly walked in.
“You guys never change do you?”
She laughed.
“You jerk! We were supposed to
surprise her but then you had to be dumb!” I
yelled at Max.
“Did you try again?” Lilly always
liked to play twenty questions.
“I’m only here for three days, then I
have to leave.” I said not wanting to worry
her more than she already was.
“Why three days?”
“St. Michael’s,” Max said.
I punched him square in the chest,
which was really bad for my stitches.
“What?” Lilly said as tears started to
well up in her eyes.
“It’s okay. I’ll be fine, I promise.”
I wrapped her in a hug. I felt so
guilty coming here and telling them this. I
could have gone three days by myself. I was
so selfish.
“Would Elizabeth O’Brien please
report to her room. Elizabeth O’Brien to her
room.” The little intercom said.
“Uh-oh.”
We all shared a look before I
walked slowly to my room.
St. Michael’s. Evaluation. Identity
Disorder. Dying. Depression. What’s wrong
with me? Who am I?
All these thoughts ran through my
mind as I slugged down the hallway to my
room. I couldn’t imagine what they needed
me for this very instant. They never used the
intercom. It was like an unwritten rule that
the intercom meant serious business. As I
approached my room I heard several voices.
One was Nurse Judy. One was my mom.
One was my brother. One was Dr. McCail.
Then there were two more that were totally
foreign to me.
I stopped dead in my tracks. I knew
what was going on when I read the room.
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I was leaving today.
“No. No, please no. Please. Don’t
make me go there! I don’t want to go! You
can’t make her go! I won’t let you take her
from us” I screamed.“
What did I just say?!
“Miss O’Brien we think it is in your
best interest that we transfer you to our
facility today. After reviewing your chart
and your recent history we believe that your
care is more urgent than what we had
originally thought.” One of the unknown
men said.
“Will someone please tell me what
is going on?” My mother interjected.
“As you know your daughter suffers
from severe depression and dissociative
identity disorder. We thought that she
could be taken into the care of the doctors
at the St. Michael’s facility on Monday
morning, but we were mistaken and
misinformed. She needs urgent care, and
will be transported within the hour. We
need her to pack her things and prepare to
leave.” Dr. McCail said.
I hate all of them. Every single
person in this room is a joke. I can’t believe
they think they can take her away. Who do
they think they are to take away our host?
“Okay.” I said before anything else
could be said.
I knew that I had to go, and that I
needed help. I don’t know how they will
help me when I don’t even know what’s
wrong with me. Maybe St. Michael’s won’t
be so bad.
Haha are you joking? Not so bad!
They will separate us and we’ve become so
close. Soon I was going to introduce you to
your other guests.
Yeah, maybe I do need help.
I grabbed my suitcase and put all of
the clothes I had just unpacked back in it. I
grabbed anything that would be important
to me because I knew I would be gone for
while.
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“Can we leave now? I don’t want to
be around here waiting. If it has to be done
then let’s act now.” I said to the man in all
blue scrubs who came from St. Michael’s to
get me.
“If you really wish to leave right
now, we can.” He said.
“Yes please.”
“Alright.”
I couldn’t tell if he really cared or
not. It was somewhere between a nurse and
a doctor. I knew he wanted to see me get
better, but he also really just wanted to get
his paycheck and be able to go home.
An hour had gone by and I finally
felt the car come to a stop. We were finally
here. My new “home.”
You are going to fail! You are
nothing, and they can’t take you from me.
Nobody can help you now.
Walking into the building seemed
unreal. I really had overdone it this time.
How do you get so bad that you have to
come here? I knew I needed help, but I
didn’t think I had gotten this bad yet.
I kept following the men in blue
scrubs. They took me to a little evaluation
room and closed the door behind me once I
entered. Outside the door sat a policeman. I
guess you have to have policemen in places
like this to keep people from freaking out.
He looked at me through the window and
just shook his head slowly like he knew
what was wrong with me. Maybe all the
people that come in and out of here are the
same.
That’s the right way to think! You’re
just like everyone else! Not special or fancy!
You aren’t a queen anymore. Hell there are
people in here who are more popular than
you.
“Stop it! Make it stop!” I yelled.
The policeman shot up out of his
little chair. I guess the rooms weren’t
soundproof.
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“Miss is there a problem?” Asked
the police officer
“Uh, yeah. There are little voices in
my head, and they really suck.” I snapped.
What was happening to me? Was
this what it was like to lose control
completely? How did this ever happen to
me? I used to the queen of an entire school,
and now I couldn’t even keep the voice in
my head under control.
Hahahahahahaha
you’ll
never
escape us now. You’re too far gone! Here
soon you wouldn’t have control of anything
anymore. I will take control of you. I will
win.
Oh my god, maybe I really did need
to be in here. I was insane.
“Elizabeth Michelle O’Brien?” Asked
a woman as she walked into my holding cell.
“That would be me.” I said to this
stranger
“Ah yes, I am Dr. Mallory and I will
be your doctor and advisor during your stay
here at St. Michael’s.”
“Oh...um o-okay that’s fine.” I
stuttered.
“Is there a problem?”
“Only you. You’re such a b-” I
covered my mouth with my hands.
“Excuse me?” She retorted.
“Oh my god I am so sorry Dr.
Mallory. I have no idea what came over me.”
“You
were
diagnosed
with
dissociative identity disorder, correct?”
“Yes Ma’am.”
“Come with me. We can’t have you
acting like this around the other patients.”
“What are you going to do with me?
Through me in the loony bin? It can’t get
any worse than this!” Part of me said.
“Just come with me.” She snapped.
Oops. What had I just done? This
woman was here to help me and I was awful
to her.
Welcome to our world. You are
already slipping away. This game won’t last
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forever, so enjoy your worthless little life
while you can.
This place was a lot bigger than I
had originally thought. I was almost certain
I had been walking behind this woman for
fifteen minutes now. We finally stopped
and Dr. Mallory opened a door to a room.
Inside looked like a jail cell. There was a
single size bed, no windows, a TV behind
plate glass but no remoter anywhere to be
seen, a mirror behind plate glass, and finally
there was a big leather wingback chair. I
guess I could stay here.
“Please sit down O’Brien. Your
belongings will be through our security
check shortly and brought to your room.
While we wait I would like to ask you a few
questions.” She said as she placed herself
into the chair.
“Okay, that’s fine. What questions
do you have to ask? I thought I had already
given all the information that was needed
back at the hospital.” I said.
“Well yes, you did answer the
normal questions about how you felt your
mental state was. These questions however
are made specifically for you.”
“I see.”
She rattled off a list of questions
pertaining to my new ‘personality.’ I was
able to answer about half of them, but I still
wasn’t sure what this was going to do for
me in the end. After answering the
questions to the best of my ability, Dr.
Mallory nodded her head slowly and wrote
in her notebook.
“Okay thank you Elizabeth. I will
back to talk to you in an hour. If you need
anything feel free to use the phone at the
end of the hall to call the front desk.”
“Alright thank you.” I said
I watched her walk out of my room
and down the hall. She didn’t bother to
close my door behind her. I stepped out into
the hall once she was in the elevator. I all of
a sudden had a shocking realization.
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I was by myself.
There wasn’t a single door in this
hallway except for mine and the elevator
door.
“Alright then.” I said aloud to
nobody but the walls.
I had a strange feeling that these
walls would become my new best friends. I
hear a single voice besides my own, and I
don’t like her all that much.
Wow look at you go! Finally crazy
enough to be on your own. Look at you go
you little psycho. They really can’t help you
if you’re by yourself. Wait for my success to
break through and we will be out of here in
no time.
“Shut up!” I yelled at this other girl.
Make me.
I tried to ignore her to the best of
my ability, but when I walked back into my
room and looked in the mirror I could see
her. I saw what she was doing to me. My
eyes had horrible bags underneath of them. I
looked like I had gotten into a fight and lost.
I was so pale and thin from not being able to
eat. I looked like the walking dead and I
finally knew who to blame. It was her. The
other girl.
“You’re evil!” I yelled at the person
in the mirror.
No, but I’m glad to see you think so
highly of me.
“Leave me alone. Please.”
I didn’t care I would beg with this
other girl. I just wanted to be free.
Never. I will leave you alone when
you give up.
“Fine!” I yelled stomping away from
the mirror.
I was too tired to deal with my
alternate personality right now. I just
wanted to get some sleep that didn’t require
a sedative. This was the most daunting
thing I ever had to deal with, and sleep was
the best option. Even though the bed was
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something to be desired I laid down and
went to sleep.
Sleeping was a bad idea.
I woke up in a cold sweat, and I
knew I hadn’t been asleep for more than a
half hour. What was wrong with me that I
couldn’t sleep? That was the most natural
thing your body could do besides breathing,
and I just couldn’t get it right.
There was a knock at the door and
then Dr. Mallory stepped inside with two
very bulky security guards behind her. They
were carrying my bags, and they didn’t look
too happy about it.
“Elizabeth we brought you your
belongings.” Dr. Mallory said.
“Oh thank you.”
“You have a therapy meeting in two
hours. You will report to dinner shortly
after that, and then it will be free time and
you’ll be allowed downstairs in the activity
center. Here is a schedule for you, please
follow it promptly.”
“Dr. Mallory, can I talk to you real
quick?” I asked.
She dismissed the two guards and
stepped into my room closing the door
behind her.
“What is it?” She asked.
“I have an alternate personality and
she keeps talking about taking over and
becoming dominate. That isn’t possible is it?
She’s just a voice in my head, right?” I
pleaded with her.
“What you have to understand
about this disorder is that if you have
multiple different personalities they can be
easier to control. In you case you only have
two personalities. Yourself and the other
girl in your head. With that being said you
have to understand that at one point she
was your conscious, so it could be possible
that the personalities switch.” She said.
My world shattered around me. I
already thought I was at rock bottom, but
apparently I could fall farther.
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See I told you.
“Shut up.” I said allowed.
“Excuse me?” Dr. Mallory asked.
“Oh sorry. That wasn't directed at
you. I was talking to her.” I said pointing to
my head.
“You two have conversations?” She
sounded concerned now.
“Well just within the past two days
we have. I fight with her a lot. She keeps
telling me she’s going to win, but I don’t
believe it. I think I could beat her.” I said
with a bleak amount of confidence.
Somewhere in the back of my mind,
the parts that weren’t controlled by the
other girl, I knew one day I would lose this
battle. I couldn’t fight with her forever and
still have a normal life. I would be stuck in
here forever.
“I see,” Dr. Mallory said, “well if
there are any more problems please let me
know immediately.”
With that she left the room. I
watched her leave like last time, and when I
knew she was gone I stepped in front of my
mirror to see if she would voice her opinion
on the whole thing. I stood there for a
minute before she finally spoke up.
“You’re pathetic! You know they
can’t really help you! Don’t act like this is all
so shocking. You knew this would happen
sooner or later.” The other girl said.
You’re wrong!
What just happened? I was inside
and she was outside.
“Stop it!” I screamed.
I was so scared. I thought I would
be stuck in my mind. It was getting worse at
an alarming rate. I knew soon I would no
longer be Elizabeth. I would be the other
girl.
See you know I’ll win. It’s cute that
you think I can’t hear your every thought.
“Stop talking to me. I hate you.”
You can’t hate me when you made
me.
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hatred.

