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QEP

This literary journal is published as part
of Aiken Technical College’s Quality
Enhancement Plan (OEP).

A QEP is part of the Southern

Association of Colleges and Schools
Commission on Colleges decennial
college reaccreditation process.

The QEP describes a carefully designea
course of action that addresses a well-
defined and focused topic or issue
related to enhancing student learning
and/or student success.
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In tandem with its student success
goals, the Read Write Achieve!
OEP

seeks to foster a rich culture of
reading and writing on ATC's
campus and in the larger
community.

Scan the code to learn more.
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1832

BY: BETHANY WELLS

It was mid-fall in Mazéres, France when my father announced
we would be holding a ball to honor the annual La Toussaint
holiday on November Ist. Everyone is to dress in their most
astonishing attire and arrive in the highest spirits. I am in the
most elated mood because my love, Edmond Haut, would be
attending. Even though he was arriving as the busser, | was
enthralled to know | was going to be seeing him. As | held the
golden mirror in front of my sharp-pointed face, | couldn’t help
but realize that | would never be the princess of the Chéateau
de Roquetaillade after today. | will never hold the deed to my
family’s property. In the light of the morning sun, the locket on
my neck shone bright with hope. | was in high spirits once
again.

It was late in the evening. My wandering eyes inspected the
room while my heart yearned for a glimpse of the man who
was from my dreams. In the corner of the main room next to
the gaping garden window, | spot my Edmond. He is seducing
wealthy prospects as they nod their heads, eager to try his
‘cure-all’ remedy for the cholera pandemic that has covered
the cracks and crevices of the planet in recent years. | get a
little closer to hear his speech, his voice enchanting and warm.

“If you aren't obliged by this cholera curing agent within
twenty-five sunsets, you may return it so long as you return the
bottle it was in,” he baits.

| smile as | check my watch, counting down the minutes before
planning my escape with Edmond. | hear my father's voice
booming behind me.

“Angelique, your future husband awaits your hand in dance.
You must join him at this moment,” he says sternly.

I've heard about those fathers who listen to their daughters,
their hopes, and dreams. This wasn’t the case with my father.
My mother seemed to be more delicate, but she wasn't the
one who made the final decisions. As a member of a royal
family in France, | am dedicated to marry another wealthy
royal man by my father, the king. | am not able to choose a
man of my liking. If | could I'd choose Edmond. Our plans to
run for the hills at six o'clock sharp as the sun sets below the
trees is not known by any other man. Edmond knows people
who have boats that can take us to the deeper countryside
where he will work as a painter and | can work as a journalist
under the penname of Armaud Carlisle, a name I'd chosen
from my late grandfather.

Six o'clock approached and | noticed Edmond under an
archway with tears streaming down his face. The beautiful
morning glories have tucked in their petals and their bright
green vines climb the curved structure as they cling to it for
support. | run to him at once when | noticed his unlikely
demeanor, pleading with him to tell me the secrets he kept so
deeply inside.

"Edmond, please tell me what is the matter?” | asked him as |
touched his arm lightly.

He guides me to the balcony where we sit upon the stone
bench that held fond memories of our secluded times
together. We would spend hours talking about our adventures
together, where we wanted to live when we could be alone,
finally. I looked upon his face, seemingly defeated with doubt.
My eyes well up with tears as | clench the locket that he gave
me so long ago.

"My sweet lady, we can not be together. We are doomed to a
fate far worse than life itself,” he said to me in a short breath.
“Your father has come to me with an army of men. They have
seized my boats and taken my land in the countryside. He
knows of our plans, Angelique. | am so sorry | couldn’t be
there for you.”

Upon hearing his words, | kissed him slowly and passionately
for what seemed to be the last time. Tears surged from my
eyes as | embraced him another time.

‘| am so in love with you Edmond, always and forever. No
matter where you go, | will find you,” | promised, as | sealed
my fate with a jump from the chateau’s balcony. Upon falling,
| found Edmonds arms wrapped around me tightly as he
swung around my body to land first.

“Thank you for showing me home,” he whispered as his once
warm body fell against the concrete.

Its years later and Angelique has held the title of the longest
living Queen without a King. She never fell in love again. Every
year on the date of his death, she sits on the same bench and
mourns her lost love. Until the next century in another future
life, where we witness the two legendary lovers who are fated
to meet again.
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INTERVIEW WITH AN

ANCESTOR

BY: KATIE GANTT

Ten minutes into the tour, Clarence said to me pointedly,
“Our family did own slaves.” | didn’t give him much of a
reaction, so he looked away and continued, “It's just the way
things were then. But they were good to their slaves.”

As evidence, he picked up a small, wooden chair, and
pointed to letters carved in the wood, dull with the passing of
centuries, but still legible. They spelled out the name Tim.

“Tim was one of Granny Hall's slaves. He carved his name in
the chair which meant that he could write.”

He was looking at me again, feeling for my mood, before
continuing with his big reveal. | knew what was coming of
course, thanks to a handful of African American studies
classes at Kent State, and | couldn’t give Granny Hall the pat
on the back her great, great, great, great nephew was
fishing for.

“Teaching slaves to read and write was illegal, but my family
taught them anyway!” He was edging on frantic. “So how
could anyone say they didn't care about their slaves?!” he
implored.

| nodded that | understood the point he was trying to make,
at least. He gave up, abruptly grabbed something from the
kitchen mantle, and thrust it into my hand. It was an old piece
of metal, orange with rust.

His efforts to collect my sympathy for Granny Hall had failed
and there was a hint of malice in his eye. “This is a link from a
chain they would use to lock their slaves in the cellar if there

was ever the threat of an uprising.” He stomped theatrically

on the kitchen floor at the word “cellar,” and | realized with a
shock that we were standing directly above it.

| was rocked with a vision of human bodies crammed tightly,
miserably, into the space below. It wasn't a large kitchen and
my research had informed me that this family owned upward
of twenty slaves. For a moment the walls seemed to close in
on me and the link dropped from my hand to the floor with a
thud. Mortified, | thought Clarence would be upset, but
instead he seemed pleased to have gotten a reaction and
the tour continued.

| was on assignment for a local magazine, so | re-checked my
personal bias like a good journalist and took detailed notes.
The property didn't boast the size or grandeur | expected
from a plantation on the national registry, but then again, its
original 604 acres had been gradually sold away over the last
couple hundred years. The house may have been
nondescript, but it was bursting with antebellum artifacts that
Clarence and his wife Ginsy insisted the Smithsonian, among
other museums, had been trying to get their hands on for
years, and | believed them.