“No! You’re lying!.” I said full of

I hated everything and everyone. I
hated myself, I hated the fact that I was in
here, I hated the world inside my mind, and
I hated the real world too. I still wanted out,
but then again maybe I wanted in. Inside of
my mind I would just be a single voice
watching from the inside-out where no one
could hurt me anymore, and I couldn’t hurt
myself. I had decided what I finally wanted.
I wanted in.
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“Wo (man)”
bby
Hagan

A
T

his is not my body. I’m staring at
myself in the bathroom mirror,
shaking my head.
This is definitely not my body.
I furiously rub my eyes trying to clear
my vision.
Nope. Still not my body.
I drown my face in cold water and try
again.
THIS IS NOT MY BODY.
The person staring back at me in the
mirror is not me. My reflection should reveal
a 38-year old man just beyond athletic
prime, but all I’m seeing is a nauseating
excuse for a woman. Of all things to
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suddenly wake up as, I’m a woman. How
degrading.
This body is horrid. My once 17-inch
biceps have shrunken to 10-inch twigs. My
triceps have absolutely no horseshoe-power.
My quads are toothpicks to their former
glory. I don’t even have a six-pack anymore,
just chubby flaps of skin--a protective layer
for a soft stomach. My muscles don’t stand
out at all. I’m a blob of skin and bones. If the
guys at the gym saw me now, I’d be ruined.
I stare at myself and pinpoint less
important changes. My five o’clock shadow
is gone, but the scar above my left eyebrow
is still there. I chuckle, remembering how I
received it. My crazy ex-wife bashed me
with a hair dryer the night she found me in
bed with her sister. That’s partly her own
fault for never taking care of my needs. She
should’ve just stayed in the kitchen where
she belonged and stayed out of my business.
Thankfully, my eyes are still the same
piercing emerald green they’ve always been.
At least there’s something good about being
turned female. My hair is the same deep
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brown with faded gray roots, but it’s longer.
I seem shorter as a woman. My intimidating
6’3” has been reduced to about 5’9”.
This is utterly disgusting.
I slam my fist on the counter. I was
supposed to get some action tonight. I can’t
go out like this, it’s embarrassing. I never
want to be seen as a woman. It could ruin
my entire reputation.
I glare at myself in the mirror and
look down. That’s when I actually notice my
bathroom. The entire counter is covered in
feminine junk. Every masculine item I had is
gone and has been replaced. There are weird
paint brushes, containers of who knows
what, and hair tools scattered everywhere.
What kind of sick joke is this? Who
went through my stuff?
I run out of my bathroom and into my
bedroom. I notice there are female clothes
thrown everywhere as if a woman actually
lived here. I throw open the chestnut doors
to my closet and discover disaster. My
expensive suits have been replaced with
flowing dresses, the undergarments that
used to cover my male extremities are now
made to cover female ones, and every
hanging shirt has some kind of sparkle
design that makes me sick.
What am I supposed to do now?
I glance at the alarm clock beside
my bed.
6:07 PM.
It’s a reasonable time to be up since
I didn’t come home from the bar until
around 5:00 AM. Only the Lord knows what
I did last night and how many women I had
been with.
Who was I with last night?
Images of one single woman flash
through my mind. Dark skin, dark hair, dark
eyes. That isn’t my type, but I can remember
feeling a connection with her that I’ve never
felt with anyone else. We talked and
laughed all night. Instead of bringing her
into the alley, I brought her home.
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THAT’S IT!
My eyes dart back to my bed. Both
sides of the mattress leave the impression of
a body. If she had been here, where is she
now?
I begin to run through my
apartment, but every room is empty. The
woman is gone and has probably been gone
for hours. Who was she?
I go over to the side of the bed she
must have slept on. Running my hands up
and down the mattress, I look for a sign. The
scent of cheap perfume is still lingering on
the sheets. My fingers make contact a piece
of paper underneath the pillow. I pull it out
and I’m suddenly left with even more
confusion.
The paper reads, “Enjoy, you pig.”
Pig? Who is she calling a pig? She
doesn’t even know me.. or does she?
Oh well, I guess it doesn’t matter
now.
Standing in my closet, an idea strikes.
I look down at myself and back up at the
clothes. Maybe I could go out like this. It
could be fun. I could tease the men at the
local bar and then leave them empty handed.
I could use some entertainment tonight.
If I was going to pull this off, I’d
better make it believable.
I never realized how long it takes for
women to make themselves decent. I
shower and pull my hair up because I have
no idea how to use that twisty clamp thing.
The only makeup I know how to use is
lipstick so I just put on a lot of that. I slip
into a tight black dress that’s very revealing,
even though this body has literally nothing
to show off.
I check myself out for the 10th time
and agree that I’m probably the hottest
woman I’ve seen in awhile, despite my
wimpy figure.
The clock says 10:46 PM. I’ve just
wasted so much time getting ready.
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“The Lounge” is the only bar I go to
and it’s conveniently located 2 blocks away
from my apartment. The music is always
loud, the girls are always hot, and the men
are always drooling. It has this dark alley
out back where I love to take the women I
flirt with.
I grab my keys and leave my
apartment. The city is covered in a mist and
the air is cool. I wobble as I walk down the
sidewalk because of these platform shoe
things. Why do women wear these? They’re
highly uncomfortable and I can feel my
ankles rolling with every step I take. I give
up and rip them off, slinging them over my
shoulder. The sidewalk is littered in men
like me, well who used to be like me. They
all stare and shout things at me while
whistling as I pass.
“Hey pretty baby. You wanna come
over and give papa some sugar?”
“What’s cookin’ good lookin’?”
“I could use me a piece of that!”
Remark after remark just keep
coming, it was starting to get annoying. The
amount of cat-calling that’s going on is
giving me a migraine. Is this how I really
acted? These pickup lines aren’t even good.
I’m going to need to work on my material
whenever I’m a man again.
Finally, I make it to the bar. I can
smell the alcohol from outside and my
mouth begins to drool. I love to drink more
than I love to be in bed with a woman. It’s
my favorite pastime.
I slip inside and strut right up to the
counter, swinging my hips to get attention.
“Whiskey on the rocks!” I call to the
bartender as I twist my hair around my
finger.
I cover my mouth quickly and
realize how pitiful my voice sounds. It was
not what I was expecting, then again, you
don’t expect to go to bed a man and wake
up as a woman.
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The bartender shoots me a strange
look, but pours my drink anyway. As he
does, I scan the bar. My eyes stop when I see
her. She’s sitting at a table on the other side.
I’m sure it’s the woman I took home with
me last night. She flashes me a smile and my
blood runs cold. Before I have any time to
react, the bartender catches my attention by
sliding my drink toward me.
As I go to reach for it, it’s taken
away. I turn, infuriated, to the man who
swiped it. The dim lights make it hard to see
who he is.
I quickly try to sneak a look back at
the woman, but she’s gone without a trace.
“What’s a pretty little thing like you
ordering a man’s drink?” he scoffed,
snapping me back into reality. His voice
sounds so familiar, but I couldn’t place it.
“I can order whatever I damn well
please!” I yell, keeping my eyes locked on my
drink.
He laughs, shakes his head, and
swallows the hard liquor without even
asking.
“I’ll get you something that’ll suit you
better. Bartender, pour this fine lady a
cocktail. Make it snappy,” he orders.
I can feel the anger rising. Who does
this guy think he is? First he takes my drink
and then he orders me some pathetic one. If
I was my old self I’d smash his face in. Then
he wouldn’t be ordering any drinks for a
while.
The bartender doesn’t hand my drink
to me. In fact, he doesn’t even make eye
contact with me as he gives it to the man. I
notice that the man turns his back toward
me while holding my drink. As he turns
back around, he’s strangely stirring it. Then,
instead of just handing me the drink, he
holds it up to my mouth and pours.
The liquid flows from the glass and
down my throat without giving me a chance
to do anything. There’s something odd
about the taste of it.
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This technique is too familiar.
As I drink, I realize what’s going on.
He just spiked my drink, most likely with
Ecstasy or Ketamine. I’ve used this trick
many times on the girls I take out back. I
slip the drug in their drinks and we end the
night together. This man, who I still don’t
know the identity of, has just done it to me.
My thoughts are fading and I start laughing
more. The drug continues to set in and I’ve
lost all realization of what’s happening as
we head for the back door.
The cold night air sweeps over my
body as the man throws me into the alley.
We’re both laughing, but mine is not
intentional. His face continues to get close
to mine and I can smell the whiskey on his
breath. I can’t function properly. I’m too
messed up to fight back as he pushes me to
the ground. I can feel shards of glass digging
into my skin as panic floods through my
body. I still don’t know who he is or why
this is happening to me. I’m a woman for
one day and this happens.
I gasp for air as he puts all of his
weight on me. I turn toward him and stare
into his eyes, looking for something to
identify him. A small glow of light shines
from the door by the bar, but it is all I need.
My heart stops.
I recognize those emerald eyes and
the faint scar above his eyebrow.
It’s me.
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“A Physicist Who Never
Lost Her Humanity”
Lise Meitner and Her Exploration for
Scientific Truth

C

hloe
Makdad

B

y 1938, the situation for Jewish people
in Germany was dire. The Law for the
Restoration of the Professional Civil
Service had passed, several concentration

camps had been erected, and Kristallnacht
was about to occur in what would come to
be known as “the Fateful Year.” 1 Thirty-one
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years earlier, physicist Lise Meitner left her
native Austria to study in Berlin, and it was
her gender, not her Jewish heritage, that
was an impediment for much of that time.
She had to fight subtly to change the minds
of her superiors; even fellow scientists who
helped to further her career initially
doubted Meitner’s abilities. 2 With the rise
of the Nazi party and several rejected
applications to leave Germany, Meitner
knew by 1938 that she had to flee, leaving
some of her most fascinating and relevant
work to her Aryan colleagues Otto Hahn
and Fritz Strassmann. Just months later,
Hahn and Strassman became the first to
split the atom, and though it was Meitner
who first realized this, Nazi laws forced her
to publish her work separately and her
contributions went undervalued until much

later. 3 As a Jewish woman in a maledominated, anti-Semitic society, Lise
2

1

"The Holocaust: Nazi Germany and the Jews
1933-1939," Yad Vashem, accessed February 14,
2016,
http://www.yadvashem.org/yv/en/holocaust/abou
t/01/crucial_year.asp.
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Lise Meitner, "The Status of Women in the
Professions," Physics Today 13, no. 8 (August
1960): 20, accessed November 30, 2015,
doi:10.1063/1.3057062.
3
Ruth Lewin Sime, "Lise Meitner's escape from
Germany," American Journal of Physics 58, no.
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Meitner encountered inequity in every facet
of her exploration of physics, but she was
able to change the minds of her
counterparts
and,
through
crossdisciplinary exchanges, contribute some of
the most astonishing and destructive
science of her generation.
Lise Meitner, the third child of her
free-thinking,
non-practicing
Jewish
parents, Hedwig and Philipp Meitner, was
born on November 7, 1878, in Vienna. 4 She
was not the only gifted child in her family.
In fact, “She . . . considered herself to be the
idiot in the family of sisters who were all
very quick and good at the art of repartee,”
wrote Ursula Frisch in a letter regarding
Meitner. 5
Philipp supported the education of
each of his children and wanted even his
daughters to be able to support themselves,
against common ideology at the time. Much
like her father, Meitner appreciated
education, later writing, “We can no longer
doubt the value and indeed necessity of
woman’s intellectual education for herself,
for the family, and for mankind.” 6 Though
Meitner displayed a natural aptitude for
mathematics and science, she first studied
to become a French teacher, granting her
the ability to provide for herself if the need
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arose. 7 Only after she became qualified to
teach was she able to study physics. This
left her just two years to master eight years’
worth of material to gain admission to the
University of Vienna. Her sisters teased that
she would fail, but Meitner immersed
herself in her studies and was one of four
women who passed the entrance exam in
1901. 8
At the University of Vienna,
Meitner became enthralled with the maledominated field of physics. The stimulating
lectures of Ludwig Boltzmann, the
university’s chair of theoretical physics,
were of her particular interest. 9 It is likely
that Boltzmann’s enthusiastic lectures gave
Meitner “the vision of physics as a battle for
ultimate truth, a vision she never lost.” 10 By
1905, Lise Meitner remarkably became only
the second woman in Vienna to obtain her
doctorate in physics. 11 While working in
Boltzmann’s institute, Meitner was
introduced to the budding field of
radioactivity, which would soon drive her
scientific exploration. 12
Meitner recalled encountering little
inequity in Vienna, but when she moved to
Berlin, her gender became a more significant
encumbrance. 13 Max Planck was the only
prominent German physicist who Meitner
7

3 (March 1990): 264-266, accessed December
17, 2015, doi:10.1119/1.16196; Patricia Rife,
Lise Meitner and the Dawn of the Nuclear Age
(Boston: Birkhäuser, 2006), 268.
4
Ruth Lewin Sime, Lise Meitner: A Life in
Physics (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 1996), 1.
5
Ursula Blau Frisch to Hans Bethe, "Excerpt
from a Letter to Hans Bethe about Lise Meitner,
circa 1968," 1968, 881395342, Niels Bohr
Library Miscellaneous Physics Collections,
American Institute of Physics, College Park,
MD.
6
Meitner, "The Status of Women," 19-21.
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O. R. Frisch, "Distinguished Nuclear Pioneer‒
1973 Lise Meitner," Journal of Nuclear
Medicine 14, no. 6 (June 1, 1973): 365.
9
Lise Meitner, "Looking Back," New Scientist,
November 1964, 3, microfilm, 433; Ruth Lewin
Sime, e-mail interview by the author, December
12, 2015.
10
Frisch, "Lise Meitner, Nuclear Pioneer," 427.
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Meitner, "Looking Back," 3-4, microfilm, 433434.
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knew, since he visited Vienna after
Boltzmann’s 1906 death. 14 Meitner moved to
Germany the following year to continue her
studies and attend the future Nobel
laureate’s lectures. When she registered
with Planck at the University of Berlin, he
welcomed her but did not seem to have a
high opinion of female scientists, inquiring,
“You are a doctor already! What more do
you want?” 15 What Meitner wanted was a
thorough understanding of physics in a time
when a female scientist was an anomaly,
when respected authors wrote essays about
how women could not possibly pursue
higher education without destroying the
family, and when books carried titles like
Are Women Human? 16
Finding a place to do experimental
work would prove arduous for the young
female physicist. She approached Heinrich
Rubens, the head of Berlin’s experimental
physics department, who offered her a
subordinate position in his lab. Meitner was
shy in nature and pondered how to politely
decline his offer when Rubens astounded
her with news that Dr. Otto Hahn indicated
interest in collaborating with Meitner as an
equal, not her superior. Upon Meitner’s first
encounter with Hahn, she thought his
informal nature and proximity to her age
would make it easy for her to speak freely.
Furthermore, Hahn was a reputable chemist
in radioactivity, making Meitner believe
they could learn a great deal through
exchanging ideas across their disciplines. 17
Meitner encountered yet another
obstacle before she and Hahn could begin
what would become a thirty-one-year
14

Meitner, "Looking Back," 3, microfilm, 433.
Meitner, "The Status of Women,” 20; Meitner,
"Looking Back," 3-4, microfilm, 433-434; Ibid.
16
Meitner, "The Status of Women," 19.
17
Meitner, "Looking Back," 3-4, microfilm, 433434; Frisch, "Distinguished Nuclear Pioneer‒
1973 Lise Meitner," 366; Rife, Lise Meitner and
the Dawn, 26-27.
15

84 | P a g e

~2018 E d i t i o n ~

collaboration; Hahn worked under Emil
Fischer, who refused to allow women to
enter his facilities, afraid their hair would
set fire. Fischer would only permit their
partnership under the condition that
Meitner not set foot in his Institute of
Chemistry, confining their work to what
had been a carpenter’s workshop. 18 Meitner
had to walk to a nearby restaurant just to
use the bathroom, and when she
encountered male students, they made a
point to acknowledge only Hahn. 19
Hahn installed the necessary
equipment for measuring radiation by the
winter of 1907, and they wasted no time
beginning
their
exploration
into
radioactivity. 20 Hahn’s outgoing personality
complemented Meitner’s shy nature, and
their collaboration proved to be both
enjoyable and effective. The pair was able to
move from their carpenter’s workshop to
the prestigious Kaiser Wilhelm Institute
(KWI) in 1913 [see Appendix A], where
Hahn became a professor and Meitner later
obtained a position. 21 When World War I
erupted, both were called upon to help the
war effort of their countries, Meitner
working as an X-ray nurse and Hahn
working in gas warfare. Even with this
interference, they coordinated their leaves
and
confirmed
the
existence
of
protactinium, element ninety-one on the
periodic table, before the conclusion of the