The interview ended and as | headed out the door, Ginsy
invited me to come back for their annual Christmas party. |
turned to answer her and heard the tinkling of crystal and
faint laughter coming from the dining room situated just to
the right of the front door. | didn't think anyone else had
been at the house during my visit.

She caught my eye with her own, kohl rimmed black, and

smirked knowingly. “Can you hear that?”
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TAP, TAP, TAP.

BY: ERIN THOMAS

Tap, tap, tap.

There was that noise again. | looked up from doing my
homework. Ever since | got this new doll, weird things kept
happening. It started out small. There were just little notes
appearing on the steamed mirror, small trinkets around the
house moving or suddenly being on the ground. | did not think
anything of it. Realistically, how could a doll be causing these
problems? It is not like it has free will. Throughout the last few
months, though, it just was getting worse. | kept noticing the
footsteps around the house; the slapping of bare feet
reverberating in my ears, stiffening me in my place. There was
also the tapping. | could never place what it was. | do not
think | want to. | just want it to stop. | looked up from doing
my homework and stared directly at the doll. She just sat
there with her perfect blonde hair, smooth porcelain skin, and
beautiful blue dress. The tapping always marked the
beginning; it was early today.

| could never sleep when the tapping started. It would always
come in threes every 10 minutes without fail. Sometimes she
would move. | would come home, and she would not be in the
position | left her in, let alone the same area. Tap, tap, tap. It
sounded closer, three quick knocks on the wall, the roof, the
floor. I got up and walked into my bathroom and turned on
the light. Everything seemed quiet, and | wanted to take my
mind off the tapping. | turned my attention toward my shower
and quickly turned the knob. The hot water poured out and
instantly calmed my nerves. | ran my hands through my hair
assessing the situation.

It's just a doll, girl. Dolls can't make tapping noises. Chill out. |
laughed at myself and finished my shower routine. | reached
for my towel to dry off and glanced at the mirror. | felt my
face go pale; there they were again, “Play with me Alice.” |
wiped the note away, my arms feeling heavy. | hurried to my
room and tried to catch my breath and stared at my doll. |
grabbed my phone, and | shined the flashlight directly at her,
examining her. She stood on her stand motionless. She had
not moved from the area since | showered.

‘Odd,” | muttered under my breath; | turned back towards
my bed eager to finish the homework | had left. | placed my
phone on the edge of my bed and climbed in. | sat on my
bed and stared at the papers in front of me. | started
working tediously for about an hour. My eyes felt heavy, and
| was ready to sleep. | reached for my phone, but it was not
where | left it. Did | drop it? | look off to the side of the bed
and see it sitting on the floor. | reached down and tried to
grab it, my fingertips slightly grazing it. It all happened so
fast. A boney, decayed hand reached out and grabbed me.
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THE REMEMBRANCE OF CINDY

BY: REBECKAH WILSON

It is October 6th, 2022, and it has been nine years since my
sister Cindy died. Fall was always her favorite season. The
crisp, cool air and the bright colored leaves falling from the
trees reminded me of her. As | sit in what used to be her
room, | fight back the tears as | begin to remember the day
my sister was told her cancer was worse than expected. It
was like it was yesterday; Cindy had her doctor’s
appointment to see whether she would be eligible for a
chemo trial. However, that did not go as planned because
she was told by her doctor that her cancer had spread, and
she may have months or weeks to live.

A teardrop hit my cheek, as | snapped back to sitting in her
room wishing | could just see her again. | walk over to her bed
and plop down where she would lay all curled up with her
teddy bear. As | lay here more memories begin to fade in. |
remember seeing her struggle and it hurt me seeing Cindy in
pain, but | had to help her enjoy and live the rest of her life
that she had left. It eventually came down to us calling
hospice for her since now she could only hear, but her sight
and speech was disabled. Cindy could hear everything we
said, yet the most we could get out of her was grunts. It was
then that my family and | realized that Cindy's life was
coming close to an end. It was just a matter of time. My
family and | were given an early Christmas because we knew
she was not going to make it that far. Once the presents
were open, my dad handed Cindy an orange and white
checkered blanket. As he laid the blanket on Cindy, my dad
said, "Here baby, it is a blanket. Merry Christmas!” Cindy
responded with a grunt or two and that was all that my dad
was able to get out of her.

“The next few days were a waiting game because no one
knew when Cindy would take her last breath. At that time, |
came back to reality and what went from a teardrop running
down my cheek, now comes to me completely sobbing. As |
try to move, gravity is pulling me down. It is like a flood of
memories come rushing into my head as | realize what felt
like a week after the early Christmas that was given. My dad
woke me up at 11:30 p.m. on October 5th, 2013, to say my
final goodbyes to Cindy. Once | said goodbye and told Cindy
that | loved her, my grandparents took me away from Cindy. |
knew right then that | would never see her again. | slept over
at my grandparents’; when around 5:00 a.m. on October 6th
my grandmother got the call that Cindy had passed. | felt my
heart sink for which | knew that the call was about. It was not
until an hour later that | saw my dad and he explained to me
that Cindy had passed away.

After Cindy's passing, it was a rough journey for my dad and
me. To be honest, to this day it is still rough and hard to
believe that she is not here. | came back to reality to only find
my face soaking wet from all the sobbing | had done. |
managed to get up from Cindy's bed and make my way
outside. I sit on the porch and let the cool air hit my face and
watch the leaves fall from the trees. | know Cindy would love
to enjoy fall, but | am going to enjoy fall for her because |
know that even though she is not here with me physically.

She is always here in my heart and that is all | will ever need.




THE HALLS THAT | WISH
WEREN'T SILENT

BY: ELLA RICH

Aside from Angie's thumbs tapping against her phone, there
were no other sounds in the school halls. This was Angie’s
goal. Her high school was holding their annual Halloween
dance. Angie had a complicated relationship with parties. At
her core, she was a social butterfly. She excelled at
converting strangers to friends, making existing friends laugh,
and surrendering herself to the energetic atmosphere
surrounding her.

Nevertheless, she got tired of it quickly. The music would start
to sound the same, and all energy would leave her body like
air from a deflating balloon. Then, she would have to leave
the festivities and find somewhere silent. As expected, the
same thing happened at the Halloween dance. Angie needed
a break from all the lights and sounds, so she sneaked out to
the darkest and quietest part of the school.

However, now that her senses were no longer overwhelmed,
she was aware of the unsettling atmosphere around her.
Every little sound echoed throughout the hallway. No matter
how gently Angie stepped, the heels from her princess
costume sounded like they cracked the floor. She couldn’t
even breathe without the sound filling her ears. Angie turned
on her phone flashlight. The isolated girl scanned her eyes
back and forth at the barely lit hall in a mad attempt to find
anything familiar.

Finally, someone recognizable walked down the hall.