18

Otto Hahn, Otto Hahn: My Life, trans. Ernst
Kaiser and Eithne Wilkins (New York, NY:
Herder and Herder, 1970), 87-88.
19
Meitner, "Looking Back," 5, microfilm, 435;
Sime, Lise Meitner: A Life, 29.
20
Rife, Lise Meitner and the Dawn, 29-31; Sime,
Lise Meitner: A Life, 29; Meitner, "Looking
Back," 5, microfilm, 435.
21
Sime, e-mail interview by the author; Meitner,
"Looking Back," 5, microfilm, 435.
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war. 22 By 1918, Meitner and Hahn had
become prominent figures in radioactivity
and shared equal professional status. 23
Meitner succeeded in changing the
minds of those doubting her competency as
a woman. Even Planck and Fischer, who
previously questioned her capacity, soon
recognized Meitner’s abilities. As a
testament to her talent, Fischer immediately
permitted her to enter his facilities when
women’s education became regulated in
1909, and Planck gave Meitner her first paid
position when he hired her as his
assistant. 24 Meitner later expressed
gratitude toward Planck as a colleague and a
person for his support of her work. 25 After
the war, Meitner’s focus shifted to erecting
a radiation physics department at the KWI,
a job given to her by Fischer in 1917. 26
Meanwhile, Hahn began working in
applied radiochemistry, breaking their
direct collaboration. The basis of physics
had entirely changed thanks to Niels Bohr’s
work on the structure of the atom, and
Meitner found this period very stimulating.
The discovery of the neutron 27 in 1932
opened new avenues for experimentation. In
1934, Enrico Fermi began bombarding
uranium atoms with the newly discovered
particles, producing some intriguing results.
His work prompted many to wonder
whether transuranic elements, meaning

elements beyond uranium, 28 had been
formed. 29
Fermi’s experiments fascinated
Meitner, prompting her to pursue them
further. She knew this interdisciplinary
work would require the aid of a chemist and
convinced Otto Hahn to resume their direct
collaboration to explore the uranium
results. Chemist Fritz Strassmann joined
them in 1935, and chemical analysis of their
experiments appeared to confirm that new,
transuranic elements were being formed. 30
For Hahn, these experiments were
reminiscent of his early work when
elements were discovered with relative ease,
but for Meitner, their results were becoming
increasingly difficult to explain. 31 This,
however, was the least of her worries.
With Adolf Hitler’s rise to power
and resulting legislation, Germany was
growing progressively hostile for anyone of
Jewish heritage. That meant that Meitner,
baptized Protestant but born to Jewish
parents, was susceptible to the new antiSemitic attitudes of the Third Reich. Her
first major encounter with these injustices
was in April of 1933, when the Law for the
Restoration of the Professional Civil Service
passed, excluding non-Aryans from working
in the public sector. 32 After she was
dismissed from her position as adjunct
professor at the University of Berlin,

22
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23
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24
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25
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26
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Meitner contemplated emigration but
decided against it, not wanting to leave her
lab and unaware of the tumultuous turn
that anti-Semitism in Germany would take.
33
She would later write, “. . . I know that it
was not only stupid but very unfair of me
not to have gone away immediately.” 34 The
privately funded KWI was a haven until the
government asserted more control there in
1937. 35 Her prominence as a physicist and
Austrian nationality aided her situation, but
that changed upon Germany’s annexation of
Austria. By the spring of 1938, Meitner had
nothing left to protect herself. 36
That June, Meitner became aware of
new emigration restrictions aimed at
keeping scientists in Germany. With the
threat of her dismissal looming, she knew it
was imperative to flee immediately. 37 At
fifty-nine years old, Lise Meitner was forced
to pack her bags and relocate to Sweden,
abandoning her friends, her language, and
her work for an uncertain future. With help
from some Dutch friends, she was able to
escape to safety. Pro-Nazi colleagues were
glad to cleanse the KWI of “the Jewess,” but
Hahn was concerned for Meitner’s safety
and gave her his mother’s diamond ring in
case anything went awry. 38
Meitner settled in Stockholm,
where she obtained a position at the Nobel
Institute of Physics. 39 Despite encountering
feelings of isolation and professional
33
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difficulties,
Meitner
knew
her
circumstances were fortunate and could not
ignore others who still remained vulnerable.
She wrote, “I would consider myself
fortunate if I did not know how bad things
are for so many others. One dare not look
back; one cannot look forward.” 40
Indeed, all Meitner could do was
live in the moment. She actively exchanged
ideas with Hahn and Strassmann through
letters about their research. 41 In late 1938,
Hahn and Strassmann began to analyze
Irène Joliot-Curie’s report about a neutron
bombardment experiment which produced
a perplexing substance. Initially, the pair
believed their replication of Curie’s
experiment had yielded radium, an element
only slightly smaller than uranium. 42
Meitner protested this result and urged
them to verify their findings one last time.
The outcome left them stunned. It was
thought that the weight of bombarded
uranium would only decrease in small
increments. This is why Hahn and
Strassmann believed that they had produced
radium. 43 Much to their surprise, they
actually detected barium, an element about
half the weight of uranium, a result for
which they had no elucidation. 44 Without
40
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answers, Hahn wrote to Meitner for some
“fantastic explanation.” 45
Meitner was spending Christmas
with her nephew, physicist Otto Frisch
when she received Hahn’s letter. The
morning after he joined her, Frisch found his
aunt pouring over this astonishing new
result. Meitner doubted Hahn had made a
mistake. In her opinion, he was too reliable
of a chemist. 46 Hahn and Strassmann’s
result had to be accurate, but how? Ignoring
his doubts, Frisch agreed to walk with
Meitner to gain a fresh perspective. On their
trek, they came to the momentous
conclusion no one else had seen: Hahn and
Strassmann had split the atom. Before they
returned home, Meitner and Frisch had
already articulated the process by which the
uranium had undergone nuclear fission [See
Appendix B]. 47
Meitner correctly postulated the
change in the mass of the atom’s nucleus
would produce substantial energy, offering
groundbreaking applications to her
discovery. 48 When Frisch returned to
Denmark, he exchanged their conclusion
with Niels Bohr just before he left for
America. Bohr exchanged the idea with
American scientists who saw the potential
for fission to ignite a chain reaction,
releasing enough energy to fuel the most
45
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cataclysmic weapon mankind had ever seen:
the atomic bomb. 49
Lise Meitner received an invitation
to work on the Manhattan project, and,
without hesitation, she declined, wanting
no connection to a weapon. According to
Frisch, “. . . it was a source of deep distress
in her later years that her work. . . led to the
horror of the atom bomb.” 50 Newspapers
labeled Meitner “The Mother of the Atomic
Bomb,” even though she played no role in its
development during the war. Headlines
stressed her Jewish heritage and ironically
branded her as the woman who singlehandedly defeated the Axis powers by
smuggling the widely known “secrets” of
fission from under Hitler’s nose; however,
nothing could be further from the truth. 51
Meitner preferred that her work
benefit mankind, and emphasized, “I myself
have not in any way worked on the
smashing of the atom with the idea of
producing weapons. You must not blame us
scientists for the use to which war
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technicians have put our discoveries.” 52 In
an interview with Eleanor Roosevelt after
Hiroshima, Meitner called for women to
explore greater involvement in creating
lasting peace and advocating for the
responsible use of nuclear power. After the
war, Meitner continued researching and
encouraged the development of peacetime
applications for atomic energy. 53
While Otto Hahn received a Nobel
Prize for his work on nuclear fission in 1944,
Lise Meitner was ignored, despite receiving
forty-seven nominations during her career. 54
Her chances were poor from the start due to
her gender, as there have only been two
female Nobel laureates in physics since the
prize’s conception. 55 Her isolation during
the war and a skewed scientific record from
German persecution of Jewish scientists did
not aid her circumstances. The Nobel
committee also did not appear to know how
to evaluate an interdisciplinary discovery
like nuclear fission, which needed the
perspectives of both chemists and physicists
to be properly understood. 56 Meitner’s
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chances further decreased due her
unfavorable relationship with Manne
Siegbahn, a member of the Nobel committee
who worked with her in Sweden. 57
Meitner’s eligibility for the prize, which
cannot be awarded posthumously, would
eventually end. Although she was a smoker
who worked in radioactivity, Lise Meitner
died just shy of her ninetieth birthday on
October 27, 1968 [See Appendix C] without
proper recognition for her role in a
monumental discovery. 58
But Lise Meitner did not become a
physicist for accolades. Against the
attitudes and actions of many of her peers,
Meitner saw physics not as an artery for the
conception of death-dealing weapons but as
the battle for ultimate truth. She exchanged
ideas across disciplines and even across
borders in order to explore physics, all while
encountering obstacles in a male-dominated
field and an anti-Semitic society. Her
perseverance in her scientific exploration
allowed her to dispel any doubt about her
abilities and become one of the most
respected physicists of the twentieth
century, while never once compromising her
moral convictions to apply her knowledge
to weaponry. She truly was “a physicist who
never lost her humanity.” 59
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“Mala Suerte”
bby
Hagan

A
A

merican author Mark Twain once
said, “When ill luck begins, it does
not come in sprinkles, but in
showers.” One may interpret this to mean
that when you are having bad luck, it
doesn’t get better easily. On a bad day,
everything that never should happen seems
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to happen to you. When there is a light
drizzle of rain, it disappears before you
know it. When there is a thunderstorm, it
lasts for hours on end. This is exactly how
bad luck works, no doubt about it. My
series of unfortunate events began on a
Monday when my bad luck swept over me
like a tsunami.
Monday is the worst day of the week,
everyone knows that. Although during the
summer, it’s hard to distinguish one day of
the week from another. Unless, of course,
that day happens to be Monday. Myths say
Friday the 13th is the day of bad luck, but
have they experienced a Monday?
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Around 8:00 am on an almost peaceful
Monday morning in July, tragedy struck me
like a bolt of lightning. I arose from my
makeshift reality and proceeded to check
my phone to see if I received any messages.
As the screen bathed me in light, I noticed 3
text messages that were all from the last half
hour. For a second I actually let myself
believe that I was popular. Sadly, they were
all from Man 1, the man I have been
babysitting for since the last glorious day of
school. The subject of the messages flooded
me with dread. He was virtually on his
knees begging me to babysit from 12 pm 11pm.
After I commented to myself how
horrible a texter he is, I began to assess the
situation thoroughly. I could stay home all
day or I could babysit his brute children
while getting paid. Surprisingly, the option
to babysit was what I chose. Little did I
know that saying yes would destroy the last
sliver of patience I had toward his kids.
After getting ready and walking the
15 minute distance, I arrived at the gates of
Hell. Whoops, I actually arrived at Man 1’s
apartment, although it’s very easy to confuse
the two. There is a door is right in the
middle of a duplex, meaning there are three
doors instead of two. Right behind this door
is a gift from Satan himself. You are
bombarded with 53 stairs that ascend you
to your death. (That’s the exact number,
trust me. I have counted them every time.) I
guess all of these stairs make up for his
apartment only having one floor. At the top
of the landing on the right is a cracked,
brown door that resembles the door idiots
always
open
in
horror
movies.
Coincidentally, this happens to be the
actual door to his apartment. I grabbed the
handle only to find it was covered in an
unidentifiable sticky substance.
“Oh how convenient!” I mumbled to
myself as I wiped my hand off on my jeans.
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As I open the door, I can hear the
viewers screaming at me to not go in there.
Even though this isn’t actually a horror
movie, it still feels like one. A squall of heat
as hot as the earth’s core shoves itself
against me as I shuffle inside. I barely had
time to look for Man 1 when he slithers past
me and out the door.
“I’LL BE BACK AT 11! KIDS ARE IN
THE LIVING ROOM!” he hollered while
trudging down the beaten stairs I had just
staggered up.
I rolled my eyes so far that they
almost rolled out of my eye sockets. I sighed
and closed the door. I knew then and there
that things weren’t going to be easy. I
kicked off my sneakers and walked down
the hallway toward the living room. It took
me about two seconds to realize that the
carpet was soaked, hopefully with water.
My socks became wet immediately. I
groaned, pulled them off, and shoved them
in my shoes.
The sight of the living room almost
gave me a heart attack. I was met with
cushions throwing up feathers, shattered
DVDs, and two children guffawing. Diva
Girl, who is 9 years old, made eye contact
with me first. Like she always does, she
covered her face with her greasy hair and
ran to the cage she refers to as her bedroom.
Devil Boy is a different story. He’s 7 years
old and can’t seem to cut me a break. He
was in the middle of snapping a DVD when
he noticed me. He continued to break it into
small pieces and let them fall to his feet.
Then, he proceeded to lay down on top of
the mess and close his eyes. He was
sprawled out like a starfish and his eyes
were closed as if he was sleeping. He was
under the impression that I would think he
had been sleeping the entire time. Ha, tough
luck.
It took me an hour and a half to
clean up the mess. After I finished, I sat
down on the floor right onto a sharp piece of
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DVD I missed. The piece ripped a hole in the
thigh of my jeans.
“Are you kidding me? How much
worse can this day get?!” I whispered
through gritted teeth.
I spoke too soon. There was a loud
thump that came from the kitchen. I jumped
up and sprinted toward it. Before I saw
anything, I was suffocated with the smell of
rotten fruit. It was so putrid that for a
second I couldn’t breathe. I pushed past the
smell and stumbled into the nicotinestained kitchen. There Devil Boy was, again,
lying on the floor with his eyes closed. He
was surrounded by a white substance that I
prayed was a rug. Almost as quickly as I had
prayed, my eyes made contact with the
broken yellow jug. He had smashed a brand
new gallon of milk on the floor. Worst of
all, he was lying directly in it.
I made him get up and get a shower.
I picked him out a white shirt and tan
shorts to put on when he finished. As he
was showering, I attempted to clean up the
spill. The milk was seeping through the
design of the floor and I could already smell
the sourness that was arising. I swallowed
the anger that was boiling inside of me.
When Devil Boy was done he
begged me to take him and Diva Girl to the
Tyrone Snyder Public Library. This actually
excited me because I didn’t know that they
even liked to read. I agreed to take them, but
as we were heading out I noticed Diva Girl
had grabbed two of their electronics.
“What are they for?” I questioned
with a puzzled look on my face.
“Uh, to play on? Duh,” she sassed as
she rolled her eyes.
I decided to stay cool and just
ignore her response. I looked her at her
outfit and instantly realized she had picked
out her own clothes today. She was wearing
a neon orange shirt with the Annoying
Orange on it. Her skirt was lime green and
had pink polka dots all over it. She was
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wearing knee high socks with Santa faces
on them. If she walked down the red carpet
in that outfit, people would probably pelt
her with tomatoes.
Since they live right by the library,
getting there was a piece of cake. We
walked up the ramp and went through the
heavy, metal doors. At first I was blinded by
all of the lights, but soon I recovered from
the glare. If the library is ever forced to
close, at least a job would open up for them
in the form of a lighthouse beacon.
Devil Boy and Diva Girl dashed like
reindeer on Christmas Eve over to the
antediluvian loveseat. Instead of sitting on it
like a courteous person would do, they both
laid down head to toe. The librarians began
to whisper which meant we were already on
their bad side. Thankfully, I had decided to
bring Dorothy Must Die by Danielle Paige, the
book I was currently reading. I didn’t want
to sit right by them so I climbed onto one of
the wooden chairs by the entrance.
Instantly, I was lost between the pages and
so focused on the story that I hadn’t noticed
Devil Boy get up from his spot.
I was snapped out of my daze by the
sound of books screaming. One after one
they were taken off the shelves by invisible
hands and met with a loud smack as they
kissed the floor. The librarians’ eyes were
burning holes into my back as I walked
toward the noise. Diva Girl was too
absorbed in her game to notice any of the
commotion. As I drew near, the noise
ceased. I looked through the empty hole
that once held a row of my universe and
looked down. Devil Boy was on the floor
lying right on top of the books just as he had
done with every other mess. I began to
speak to him, but I was interrupted by a
loud shriek.
“YOUNG MAN PICK THOSE UP!
AND YOU GIRL, GET YOU AND THAT
RASCAL OUT OF HERE!” one of the
wrinkled women bellowed.
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My heart burst out of my chest.
How could I get kicked out of my
sanctuary? The place that holds the
treasures I adore. From the look of anger on
my face, Devil Boy knew to get up without
having to wait for me to ask. I attempted to
clean up the books, but the librarian started
to scream like a banshee. This was my signal
to get out of there quickly. Diva Girl, Devil
Boy, and I flew out the door like vampires
fleeing from the sun.
When we were outside, Devil Boy
asked if I could take them to the playground
on Park Avenue. I checked the time and
noticed it was only 3:30. Although he
definitely didn’t deserve it, I really needed
an activity to make the time fly.
The walk to the park was definitely
not a walk in the park. Devil Boy lost both
shoes before we even arrived. Don’t ask me
how he managed that. I don’t think we ever
even found them.
When the playground was finally in
view, I began to get excited. I couldn’t see
anyone else there which meant it would be
sort of peaceful. I needed some silence to
clear my head after the day I’d been having. I
noticed the picnic tables were under a
pavilion which was great because I would
be shielded from the blistering sun.
As we approached the fence, I began
to read the signs that were nailed to it. Most
of them were about the rules to follow. The
sign that caught my eye the most was one
that said, “NO DOGS ALLOWED!” I found
this sign the most reasonable one because
you don’t want to step in any unwanted
matter.
From the way the sun was shining,
the
playground
actually
looked
mesmerizing. The grass was a florescent
green with neatly cut edges. The tan mulch
seemed to be spread evenly on the surface.
The trees were standing tall while their
leaves glistened in the sun. All in all, it
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looked beautiful. It would be a shame if
something disgusting happened.
Devil Boy and Diva Girl ran into the
park as if they were running from a monster.
They began to squeal and jump around.
They ran toward the sky blue jungle gym as
I headed toward the tables in solitude. I
plopped down and began to read again. This
time I made sure I looked up every time I
finished a page. I didn’t want to let them out
of my sight, but to be honest, it made my
eyes burn if I stared at them for too long.
After about an hour, things seemed to
be going okay. I mean, nothing else bad
could happen. Or could it? I was
underestimating the power of bad luck and
before I knew it, I was run over once again
by the bad luck truck.
I was enjoying myself. It was peaceful,
they were busy, and I had a good book
resting in the palms of my hands. The next
thing I knew, Devil Boy was laying on the
ground by the rock climbing wall. Diva Girl
was near him, but she instantly ran away.
She went over by the basketball court and
began to gag.
Suddenly, a faint odor began to crawl
up my nostrils. I got up from my spot and
slowly walked over to Devil Boy. My head
was beginning to spin. I looked at Diva Girl
and aspired to be her. I didn’t want to see
what had happened. I’d rather be the one
hunched over and not have to deal with
whatever deadly surprise I had to face.
When I finally reached Devil Boy, the
smell was even worse. I recognized the smell
and wished it wasn’t true. I noticed that his
shorts were hugging his ankles as if their life
depended on it. His private parts were
exposed and I gasped.
“Devil Boy! What are you doing? Get
up and pull your pants up!” I flared.
“But I can’t pull my pants up,” he
cried as he began to stand up.
I didn’t even have to ask why. As soon
as he stood up I saw what he had been lying
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in. Why had I decided to have him wear a
white shirt? Devil Boy had taken a giant
crap by the rock climbing wall.
“Why didn’t you tell me you had to go
to the bathroom?” I asked angrily.
“BECAUSE I HAD TO GO SO BAD!”
Devil Boy screamed at me.
I shook my head in disbelief. Not only
had he went to the bathroom in the middle
of the playground, he had decided to lay
down directly in it in hopes of covering it
up. The back of his shirt was covered in it
and so were his legs. Obviously he didn’t
have anything to wipe with so that made
everything so much worse. To add to this
predicament, I couldn’t just leave the mess
there on the ground. Someone would find it,
report it, and the park would probably be
closed. They would assume it was a dog and
no dogs are allowed. No one would think
that a 7 year old would be out of their mind
enough to do something like this.
The next step I took was trying to
figure out how to clean it up. I began to
search around. Leaves wouldn’t work
because there aren’t any large ones. A
clothing item wouldn’t work because I don’t
want to carry it with us. My only option
was to look in the garbage can.
As I walked toward the black basin,
I could see it grinning at me. I involuntarily
glanced into it and saw plastic bags.
“OH THANK GOD!” I yelled,
startling a flock of birds in the tree nearby.
I slowly reached my hand into the
garbage and grabbed two bags. The bags felt
wet, but I brushed it off, thinking it was just
rain water. As I was pulling the bags out,
the scent of alcohol swarmed in the air. I
closed my eyes and growled. Of course, the
bags were drenched in alcohol. Of all things
to be covered in, it had to be alcohol.
Honestly, people are really disgusting.
I attempted to shake the alcohol off
in the grass, but I failed miserably. I tried to
ignore the smell as I walked back over to
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Devil Boy. He was still standing with his
pants down. I glared at him and he pulled
his pants up, which left his hands covered in
poop.
I put the bag over my hand like a
glove and grabbed his feces. I started
gagging and my eyes began to water. This
was the grossest thing I’ve ever done. I used
the other bag to wipe Mile’s hands off. Then,
I doubled bagged the poop and tied it shut. I
ran over to the garbage can and threw it in. I
let out another gag and my entire body
shuddered.
Whoops, I had forgot about Diva
Girl through all of this.
“Hey, are you alright?” I asked
apathetically. I actually didn’t care much
because she wasn’t the one who had to clean
it up.
“NO! THAT WAS SO GROSS!
EW!” she yelped.
I just looked at her with fire in my
eyes. Not wanting to argue, I walked away.
“Okay, it’s time to go. Devil Boy, you
need to shower as soon as we get back.” I
ordered.
The walk back seemed to take a
lifetime between Diva Girl gagging
occasionally and Devil Boy complaining
about how uncomfortable he was. When we
finally arrived at our unwelcome
destination, I shoved Devil Boy up the stairs
and into the apartment.
“Alright now get a shower. I’ll bring
your clothes.” I grunted.
Devil Boy went into the dainty
bathroom and shut the door. I heard the
water turn on and I sighed. Nothing else can
happen now, right?
Before doing anything else, I needed
to wash my hands. I turned on the hot water
in the kitchen and grabbed the soap. I swear
I used about half of the bottle. My hands felt
raw when I was done. I scraped off about
600 layers of skin. At least the memory of
today had been erased from my hands. Now
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I had to figure out how to erase it from my
mind.
I calmly walked back to their
bedroom where Devil Boy was sitting on the
floor. She didn’t pay any attention to me as I
picked out another change of clothes for
Devil Boy. I left their room and headed back
toward the bathroom. I knocked on the
stained door before entering. Devil Boy
didn’t say anything so I slowly peeked in.
Remember how I thought nothing else
could happen? Well, I was wrong.
His feces was smeared all over the
walls, the sink, and the toilet. I felt
extremely sick. I looked on the floor and I
couldn’t find his clothes anywhere.
“Devil Boy, where are your dirty
clothes?” I asked even though I wasn’t sure
if I wanted to know the answer.
“I’m wearing them,” he spoke as he
pushed the gray shower curtain aside.
His clothes were obviously soaked
and there was more of his droppings all
throughout the tub. I couldn’t breathe.
Mostly because I was so frustrated, but also
because I knew I was going to have to clean
this up since Man 1 wouldn’t be getting
home for a few more hours.
The rain clouds parted after I
cleaned up his mess. Nothing else crazy
happened and I’m glad. Although, I do
remember tripping over my own feet on my
walk home.
Bad luck comes like the Plagues of
Egypt did. There is never just one moment
and there never will be. Mark Twain made a
great comparison with bad luck and rain
showers. Bad luck won’t leave you alone
until it feels that you’ve had enough for one
day. For me, it feels I never have enough. I’m
always involved in bizarre situations that
end badly. I have learned to live with it, but
some days the showers fade into a drizzle
and stop altogether. This gives me a small
taste of good luck and a hint of hope.
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T