“Jadel”

Angie's anchor to reality came in the form of a pale girl
wearing a ruffled blouse and oversized vampire fangs. Jade
was one of many who Angie became friends with at various
parties. Always relaxed, she immediately drew people in with
her easygoing demeanor. Jade could be told the most
embarrassing stories, and she would just intently listen
without judging.

"Angie? Hey, why aren’t you at the party?” Jade squinted at
the light pointed at her face.

‘| needed a little break,” Angie said, ‘I didn’t wanna tire
myself out since my friends are gonna be here for another

hour.”

“Ah. Understandable. How's the break going?” Jade asked.

"Honestly, | already want it to end.”

"Sounds about right. It's creepy here. I'd be happy to walk you
back,” Jade extended her hand out to Angie.
Aw, you're the sweetest. Let's gol”

Jade's extended hand was ignored. Instead, Angie grabbed
her arm and pulled her down the hall. This may have been
rude, but Angie couldn’t stop herself. She found an
opportunity to escape the deathly quiet hallways and just had
to take it.

"My plan was to be the leader here,” Jade said, "but—"

A loud thud echoed through the hall. The duo froze. Without
the tapping of their heels and boots on tile, silence filled the
school again.

"What just fell? | think it came from there,” Angie pointed
towards the women's restroom to her right.

“This school’s old. Things break apart and fall all the time,”
Jade said.

Unsatisfied with Jade's answer, Angie walked towards the
bathroom. At first, she was curious. When she entered,
however, her curiosity morphed into horror upon seeing a
large figure lying on the floor. Her heart pounded so fast that
it hurt, yet she pressed on. Ignoring reality wouldn't make it
change, so she turned her light onto the body.

She immediately regretted that.

The body belonged to the school janitor, but the only
indication of such was his uniform. The janitor’s face was
completely mutilated. His eyes were gouged out, his mouth
was sliced open at the sides, and even bone peaked through

wounds across his face.

Angie screamed. She turned away to avoid throwing up, but
the smell of blood continued to make her nauseous.

Jade entered the crime scene, “Oh my god.”
“What am | looking at?!”

“Something horrific,” Jade wrapped her arm around Angie.
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Her attempt to pull her friend closer was cut short. Suddenly,
Angie dashed out of the bathroom.

“C'mon! We need to tell everyone at the dance!” Angie said.
"Wait. | think we should—"

Angie did not wait for Jade to finish. For all she knew, the killer
still roamed the halls. No one was safe. Her hot pink gown and
heels were not meant for running, but that didn't stop her.
After going down several hallways, Angie saw a mass of orange
light through the darkness. Within her sight was the dance. The
light grew closer and closer with every stride. Soon, she could—

Angie felt a yank on her dress. Her heart sank as she watched

the party stop getting closer. A hand wrapped around Angie's
mouth before she could scream, and another wrapped around
her stomach. Upon looking down at the hands restraining her,

Angie noticed familiar ruffled sleeves.

“Phew. Close one. | was worrying you'd expose me,” Jade
whispered into Angie’s ear. She spoke with the same brief
sentences and laid-back tone she normally used. The lack of
intensity in her voice briefly convinced Angie that she was

overreacting. This was just some elaborate prank from a friend,
right?

e e——

Then, her eyes traveled back down to the hand around her
stomach. She noticed it held a knife flat against her, and the

blade was stained in someone else's blood.

The janitor's blood.

e e

Angie was next. She thrashed her body around, and her nails
dug into Jade's arms. Despite the hand covering her mouth,
Angie screamed her throat raw. Maybe she could finally fill the
silent halls with some sound and grab someone's attention.

There had to be something, anything she could do. She could
not die.

Sadly, through eyesight blurred by tears, Angie watched the
lights get further and further away.

“Come on. Don't you think it'd be fun to be a skeleton for
Halloween?”
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THE LADY IN THE CHAIR

BY: MARK MOLINA

On the morning of October tenth, Archibald rose from his
bed and prepared for the first guest he'd received in one year
and one day. As he got dressed, he took care not to glance at
the vanity mirror in the corner of the room. He crossed his
bedroom door seven times and counted his steps down the
hall. Nine, ten, eleven, twelve. Like the twelve apostles, he
thought. Quiet as a mouse, he crept down the stairs into the
foyer.

The people of the town talked about Archibald, the art
collector. They talked about how he lived in that extravagant
country house all by himself. This was not true. In the wine
cellar of the house lived the ghost of Catherine Cust.

Archibald never said that name out loud. He dared not even
think it, for the ghost could hear his thoughts. Nevertheless,
some nights he could not stop himself. He would try to force
the name out of his mind, which naturally brought it back

again and again until he went catatonic, overcome with terror.

Silently, his slender shadow grazed walls once proudly
adorned by family portraits and highly coveted works of art.
The walls were left bare after he took everything down to be
stored in a spare room. There was one priceless oil painting
locked away in another room, at the end of a long hallway in a
part of the house he avoided.

Ten, eleven, twelve. He passed through a banquet hall where
only dust settled, the table still set for a meal that was never
served. Standing in the back of the kitchen, he ate his
breakfast: a handful of almonds and a dried fig. After much
waiting and contemplation, he greeted his old friend Edward
at the front door.

"Archiel It's so good to see you!”

For a half-second, Archibald just stared, as if he had forgotten
how to say hello.

"Yes, it's good to see you.”

He was jarred by the slight warmth and odor that meant the
presence of another person.

A brief silence passed.

Aren't you going to offer me a drink?"
"No," replied Archibald.
Edward laughed.

The two then retired to the den. Edward broke the ice with a
few lighthearted jokes and soon they were back to the old
days, drinking brandy, reminiscing and entertaining each other
with stories by the fire. For some time, Archibald was full of life
again. The mood quickly changed when the conversation was
brought to the urgent matter Edward had needed to discuss
in person.

“It's about The Lady in the Chair.”

Archibald's eyes lowered. "What about it?"

"Before your father acquired the painting, there was a much
higher offer for it, which fell through as the buyer went

missing.”

Archibald felt a pit in his stomach, for he knew who Edward
was talking about.

"There is word Scotland Yard is going to reopen the case.”
"Edward, it's not polite to talk of such things..."

Silence.

"Don't say her name. Please. It is a bad omen. I'm sure they'll
find out what happened to her. Now, I'll hear no more of it.”
Edward looked at him like a chessboard.

"May | see the painting, then?”

Archibald desperately searched his mind for some way to stall
him. "Why?"

Edward prodded with his little brown eyes. "Why not? The
authorities could take it away very soon, and then you may
never get it back.”