he last light of dusk pencils through
the attic window. My grandfather
winces under the weight and utters
some words not intended for my twelve-
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year-old ears. This time, his shoulder has
gotten the best of him.
He doesn’t know that I’m here. I
keep an eye on him from the top of the
ladder. He’s nothing less than a hero. On a
solo mission, he has willed the last of the
boxes uphill.
Mission accomplished.
He fidgets with the latch of a brown
box. I know what’s in it—I’ve done some
recon in the attic over the years. He opens it
to
reveal
yellowed
letters,
worn
photographs, and the medal with the purple
ribbon.
A January chill riffles though the
clapboards, and I feel like I can channel his
spirit--the beat of helicopters, the rush of
hot air against his cheeks, the taste of sweat
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dripping from his brow. But mostly, I feel
the beating in his chest—an overwhelming
feeling of pride—
the feeling he had when he took the
responsibility to serve his country-the feeling that powers these fiftypound boxes of holiday decorations up two
flights of stairs and a shaky ladder—with a
shoulder even more shaky.
I slip away before he sees me.
The living room is eerily dark. He
maneuvers his way down with the small
box, prepared to share it. My seven cousins
and a few of their friends are bathed in the
glow of their iPhones.
“What’s in the box?” I ask, playing
dumb--hoping to direct the spotlight away
from the latest Apple product-line.
But the room remains stubbornly
lethargic.
Not a budge.
Not a glance.
No running, no Nerf-balls, no
counter-strikes against enemy lampshades.
To him this scene must look haunting:
twenty eyes locked onto animated gadgets
like watchmen to radar-screens.
“Just a few old cigars,” he fibs.
“Don’t worry, Papa,” I tell him. I
take his hand and we reconnoiter in the
kitchen for a moment I’ll never forget.
I won’t let him feel out of place.
I won’t let him put the box aside.
I won’t let his larger-than-life story
be overshadowed by blips on four-inch
screens.
It‘s occurred to me that my
Christmas memory of my grandfather is a
hazy reflection of America at-large. Like my
cousins distracted by technology and
entertainment,
we’ve
grown
too
comfortable with the dangers in the dark—
with terrorists in explosive vests, with
paranoid dictators and their toy-box
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missiles, with parched superpowers
thirsting for prominence.
It’s also occurred to me that nothing
can save us from these threats but the spirit
of heroes like my grandfather—heroes who
walk unrecognized in our midst, their heartwrenching stories silenced by the daily
buzz. From the day I discovered my
grandfather’s box in the attic, I knew that
he carried with him a sense of responsibility
few others embrace. Like him, I can’t turn a
blind eye to the forces that threaten us. We
live in an increasingly lethargic, consumerobsessed age. A generation that witnessed
the American spirit wrestle with evil in
WWII beholds a new generation
that applauds athletes who kneel
for The Star-Spangled Banner,
that swallows the propaganda the
media feeds it,
that scoffs at the notion of military
service.
When my grandfather and I
discussed boots-on-the-ground in Iraq that
night, these were his last words: “These
boys are…at war,” he cried. “The rest of the
country’s…at the mall.” It was then that he
gave me the box with his Purple Heart-—and my—heart—swelled.
I’m still too young to strap on boots
in the war against terror, but I can fight the
war against indifference.
My responsibility to America is to
fight that war—
to rally the American spirit,
to counter the complaisance of a
generation in the dark.
Eventually, I’ll wage this war by
teaching.
To honor my grandfather’s
memory, my responsibility will be to
nurture an appreciative generation.
Mine will be a classroom that feeds
minds without starving souls.
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My students will recognize the wargames on their X-Boxes, but they’ll also
recognize the real wars at their doorsteps.
Oh, they’ll know the 3-R’s, but
they’ll also know God gave them two legs
for The Pledge.
Some of them may not know where
Benghazi is, but all of them will look up
from the glow of their pixelated playthings
and be overwhelmed with gratitude for
those who’ve shed their blood for us.
They’ll know America is a force of
good in the world—and that our soldiers’
memories must never die—in a box in the
attic.
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“Temporary Solution to
a Permanent Problem”
nonymous

A
A

uthor David Foster Wallace once
wrote, “The sad thing is, suicide
doesn’t end the pain. It just passes it
on to someone else” (Wallace 1). The
aftermath of suicide is a pain that I never
chose to go through, a pain no one should
ever fathom. No one can plan for the pain of
a suicide and not feel absolutely helpless
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afterwards. Feeling that you might have
been able to do something to stop the victim
is the most desperate and pathetic emotion
that any person could ever feel. Anyone
considering suicide is not relieving
themselves of the pain—nor that of the
people around them, despite their
intentions. They are gifting the people they
love an endless burden of pain and guilt,
which will never fade with time. In an
instant your world is torn down--as mine
was six months ago, on May 3rd, just five
days before Mother’s Day-when I discovered
what it feels like to live through this gutwrenching experience.
Waking up Tuesday morning,
oblivious to the horror of the day, I stretch
my way from underneath my oversized
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blankets, pigmented in a light turquoise. I
catch a glimpse of the sun creeping in
beneath my curtains, dousing my carpet in
light. In my house, I am always the second
to wake, rising at 6 A.M., long after my stepfather has gone to work. It seems like a
usual morning, with nothing that gives me
reason to speculate that something is
wrong. I inch my way down the carpeted
stairs of my attic room, silently opening my
door, and proceed to the bathroom. Even in
the dim light you can’t miss our countrystyled paintings depicting quiet, vintage
farms, and the framed flowers, varied in all
hues. The few family pictures we have are all
downstairs, showing us in different stages
of celebration and family excitement. My
mother is always the one capturing these
moments for us.
I drag myself back to my room to
dress myself, still drowsy. After I complete
dressing, I try in vain to brush my hair, but
hopelessly fighting both my genetics and my
hair-styling
incompetence,
I
tramp
exasperatedly out of the bathroom. No
product can calm the mass of my hair. It is
voluminous--a full lack of effort on my hairs’
part to stay contained, straight. I always
blame my mom for that, because she gave
me my thick, coarse, dishwasher-blonde
mass. She proceeds to smile and turn to me
and repeat the same thing she always says,
which I can still repeat by heart: “You were
born in the wrong generation. When I was
growing up, my hair was naturally intended
for my childhood style.”
Thinking back on this, as I head to
my parents room, my heart flutters inside,
warming from such a memory.
I crack the door open and squint my
eyes in the darkness. Before I usually head
downstairs, my mom requests that I wake
her up, just in case her alarm does not go off.
I don’t hear it this morning, so I whisper
while standing in the doorway, telling her
that it is about 6:25A.M. I suspect she is
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there, despite the stillness of the room,
because where else would she be? I tiptoe
down the stairs intending not to wake my
sister. I eat a filling breakfast, and, realizing
I am behind my schedule, retrieve my
Converse and wriggle my way into my
sweatshirt.
By now, I have the bugging thought
of why my mom has not gotten up, but not
until I rush back to her room do I start to
hyperventilate. I smack the light switch on,
upset that now I am late, but have to awake
my mom also. My mouth slacks open, taking
in the scene around me, or more, the lack of
anything around me. My mom is not in bed,
and the blankets are crumpled at the end of
the bed. My backup thought is that she has
gone into my little sister's room, because at
the age of 4, she still has nightmares, and
would want our mom by her side. Turning
on the lights and careful not to wake
Cassandra, I lose hope here too. I tear apart
every room upstairs with my wide eyes, and
once I find them all empty, I stumble down
our wooden steps and discover nobody in
the living room, the last place I can fathom
checking. In a panicked frenzy, I open the
door to the basement and holler down, but I
know that our basement door can only be
opened from the outside, and the door has
been shut. The darkness engulfs the stairs
and my thoughts, so I rush back to the
kitchen to call my dad. He appears home
within minutes, just when the sun is
starting to rise. He seems bothered to see
that I remain distressed for no reason.
“Mom is nowhere to be found, and
Azel is coming right now, to drive me to
school,” I whisper in a quivering voice,
distraught from the situation. Once I tell
him this he seems concerned but not fazed.
“Go to school, Clarissa, I’m sure
everything is fine, nothing is wrong.” He
reassures me, and I try to believe it, but I
know this situation is a caveat.
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Azel, my neighbor, best friend, and
non-biological older sister, drives me to
school every morning, and I confess to her
why this morning I am mute, not assuming
my usual, perky attitude.
“It must be a mistake, she might
have spent the night at a friend’s, or had to
leave early for work. I wouldn’t worry if I
were you, sweetheart.” She surveys me with
worried brown eyes.
I try desperately to believe her,
fathoming the many reasons she is not at
home, but each one is as fake and flimsy as
the next.
Azel hypothesizes, in jest, “She
might have ran away, because she was tired
of you.” I fake a laugh, and just agree,
because I have no other options.
In school, I spend the first half of my
school day in a daze, worrying continually
about my mother, but coming to no real
conclusion. In third period, my personal
finance teacher receives a phone call and
asks me to head to the guidance office. This
is a red flag, and as I listen to my Converse
squeak on the tile floor, I start to tremor. I
have never gotten in trouble at school, and I
don’t believe I’ve done anything to receive
such punishment without a warning.
I open the door to the guidance
office, guided down to a distant room.
Motivational posters line the wall, and I
wish they could benefit me in the moment. I
shuffle into the room, dreading what will
happen.
A police officer is the last person I
expect to see. The polished head of a police
officer appears in my vision, and gives me a
look of pity which I do not understand. He
repeats, several times, before I can
comprehend what he says, “I have some bad
news for you. Your mother was found
deceased early this morning.” He recites this
in an emotionless tone.
It takes 14 words to change who I
am, and will be, forever. In this moment, I
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feel more hopeless, lost and abandoned,
than I ever have, despite my history. My
breathing hitches, and my heart stops, if just
for a second. My vision starts to darken, and
I stumble to the chair, praying I can make it
there. The only thought racing through my
head, is this can’t be real. I wish it wasn’t me, I wish
it wasn’t me, I wish it wasn’t me. I keep thinking
it is all some sick chicanery, but who would
play a joke a cruel as this? I believe they have
the wrong daughter, or they have made
some insane mistake. Hearing the officer,
with squinty blue eyes and chubby hands
recite the story, I shut down. The feeling is
an indescribable pain that never fades. It’s
like your sun is taken away, your reason to
be happy is gone. The one and only person I
look up to left me. The only person that I
need is gone when I need her the most. The
one that raised me, and cared for me, is no
longer here to do that. Ever since we left my
father, and until she remarried my step dad,
she was there for me, through everything.
She is the only one who has been with me
since birth, and now she is gone, in less than
a day. I feel my world shattering, breaking
apart in a fraction of a second. I’m thinking
of all the people she left, and the damage
that is irreparable, despite her idea of a
solution. I have never felt so empty in my
life. Someone has reached inside my chest
and ripped out my heart, leaving me numb
and emotionless. It requires so much
endurance to keep it all in, to bottle up
those feelings, if only for twenty minutes.
The story recited itself in my head. Your
mother was found deceased in the basement. We are
sure that the result of death was suicide. I’m very
sorry. There was nothing you could do. Sorry
cannot fix the damage already done. I look
up through blurry eyes to brown kind eyes
and sad smile of my guidance counselor,
Mrs. Johnson. I see her lips moving but
nothing reaches my ears. I am denying the
words, my brain is shutting down, refusing
to accept any more pain. Once I find my
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clarity, I understand what she is saying. Her
soft voice reaches my ears and fills them
with the only sentence that uplifts my
spirits today.
Mrs. Johnson repeats, “Clarissa,
would you like someone to come and be
with you? Do you have any friend that you
want to talk to? Because I can ask them to
come down to the guidance office to be with
you.”
Through my insanity of thoughts, I
have to concentrate on this, but my mouth
blurts the answer my heart already knows,
that my brain does not have time to
comprehend.
“Madison”, I blurt, receiving a shy
smile from Mrs. Johnson.
It is these five painstaking minutes I
spend dwelling in my own thoughts, while
both the guidance counselor and police
officer whisper feverishly outside the door.
These five minutes without someone to hold
me together felt easy, but as soon as I catch
a glimpse of the black hair of my short
friend and her distraught dark brown eyes, I
lose my ability to coalesce my emotions. In
the short time that I had alone, I built a wall
around my emotions, begging myself not to
cry. She saves me in that moment from
losing myself forever, when the realization
of what has happened finally crashed into
me. It feels like hell losing the person you
love the most, and it feels even worse,
knowing you could have done something to
prevent that.
The unanswered questions tear me
apart. Why did she do this? Why didn’t I notice
something? Why didn't she tell me, or anyone? Why
did she bottle this up and tuck it away? Why did she
lock all of this up? Why weren’t we enough for her?
Why did she leave? Why did she choose this path?
What will I do without her? How could she leave?
Why? These thoughts never stop racing
through my head, and neither does my
fidgeting, or my denying of this situation, or
my feeling of hopelessness. The only
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thoughts worse than the questions are the
‘what ifs?’ What if I could have done something?
What if I had walked into the basement this morning
to check for her? What if I saw her there? What if I
could have helped her? What if I stopped and tried to
see the indications? What if I had said something
different, to change her opinion the night before?
What if I had gotten her help, would she still be here?
What if she didn’t want help? These questions
repeat themselves in my head, and I have
never wanted to be in someone's shoes as
much as I do today.
Six months, a week, and three days
later, I still ache to have my mom by my
side. It’s heartbreaking waking up every
morning knowing she is gone, and
wondering what could I have done to
change it all. You think that suicide is the
way out, that it’s a gateway to all your
answers. The only answers I received were
from the police, telling me how I no longer
had a mother. You create so many problems,
and you will never know about them,
because you are not here anymore. Your
family will wake up every morning missing
you, and they’ll often cry themselves to sleep
over your loss.
Someone will miss the little things
about you, things you never thought anyone
noticed. Someone will miss your smile,
when you see something you love. Someone
will miss the way the room lit up when you
laughed. Someone will miss the way you
loved them, in only a way you could.
Someone will miss your voice, and the
accent you had, that they may never have
noticed. Someone will miss your concern,
when they most needed it. Someone will
miss consulting you when you were the first
person they would turn to. Someone will
miss your cooking, even though sometimes
it doesn’t turn out exactly the way you
wanted it. Someone will even miss that look
you had when you were upset, and your
eyebrows crinkled together. Someone will
miss every little thing about you, and for my
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mom, that someone is me. You mean the
world to someone, even though you might
be only one person to the world. You have
37 trillion cells in your body, and every
single one of them are here to keep you, and
only you, alive. There will always be
someone who needs you, despite what you
might think.
You might think you are emptying
everyone of
his burden of you, but I
promise, someone out there thinks you are
the best person ever to stride into their life.
Everyone’s life is worth value, and do not
ever think the opposite. The opposite is
worse, beyond words. The aftermath of a
suicide is an emotional flu: you are coherent
about where you are, but you can’t think
straight, and you start to feel dizzy. Simple
routine things become difficult, such as
passing a familiar place of you and your
loved one, or making it a whole day without
crying. It’s not only the closest people you
loved, but everyone who played a part in
your life. Everyone who knew you will walk
forever with an ache in their heart, always
wondering if your death was their fault.
They regret not loving you more, or showing
support, or being there for them. They will
feel like they weren’t enough for you, and it
will drag them down, every day, thinking
about that. They will never shed the guilt,
that maybe, just maybe, they could have
stopped you.
When you kill yourself, you kill
everyone around you.
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“How Ironic”

H

anna
Denny

H

ow ironic is it
—when freedom cries to unify—
we creep instead to distant sides?

How ironic is it
to see sides clash on immigration—
when immigration founded this nation?
How ironic is it
that every day, each battle fought,
we stray further from what the Founders
sought—
we hate for naught—
become distraught—
turn our heads—
look down our noses
at the huddled masses whom
fate disposes—
no refuge as the circle closes?
How ironic is it
that we’re cut the same—
yet race and class deflect the
blame,
that United has lost all State-d
meanings
in political rhetoric so skewed
by leanings
that the face of a nation with
jobs no one wants
scowls at hard-workers with
dismissive taunts?
How ironic it is
that Liberty is an immigrant
too.