Slowly, slowly, Archibald rose from his chair. "Very well. It's this
way."
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Edward thought it unwise to ask Archibald why he tiptoed or
why he paused every twelve paces. The house was dark and
desolate, the ornate hallway darker still. Nine, ten, eleven,
twelve. Archibald stopped in his tracks just short of reaching
the door.

"Archibald? Is something wrong?”

“It's in there...” he muttered. Then, he turned and hastily
retraced his last twelve paces.

"Archie, for god's sake, what is the matter?”

"I must ask you to lower your voice. | have acquired a
sensitivity to loud noises in my age and solitude.”

"What? Listen, Archibald, you must know what happened.”
Ten, eleven, twelve.

"A detective found a diary belonging to your great uncle. Your
father had dinner with the woman in secret!”

"Be quiet!" Archibald's voice faltered. He began to frantically
pace twelve steps from room to room. He was attempting to
retrace the exact steps back to his bed.

Edward confronted him at the staircase.

"Listen to me. He brought her into the cellar to pick out a
bottle of wine..."

"Edward, you must go. | am feeling very unwell.”

Edward gazed at a man he once admired. A man who was like
no other, sharp-witted and sanguine, full of magic and
wisdom.

That man seemed all but gone. Now he was of baleful humor,
rail-thin, pale as the full moon. Archie had always been
eccentric, sure, but that was because he saw things that other
people could not. Now, it seemed, this was all too true.
Edward felt very sad. Then, he felt angry.

"He killed her, Archie. That's what they think."

"What are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about the murder of Catherine Cust!”

‘Don’t say her namel” cried Archibald. He hurried up the
stairs, knowing the ghost was upon him now, coming to drag
his soul down into Hell. He heard Edward's footsteps
thumping up the stairs, and he felt the icy breath of Catherine
on the back of his neck. As he ran to the balcony of his room,
he did not count his steps.

The people of the town talked about Archibald. They talked
about how he must have been lonely or guilty about what his
father did. They talked about how he had committed suicide
rather than face his family's crimes. Now you know the truth

about how he really died. The Cust family graciously received
The Lady in the Chair from Edward, Archibald's sole heir, and
the ghost of Catherine Cust was freed from this world.
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A PLEDGE OF FAITH

BY: SARAH-JESSICA JORDAN

‘| pledge allegiance to the Flag of the United States of
America, and to the Republic for which it stands, one Nation
under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.” The
Pledge of Allegiance is a declaration that students, teachers,
and faculty around the nation recite daily within schools.
Although this phrase is common for most American citizens,
many others remark the Pledge as an attack on personal
beliefs due to the words, “under God.” As stated in the
Pledge of Allegiance, these words should stay included in the
VOW.

Initially written in 1892 by a Baptist minister and Christian
Socialist by the name of Francis Bellamy, the first version of
the pledge was created (Wilson). In its youth, the pledge was
first introduced during the 1950s in a children’s magazine
called The Youth's Companion. Bellamy hoped that the
pledge would be used in any country by citizens. The original
context of the pledge stated, "I pledge allegiance to my Flag
and the Republic for which it stands, one nation, indivisible,
with liberty and justice for all” (Wilson). In its native form, the
Pledge of Allegiance had no mention of God. Years later in
1923 the phrase, "the Flag of the United States of America’
(Wilson) was established into the pledge. In 1954 the pledge
was revised once more, “In response to the Communist threat
of times, President Eisenhower encouraged Congress to add
the words ‘under God,” creating the 31-word pledge we say
today.”

The Pledge of Allegiance is an American assertion that
teachers, faculty, and students recite in school throughout
the morning announcements. The controversial phrase “under
God" was attached to encourage liberty and freedom of
America as well as give citizens patriotism due to the harsh
war happening during that period (Wilson). During the 1950s,
when the words were added, many Americans were being
accused of being communist. This put a considerable amount
of pressure on citizens and negatively impacted the
relationship between the government and citizens. Wilson
claims, “Congress added the words ‘under God’ to the
Pledge of Allegiance in the 1950s at the height of the Cold
War, as an anti-communist statement. As such, it was meant
to install patriotism — rather than an overreaching belief in
God or Jesus Christ — in the American people at a time when
patriotism was desperately needed” (Wilson). Due to the
intense war against the Soviet Union, many Americans were
accused of portraying themselves as communists or being
involved with the Soviet Union. As a result, this caused
unpleasant predicaments between brothers and sisters of
America. Congress added these words to the pledge to help
citizens become patriotic in the values of America.

In the beginning, the United States of America was
founded and built on Christian beliefs. When the words
“under God” were included into the pledge many people
thought the vow was to encourage citizens to lean to
religion, but this was not the instance. In desperation for
patriotism during the Cold War, this phrase was included
due to Christianity-ruled governments being viewed as old
traditions of America (Wilson). This phrase was not added
with the intent to practice or refer to Christianity religion.
The leaders of America at the time were looking for ways to
help bring the country and its citizens back together. They
added these words hoping it would positively influence
Americans. They implemented this pledge into schools
around the nation to increase the patriotism into citizens.
When students around the nation recite the pledge, they
may all refer to the word “God" differently. Whether you
refer to the word as “God your heavenly father” or as “God
a higher power” you refer to it in your individual right as
American citizens. “In the midst of the Cold War climate of
heightened anti-communist sentiment, the Roman Catholic
Group known as the Knights of Columbus pressured the
government to add the reference--taken from President
Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address-in an attempt to
distinguish America’s founding principles from those of the
officially atheist Soviet Union” (Wilson).

Many disagree with the Pledge of Allegiance and state that
the pledge violates the First Amendment. The First
Amendment is as follows, “Congress shall make no law
respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the
free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech,
or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to
assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of
grievances” (Aliprandini). This translates that the United
States of America cannot claim or state that the nation has
a specific religion or restrict any person from following or
practicing a religion. The nation’s pledge does not claim or
state that the religion of Christianity is the nations’ religion;
it only refers to God as a higher power by traditions of
America. “The Establishment Clause of the Constitution
prohibits the adoption by Congress of a national religion.
This means that Christianity, Judaism, or any other religion
cannot be codified in law as the chosen faith of the nation.
It does not prohibit the simple mention of God on public
grounds, in songs performed in schools, or within the
Pledge of Allegiance” (Wilson). Similar to what Wilson said,
the mention of God and the religion itself is not violating
any amendments or laws of the constitution.
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On the opposite side of the spectrum many people argue that
the words “under God” should not be included into the pledge.
“As the Constitution makes clear, the addition of the phrase
‘under God' is a violation of the ideals on which this country was
founded. Recent legal challenges to its continued inclusion in
the Pledge of Allegiance have given the Supreme Court
opportunity to weigh the legality of its continued inclusion in the
Pledge. The appropriate place for worship is in church, not
public schools” (Aliprandini). Many argue that the phrase “under
God" is spreading of the Christian gospel and shouldn't be
included into the pledge. Although the pledge refers to God,
that does not mean that it should be removed. As previously
stated, the United States of America was founded on the belief
in God. As a society, we cannot banish these core values that
created our resilient nation. Secondly, the quote states that you
shouldn’t be able to worship in schools and only be able to in
church. That violates the First Amendment which states that no
one can prohibit your religion or freedom of speech.

In conclusion, the two words “under God” do not go against any
law or Amendment in America. Many argue it violates the First
Amendment due to it stating that the United States cannot
declare a national religion. But the text states, “The Court also

found that the reference to ‘God’ in the Pledge of Allegiance to
be merely ceremonial and an allusion to the historical traditions
of this country rather than an endorsement of religion.” This
shows that the phrase was to bring patriotism and support from
citizens during the Cold War. This quote also shows how the
words were not implemented for the intent of claiming a
national religion. So in conclusion, the words, “under God"
should remain in the Pledge of Allegiance.

The Pledge of Allegiance helps Americans develop a love and
respect for their country from a young age. Reciting the pledge
helps students be reminded of the freedom they are gifted with
and how they should remain appreciative. Without the pledge,
students will not fully grasp the concept of American patriotism
and they will take for granted the lives that were lost fighting for
our freedom. Saying “under God” is an important part due to
our nation being founded on these principles of Christianity.
“Lawmakers have demonstrated their belief that the Pledgeis
valuable in developing students’ respect for their country; this is
contrary to the suggestion that reciting the Pledge of Allegiance
harms students by taking away their constitutional rights”
(Wilson). Taking that phrase out as if we are ashamed of our
country’s founding history would negatively impact proud
citizens and would make citizens loose patriotism for their
country.
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ACROPHOBIA

BY: SARAH-JESSICA JORDAN

There | was, five hundred feet above Gatlinburg, Tennessee. |
inspected the brown, stained wood before stepping onto the
hard surface. | felt the scorching sun beating down onto my
skin and the frigid metal rails against my palm as | placed my
eager hand firmly onto them for support. | sauntered across
each panel while admiring the beautiful green scenery and
the gorgeous mountain top views of glorious Gatlinburg,
Tennessee. Nothing could have been more elegant than this
view.

Undoubtedly, the view was spectacular. | could see the large
town beneath me while hearing the angry drivers honk their
horns and cuss at one another. | could feel the slight breeze
blow past my face, the touch of the cold metal ramps against
my skin, and taste the adventure ahead of me. Slowly, |
strolled across while admiring everything beneath and around
me. | took pictures of everything surrounding me: the busy
town, green trees, large mountains, and the blue sky with
cotton candy clouds. | strolled across each board while
passing other onlookers as they took in the glorious view.
Suddenly, my body began to feel off balance. My head felt as
if | were on a merry-go-round, while my legs felt like | had run a
marathon. This was an unfamiliar feeling to my body. | turned
to mom, who was indulging in the view.

‘Mom, | don't feel very well...”

Although | felt sick | couldn’t turn back now. We were already
over a quarter of the way through. | felt my will slipping away
from me.

“Would you like to go back?” mom questioned.

Swallowing my fear | said, “No, it's fine. I'll keep going.” Mom
looked at me with humor in her eyes.

“You can always just take the bus back once you get on other
side.” In response, | nodded my head and endured the
journey across. The palms of my hands started to sweat. My
chest began to rise and fall more intensely with each breath. |
heard my heartbeat getting louder each second.

Despite my heart beating ferociously out of my chest, |
continued my prolonged journey. As | wound my way across,
my legs started to tremble and with each step | took they felt
heavier to pick up and put down. Ahead of me was Maddy,
with her luxurious, brown hair, pink Simply Southern shirt,
and blue denim shorts. She roared with laughter as she video-
taped me on her phone.

“Maddy, stop recording me!” | demanded as | cowardly
walked each step.

Once she stopped, she turned around with a smile in her
voice.

“You're going to love this, Sarah.” | then noticed a beaming
light glaring into my eyes. Thirty feet of glass panels stared
back at me.

Even though my brain was telling my legs to walk, my body
didn’t move an inch. There was fear in every ounce of my
body, seeping into my veins. Frozen in terror, | stood three
feet away from where the glass started. As | started to lift my
feet one by one, the pace got faster with each step. | kept
my eyes fixated on the landing beyond the gates. | felt the
bridge slightly swaying from side to side as people passed
me. My chest felt tight, and my hands were clammy. | felt
sweat-soaked bangs touch my forehead, and salty beads of
sweat roll off of my nose, falling onto the glass. Then, | felt my
feet touch the solid wood once again.

At any rate, | was nearing the end of the bridge. Once |
approached closer to the other side a weight started to lift
off my chest. Still walking with my hand firmly around the rail,
I noticed a teenage boy coming into sight. Salty tears raced
down his face like it was a competition. He embraced the
railing so tightly his arms were discolored. The boy wailed as
he marched, fear stricken, across each plank. Continuing on, |
started to near the end of the adventure. Suddenly, | noticed
a man taking a selfie with his wife. She had beautiful curly hair
and | could see the wisdom in her features. The man had the
autumn of life visible in his Jack Frost beard and beer belly.

They then noticed us walking closer and the man shouted.
"Don’t go that way! They're closing the bridge on that side,
because a railing broke!”

As a result, my chest started to tighten immediately while my
heart started to pound. My asthma began to creep into my
lungs and my anxiety rose. My face flushed a vibrant shade of
pink as laughter erupted throughout the air when the man
strolled away.
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“He's just joking with you, Sarah.” A familiar hand touched my
shoulder. | looked over my shoulder to see my brother’s brown,
wavy hair and his iridescent green eyes. | slowly nodded then
continued along the path of the bridge. Step by step, foot by
foot, I finally reached the end of the bridge to the other side. |
threw my fisted hand into the air and celebrated like it was
Friday night at the L.L. Willis Stadium. Cheerfully, | told mom,
“I'm taking the bus back to the other side!” She turned to me
with raised eyebrows and humor in her face.

“There's not actually a bus back, Sarah.” ‘
“What! You said there was a bus to get back!”

‘I thought you knew | was joking!”