103 | P a g e

~2018 E d i t i o n ~

~ S t a r d u s t ~

“Outrageous Acts of
Defiance: Feeling the
Burn”

C

hloe
Makdad

2017
American Legion Essay Contest
Winner

“The First Amendment exists to insure that
freedom of speech and expression applies not just
to that with which we agree or disagree, but also
that which we find outrageous.”
--Colin Powell

A

s Colin Powell articulated in a
personal letter to Senator Patrick
Leahy, protestors by nature gravitate
toward the outrageous. Look no further
than the outrageous placards that
protestors brandish daily on the National
Mall, this snarky one in particular:
“Senators Should Wear Uniforms Like
NASCAR Drivers--So We Can Identify
Their Corporate Sponsors.” Likewise, who
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can deny the outlandishness of the Belgian
dairy farmer who galvanized opposition to a
2009 EU trade deal by firing a canon of
spoiled milk at the (lactose intolerant) riotsquad
squelching
his
peaceful
demonstration? And kudos to the ten-yearold boy who countered the outrage of a
Westboro Baptist picket-sign proclaiming
“God Hates Fags” by holding up a wirebound notebook declaring “God Hates No
One” (Vibes-8-11).
Amid such outrage, democracy
celebrates.
However, when protest encroaches
on national symbols, the celebrations cease.
When an NFL quarterback takes a knee
during the “Star-Spangled Banner” to
protest police brutality, Americans hear the
dominoes fall: youth football squads wage
nationwide Kaepernick-style kneel-ins,
outraged pop-star Alicia Keys demands a
lyrical revision to a “racist” national anthem,
military veteran groups swing into
response-mode, and “X Lives Matter”
partisans from the Golden Gate to Trump
Towers can no longer extricate the message
from the mayhem.
Unequivocally,
the
First
Amendment states that “Congress shall
make no law… prohibiting the free exercise
of...freedom of speech” (U.S.-1). Short of
promoting violence, espionage, or sedition,
Americans are free to articulate their
opinions in whatever form they wish. And
while in many eyes it may be the most
unpatriotic act that an American can
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conceive, this freedom includes outrageous
acts of defiance like desecrating the
American flag. Without the right to
disparage the government, how can
government be susceptible to the will of its
people? When Americans surrender their
right to free speech--even the right to
desecrate their flag—their First Amendment
right is infringed, inching them closer to
those who embrace the antithesis of
American ideology.
Chastening flag desecrators is
among the few proposals in Washington to
exude non-partisan charm. President-elect
Trump tweeted imprisonment for flag
burners in a conservative rant against
protesters who bemoaned his election
(Savage-1), whereas a decade earlier, his
liberal-leaning nemesis touted a bill eerily
similar to that tweet. Both Clinton’s
proposed Flag Protection Act of 2005 and
Trump’s tweet proposed not only that flag
burning be criminalized but that it also
accompany yearlong jail sentences and sixfigure fines.
So it is little surprise that flag
desecration legislation has been a political
shuttlecock.
The game predates both
Trump and Clinton and engages play from
all three branches of government. Resonant
with Colin Powell, the Supreme Court has
ruled that desecration is a symbolic
expression of free speech. In 1969, the court
overturned the conviction of Sydney Street,
a WWII veteran and Bronze Star recipient,
who burned a flag to protest the shooting of
a civil rights activist (Background-1).
Perhaps the most famous of all cases is
1989’s Texas v. Johnson, wherein the Court
ruled that legislation protecting the flag
from desecration violated the First
Amendment (Rothman-1). Speaking for the
majority, Justice Brennan reaffirmed the
right of defendant Gregory Lee Johnson: “If
there is a bedrock principle underlying the
First Amendment, it is that the government
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may not prohibit the expression of an idea
simply because society finds the idea itself
offensive” (Supreme-3).
Nonetheless,
within a year, Congress passed the Flag
Protection
Act,
which
facilitated
punishment for any manner of flag
desecration. The Supreme Court volleyed
with United States v. Eichmann, wherein the
justices reaffirmed that desecration was
constitutionally protected (Rothman-2).
Congress has swung the racket numerous
times since Eichmann but has never returned
the shuttlecock to the Court, as no
proposed bills have made it through both
the House and Senate (Background). As a
result, game, set, and match have gone to
free speech.
If it were to outlaw desecration, the
United States would join rank with the
nations it most reviles. China, Libya, Iran,
Russia, and Nazi Germany are among the
basket of global deplorables to have
declared flag desecration a crime (Young-2).
Tyrannical regimes like North Korea seek
gruesome retribution when citizens voice
minor grievances against the government
(Yop-1). Contrary to American ideals, such
retaliation does not project an ethos of
patriotism; it projects a toy-dictator’s fear of
its citizenry, a lack of confidence in bedrock
values, and an insecure reliance on control.
Anti-flag desecration legislation would not
only inflict damage on the far-reaching
protections of the First Amendment; it
would pose questions about how much
further free expression might be curtailed. If
we silence the flag-burner, can we silence
the climate change scientist, the artist, the
teacher, the minority party leader, the voter?
Ultimately, the only way to protect
a flag is to restore pride and faith in the
nation whose ideals it represents. When
citizens regain pride in the identity,
direction, and mission of their nation, the
animosities that threaten the flag
disintegrate. The more clearly voices are
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heard and the more judiciously government
responds to public will, the more citizens
will respect the way policy is enacted--even
when policy may not serve their vested
interests. When they acknowledge that the
flag symbolizes not only their government
but the panoply of soldierly sacrifice, the
breadth of activism marching for change, the
entirety of America working and striving
toward an ideal, thoughtful citizens will
hear the outrage of a burning flag silenced in
its ashes.
If America is truly the land of the
free and the home of the brave, a flagprotection amendment contradicts its
mission. Such legislation projects a vision of
a nation where people are not free enough to
express opinions and the government not
brave enough to hear them. If courage and
freedom are synonymous with the United
States of America, then these ideals can
stomach the outrage—even when it burns.
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“Welcome to My
Closet”
bby
Hagan

A
Y

our limbs are tied down,
A knot in place for every time you
tied me up.

Pinkies are such fragile fingers.
Promises are such fragile lies.
Easily broken.
You let out a cry.
Oh darling, this is only the beginning.
My shaking hands navigate your neck,
An area with a past.
My grip tightens.
A lack of oxygen always got you off.
I release.
Stripping your skin from your body,
Inch by inch.
Removal-A task quite familiar to you.
Keep your organs covered, baby!
They ruin your appearance.
Oh, the tears I’ve cried.
The lies you’ve told.
Your eyes shelter a bitter darkness behind
The swift motion of a sewing needle,
Never to be gazed upon again.
Your tongue,
The taste you left in my mouth.
Gone.
No eyes.
No lies.
Everyone has a skeleton in their closet.
You’re mine.
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“My Life-Size Voodoo
Doll”
organ
Bridges

M
Y

ou treated me like a toy.
You treated me like a doll.
You called me Barbie.
Pretty face,
No voice.
To you, I was nothing more than
A headful of blonde hair to drag around…
That’s why as you slept,
I chopped off
A velvety dark lock of your hair.
To you, I was nothing more than
Something you could dress
And undress…
That’s why when you left behind
All your clothes,
I stole them too.
To you, I was nothing more than
Something you could manipulate.
Like a doll, my body moved as you pleased.
I had plastic limbs, but yours were real….
That’s why I sliced off your limbs.
Your arms.
Your legs.
Everything.
Your avarice kept me quiet.
You never let me speak…
So that’s why I cut out your tongue.
It was all coming together so nicely.
I tied you up.
I stitched your legs back on.
I stitched your arms back on.
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I stapled your hair to your head.
I dressed you up as pretty as me.
I pried open your eyes
So you could watch me complete you.
You cannot make a sound…
Ha! your tongue is gone!
And now for the final touches:
These silver knives I hold are my pins.
I shove one in the void where your heart
should’ve been.
I shove another in your neck,
In your leg, arm and stomach.
I was your doll,
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And now you’re mine.
My life-sized voodoo doll.
And you’ll always be with me.
Forever
and
Ever.
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“Purple-Posers”
evi
Walk

L
“T

he amorous feelings I harbor for
you are insurmountable.”

“So you love me?”

“The longing for your touch burns within
me as would a flame eternal.”
“So you miss me?”
“This feeling of dread engulfs me and
stymies my ability to ruminate.”
“So you’re afraid?”
“The literature that I impart to you should
emanate both metrical precision and
affective urgency.”
“So you write poems?”
“The likes of these non-prose exemplars
instill feelings of acute elation within me.”
“Please, just say that you like them.”
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“The blood surges through my veins,
engendering a resolute position of vexation.”
“You’re telling me you’re pissed?”
Is it in words the pedant pleasures himself?
Or in his need to impress his reader well?
Or display his learning on a shelf?
For all purple-posers, please mark me well!
I have three words that rhyme with smell:
Please take your ink and
go to hell.
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“Cancer”

M

olly
Harris

I

never thought that we would
meet;
Initially you were discrete.
My life is fine, then you appear-You have become my greatest fear.
My life was simple, I was not blind;
I had a stable state of mind,
But then you crept into my life-Your presence slit me like a knife.
I looked at you with hesitation;
I looked and felt your motivation:
To watch me suffer, watch me cry,
To watch me languish, watch me die.
But then I realized what to do.
I needed to get rid of you.
Attention is the thing you seek.
When you’re denied it, you grow
weak.
You start to weaken, soon to perish,
A flower wilting in the rain,
I pushed away your empty malice-I pushed away your gnawing pain.
Your distinctiveness began to ebb,
And you dispersed into thin air,
I’d cut the cancer from my life-It’s now like you were never there.
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