As | sat there sipping my refreshing water, relief washed over
my body from where the previous anxiety had been. Although |
had to venture the journey back across the seven-hundred and
fifty-foot bridge, | relished the time | spent sitting in that stained
wooden bench. The wind rushed past my ears as | heard the
birds harmoniously singing together. The first adventure across
was something | thought I'd enjoy: indulging in the magnificent

views, enjoying the warm, comforting sun, and smiling for my ((
new Instagram photos. Instead, near asthma and anxiety attacks

occurred and frights beyond my years settled into my mind. But,

when life throws you punches, all you can do is punch back.
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BREATHE

BY: ANDREA BRISENO-CHAVERO

“This is it; this is how it all comes to an end. This is how | die,” |
thought. A million different thoughts rushed through my mind
as if those thoughts were a contained bird in a cage,
desperate, panicked to find an exit-except there was none; it
was trapped. ‘I haven't even lived my life to the fullest and
this is how it ends? In a room with strangers? I'm not even
fifteen yet. What is my mom going to think?” The longer | was
in that room the more my mind filled with loud intrusive
thoughts, blaring like a car horn. Unlike many, my mind was
not a comforting place, especially not in times like these. How
did wanting to celebrate my birthday with friends turn into
always being hyper aware of my surroundings?

‘| just hope everyone doesn’t get bored.” | said. Looking back,
this was the moment | believed jinxed us all.

‘I mean it is your birthday technically, so don’t worry about us
having fun, we're celebrating you and that's all that matters,”
Kaily reassured me. Kaily and | quickly left and went to our
friends Joselyn and Evan's house. Once we picked them up,
we went on our way to the mall where my other friend,
Cammie, would meet us there. It was a slow day at the mall,
and | remember being happy that | found a blue face mask
that matched my birthday outfit. It felt like we had not been in
the mall for much time before something went wrong. We
started in the Barnes and Nobles because that was one of our
favorite stores. | knew that everyone liked that store, so |
made sure we could all have a good time. | worried about
what everyone else was thinking. Sometimes my thoughts
flood out the experience | should be taking in like a rain
storm’s flooding streets in a matter of seconds.

After forty or so minutes of browsing the giant, comforting
Barnes and Nobles and stopping to admire the warm aroma
of coffee, we decided to leave.

“Oh, wait there's a new store? We should go in,” Joselyn
stated.

“Well, it has been a while since we've been here because of
you know what,” Kaily said, as she rolled her eyes.

‘I mean it looks cute; we should check it out,” | say excitedly. |
really enjoyed the look of the store, and | was sure we all
would find something that interested us. Due to the fact that
Covid-19 guidelines were strict, we had to wait before we
could enter the store. “This store is like a less gothic Hot
Topic, I like it,”

| remember thinking to myself a lot about how this could be
my go-to store from now on. | do not remember exactly what
Cammie was telling me, but | do remember it was about a
show she watched. She was showing me pins of the
characters from the show, The Legend of Korra.

Everything happened so quickly, like a very choppy 1920s
stop-motion film. Although that's how it feels looking back on
it from time-to-time, | still remember it clearly. | remember
where everyone was and how many people were in the room.
| remember the sounds like the background of a song. It is all
so clear to me. Evan, Kaily and Joselyn were near the
entrance looking at the Disney merchandise, while Cammie
and | were near the back looking at the pins and the
Squishmallows collection they had. The outside of the store
sounded like a stampede of horses, desperately running from
danger.

"THERE'S A SHOOTER!" Someone yelled, as they ran in for
cover inside the Box Lunch. | froze; my heart sank and |
immediately felt an enormous knot in my stomach as if
someone was twisting it as hard as they could.

“Get in the back now!” one of the workers at the register
yelled. | was disoriented for a moment and walked in the
wrong direction, but | saw Cammie and she immediately
grabbed my hand. We ran into the backroom together where
Evan, Kaily and Joselyn would appear shortly. | could feel the
room getting darker and the smell of wood rapidly filling my
lungs. | was no stranger to panic attacks. It didn't help that
my mind only thought negatively. "We're going to die. I don't
want to die. God, please help us. | don't want to die. What if
he comes in right now and shoots us?" My thoughts in a flurry
darting faster than anything | have ever experienced before.
The workers told us to quiet down because we did not know
the proximity of the shooter, which only increased my panic.
As my breathing became more erratic, | gripped Cammie's
hand. Kaily noticed this. She walked over to me and said,
“Breathe, Andrea. | need you to calm down.”

In a shaky voice | said, “l can't” as a waterfall of tears spilled
down my cheeks.

“Try this,” Kaily said while breathing with me a few times. As |
continued to calm down, | imagined many possibilities. Mostly
about this scenario and how it would always end with us
dead.

Page 38



It was a morbid way of thinking but in that moment, my mind
could not think of anything else. “What about my parents? What
about my siblings? What about the life that | haven't even lived
yet? There is so much | want to do but this is how it ends.” |
genuinely thought | was going to die.

After what felt like an hour of being in that room, we were
instructed to evacuate through their back hallways. Fear struck
me once again. “What if the shooter is in the back hallway?
What if there are more shooters outside?”

“Come on, hurry!” Cammie rushed out while holding onto me.
There was a huge door that connected to the other side of the
hallway and | feared that someone could sneak in through it and
shoot us all so easily. As we walked closer to the exit, | could see
the sun shining brightly. Cammie and | rushed as fast as we
could towards the door as | kept looking back at the big door
and making sure Kaily, Evan and Joselyn were behind us. The
moment | stepped out the door, | could feel the warmth of the
sunlight on my face. Relieved and scared, the five of us
gathered while still walking away from the mall.

When we arrived at the car, it felt like heavy weights fell off my
back and the tight restraints on my lungs had finally been
released. | was finally able to breathe. We were too shocked to
say a word. Although we were still frightened, we decided that
this was not going to ruin our day. We decided to head to Spirit
Halloween and then Stars and Strikes for their arcade. | don't
remember more of that day except for a message from my
friend Joselyn that night. It was videos of people closer to the
shooting altercation. Those images always remain with me and |

begin to think about how it could have been me. | look back at

the "What ifs?” of that situation and | am grateful those are only

thoughts and not reality. In a flash my life changed dramatically.

To this day, | still get nervous and anxious going to the mall. \
Loud noises such as alarms always startle me and my stomach

begins to knot, but | am grateful that my friends and | were able

to get out safely and unharmed. /

/
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CHEETAH

BY: ELIZABETH SNYDER

The wind brushed her cheek as she slammed her feet down.
One foot down and the other one lifted as she sprinted off. Her
glossy, brown hair brushed back from the wind, no doubt in
mind that it was coming loose from her hair tie.

“No time to fix it. | just have to keep running,” she thought to
herself.

She wondered if the shadow could keep pace with her, which
ensued panic.

“Faster, fasterll” she encouraged her limber feet to slam onto
pavement. “There is no way you can catch the fastest runner in
the state of South Carolina,” she smirked.

Still slamming one foot on the asphalt then another, the burning
in her legs started to ache. How long had she been running? A
mile or forever, it seemed. She knew once her legs started
burning that she would have to dig deep to keep the pace she
had set. She was used to sprinting, but this run lasted longer
than what she was accustomed to. She hammered her feet
harder on the asphalt, up and down her feet and legs swayed,
but at an incredible pace.

Victory was now in sight; she saw the blue ribbon held up by
two metal poles. Each step brought her closer to the finish line.
She felt wild and so alive, like a cheetah chasing down her prey
as she passed through the ribbon.

“The winner is Valerie,” she heard the announcer’s booming
voice over the microphone.

Sweat streamed down her back, as if someone had dumped
gallons of Gatorade on her. Her heart was hammering in her
chest, so loud it drowned out the sounds of the crowd cheering
her on.

Valerie smiled as her fellow runners came to her side.
Exhausted, they all hugged and congratulated each other.
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JUST FOCUS ON THE HAPPY

MEMORIES...

BY: ELLA MILLER

She abandoned me. They told me not to cry and to think of
only the joyful memories we shared. | am referring to Maggie,
my best friend, and "my other half.” She had short brown hair
with faded purple tips, and freckles, with these beautiful sea-
filled eyes. She had the most joyful laugh and she regularly
was the cause of my own ecstatic laughter. She made me feel
euphoric every time she was with me. However, she moved
away four years ago.

On September 28, 2018, | received the call that left me
crestfallen. | got home from school and left to confine myself
in my room. | was sitting at my desk, playing a game on my
computer when the first message rolled in; it was from an
unknown number. | ignored it—after all, it can be unsafe to
answer numbers you do not know. Later in the evening, | ate
my dinner and blissfully returned to my room as usual.

Ding

Another text from the number | ignored earlier. The number
was texting and calling persistently. The messages read that it
was Maggie and that there was something she needed to tell
me, and that | really needed to answer. The number was
pleading to me to answer the phone. How am | supposed to
know that they are telling the truth? Answering could be
dangerous, after all. They could somehow track the call and
do something to me or my family. In the small chance it could
have been Maggie, | read the few messages | received and
texted my friend; who was the other person in mine and
Maggie's trio, asking what | should do. She urgently ordered
me to answer it. She told me that the unknown person was
actually Maggie and that | needed to speak to her. My friend
told me she could not inform me of what was going on; she
said that it would be better to hear from Maggie herself. |
looked back at the messages from the unknown number; tears
that slowly formed were pricking my eyes. They knew
something bad was about to happen while my mind remained
ignorant. Her texts read like they were deafening screams.
She yelled at me saying that | needed to "ANSWER THE
PHONE." It turned out she had been demanding me to
"PLEASE ANSWER" for a couple of hours.

“Hello?" | quietly said, answering the unknown number. |
listen ed to my best friend’s familiar , loving voice on the
other line. The voice wa s sobbing, with choking breaths in
between.

However, there were no words spoken yet. | was growing more
anxious. | pac ed around my room, afraid of what would come
next, scared of her hesitation, terrified of her news. | overhear d
yelling on the opposite line. It sounded like people at a boxing
match, screaming over each other's voices. | was concerned
about my friend and what was wrong with her.

"Hello,” she stifled her lament. “I'm using my step-
grandmother’s phone, so | don't have long to talk. I don't know
why, but she took my phone away, so I'm using hers to speak to
you. |, um, have something | needed to talk to you about,” My
heart fell; that's never something you wanted to hear from your
best friend. The yelling had gotten louder and so had Maggie's
whimpers. She spoke in a hush, sputtered tone, “I, uh, | have to
move back to Louisiana. There's been a lot of family problems
going on and Bubby and | can no longer stay here. | have to go
back to live with my dad and grandparents. | don't know if I'm
ever coming back.”

"Please don't leave me,” | cried out, not believing her. Through
desparate disbelief, | pleaded, “You're not going to leave, are
you? You've said you might need to leave before, but you never
did. Are you?” | began gasping for breath myself. | could not
think straight. | could no longer see; tears obstructed my vision.
My world had shattered. For a quick second, I ignored my grief
and remembered our friends. “How am | going to tell them?” |
mumbled to myself. Maggie seemed upset by this phrase, but |
did not acknowledge her feelings. | was too absorbed in my
own. Consumed by grief and dismay, | staggered into my
parents’ room, hoping for comfort and solace. | could see
concern developing on their faces; they looked worried and
shocked by my sudden deluge of tears.

On the phone, Maggie said, ‘I have to, | don't have a choice.”
There was a cracked breath in her voice. | heard a whip of hair
hit the phone, breaking up her voice even more. Maggie had
sharply turned her head towards some other person in the
room. | heard, "l got to go. My step-grandmother wants her
phone back.” A noticeable pause struck her. "Goodbye Eller, |
love you.”

| was voiceless. | did not know what to say. Sometimes silence
was better in the world, but not in mine. | quickly whimpered, “|
love you too.” The other line went quiet and the deafening
beep sounded, marking the end of the call. | could not breathe.
My whole world was ripped from my heart.
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Gazing upon my parents, | saw my mother’s eyes bore into
me, making me feel trapped. She watched me crumble, my
mind eroding, my heart dissolving, every bone fracturing,
every limb going limp, and my dam breaking. | was broken. |
had never bawled like that before. | crawled into her arms
and lay there. My father looked at me , but was signaled out
of the room by my mother's eyes. He quietly closed the door
and | started wailing, only quietly so as to not let my brothers
hear.

“What happened?” My mother asked in a soft voice. She only
used that voice when she was overwrought. She stared at
me as if | was a cat on a hot tin roof, burning my paw pads,
waiting for someone to rescue me and drown my paws in
cold water. | felt vulnerable, | could hear her thoughts ringing
around me, all were telling me to tell her what was wrong
and | had no choice. | listened to everyone within miles
having the best day of their lives, unaware of the tragedy in
mine. At that moment, at least to me, it seemed no one
cared what | was going through, nor did they care to
consider my feelings. Once | came to my senses, | told her
everything she wanted to hear. | told her that Maggie is
gone. | exclaimed how | did not want this. | moaned that she
was gone forever. | told her how | was never going to hear
her laugh again. “Just focus on the happy memories you had
together rather than the sad ones,” she told me, forcing an
evidently sham smile. This pithy, backhanded advice
infuriated me, filling me with frustration. | understood all she
wanted to do was help me, but personally, | don’t think that's
what you should say to someone who is grieving. | could tell
my mother was distraught. She had never seen me so
disheveled before. The sobs were bellowing out of me. |
could not control the salty river of tears; it never stopped.

| cried while taking my shower for the night. | cried while lying
in bed with my mother that night. | cried trying to go to
sleep. | cried when | was waiting for sleep to come to me. It
seemed my eyes never grew tired of crying. It just never
stopped. Intrusive thoughts about Maggie's life threatened
me, warning me that she was not safe and that | should have
tried to stop her from leaving. | wished | could have driven to
her house and made her stay with me. | wished | could have
prevented Maggie's home life from getting so bad. In the
end, | could not control what was out of my control. The
realization was suffocating. It made me sick.

| overheard my brothers talking about me in the other room,
wondering how could someone ever be so upset about a
person simply moving away. Once my tears ceased and |
could no longer taste the salt, my brother would ask me,
“Who cries when a friend leaves?” in a mocking tone. He
clearly was implying that | was the person who cried when a
friend leaves; therefore, | was inferior to all other forms of life
because of my emotions. He discovered how entertaining it
was to damage me.

I let my thoughts overwhelm me. My thoughts were the only
things that were acknowledging my situation, which is what |
wanted, but they were also what was making it worse. Even
when my family were not saying anything and my thoughts
were in control, they still brought my family into my head to
try to blame them for making it worse; however, my thoughts
were the main problem. They brought my mother’s voice to
clog my brain, to desperately tell me to only think of the
"happy” memories, to stop crying, that there was nothing |
could do to prevent it, and that now she was safe. Anything
sad was to be silenced and shunned. My father’s voice did
not register because he had not said anything at all; he was
just dumbfounded and lost in this emotional situation. My
brother’s voice, joyful and laughing, insulted me for having
emotions. My other brother’s voice, also not saying anything,
turned to a laugh from my brother’s callous remarks. | cared
about what my brother said, but not too much to hide.

“Just focus on the happy memories you had together rather
than the sad ones,” my mother consoled me.

| cried for four days straight. It did not stop. | would sleep for
a couple of hours, then wake myself up. My nightmarish
misery devoured my consciousness and | would weep again. |
knew she was gone, | accepted she was gone. However, why
couldn’t | shake my grief? It was over, but did it ever start?
Will it ever stop? Who cries when a friend leaves?

A few days later, it was Tuesday; the weekend passed
quickly, despite having Monday off. | trudged my way into
the school, heading for homeroom. As my thoughts were
eating me, drowning my breath, all | could think was: just
focus on the happy memories. | learned that even when your
world stops rotating on its axis, your world still needs to make
its revolutions in order for your solar system to continue
working.
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LATE REALIZATIONS

BY: ANTONIO GOMEZ

Conversations have been difficult ever since | could
remember. Memories of my faded childhood spring to me
when | think about my social skills, never being the first one to
say anything. It never dawned on me how strenuous it was to
hold a one-way conversation either. It seems it never
appeared in Dad's mind, grasping for words to say to my
grandfather, an oxygen tank being the only response to each
of our phrases. Reminders of how much we cared about him
flooded the car ride home from North Carolina. | had never
seen my father, my role model, my idol be this vulnerable,
and | was soon reminded how fragile every one can be at
times.

The year of 2017 was one that was awkward for me. | hadn't
gotten used to seeing my mother around the house yet,
normally preoccupied managing her restaurant. She had
been home ever since ashes filled the lively building. A strong
bond was absent, and the motherly figure of my childhood in
my sister had already left the house, discontent with the
situation she had been thrown into. The only figure | looked
towards was Dad. Dad was always there in our little green
house. Small conversations about school or baseball were all |
needed to be satisfied. Although he was never congenial, his
mustache spreading thin as he smiled was the only positive
thought image | held onto so dearly. However, | understood
that his mood was everchanging, and his smile was
misleading.

Growing up in a Hispanic household largely dominated by my
father’'s mood, hectic, uncontrolled chaos was a ticking time
bomb. | had always seen every member of the house be
flexible with however he was feeling, at times acting like
servants more than family. Nobody dared to even lift words
of disagreement into the air, knowing that Dad’s mood would
act as punishment. The house was often quiet, with the
sound of pages turning or announcers on the speakers
dominating the rooms. This feeling was only amplified every
weekend, with bottles

stacking up by his side, always asking for someone to bring
him another. Everybody avoided interaction with his drunken
self, scared of the monster we'd known before. Many
arguments and altercations had happened with this altered
self, and far too many to simply forgive and forget. Signs of
family were all around us, but the house was reaching
towards acquaintances. But this was the only family we'd
known for years now, and the only extended family | knew
had come in the form of screens.

Papa Jaime was what we everybody called him, a staple name
around the house. | remember the first time | saw him through
a video call. A small, slightly hunched man, sitting with good
posture. | usually saw him in one of two outfits: a white tank
top and a slim pair of pants or a button-up with a cowboy hat.
My father told me about how he was always working, having
his own butcher shop for his small town. | heard that Papa
Jaime was a stern, tough-love father, but | never got that from
him. My grandfather was amiable for his age, always laughing
with a big grin every time | saw him on my dad’s small
Samsung. It had transformed into some type of teleportation
machine every time we used it, and | loved how the
conversations with my grandpa went. Every passing year, we
talked of traveling to my father’s run-down home town, just to
visit for some weeks and learn what life was like. However, |
was never aware of how many hours were put in every day
just to make ends meet. | always begged Dad to let me go,
how I would run away if he didn't, find my way over there. He
laughed, and | knew his response before it rattled his throat.

"Hijo, no tenemos dinero, ya sabes.” (Son, we don’t have any
money, you know this.)

| was upset by this interaction every time it happened, and
dragged my feet back to my room, those words of not having
enough money made me infuriated. The only thing that flew
was time and empty promises out of his mouth every year. He
swore that this winter was the one,

that he would fly us all out and put together the scraps of
dollars he made. Unfortunately, Papa Jaime never made it to
winter.

It was close to the end of the year, already the middle of May.
| was satisfied with the first year of middle school, even if |
made a few too many mistakes to say that | was the best
student. On the seventh of the month, | heard that Papa
Jaime was deathly ill.  immediately began to panic, the
thought of never being able to meet him terrified me. “The
world never stop spinnin’,” my father told me through his
broken English as he kept moving. | was shocked at his
seeming cold-heartedness, no remorseful emotions crossed
his face. The week went on like he said, and we visited my
family in North Carolina during the weekend. It seemed as
though the thought of death washed over the rocks of my
brain. The phone rang on Sunday, almost as if Death himself
knocked at the door. We packed our bags immediately and hit
the road faster than we could say goodbye.
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The car ride was only interrupted by the poorly paved
South Carolina highway. Words were taboo for about two
hours, forests being the biggest source of entertainment. |
heard my mother open her mouth, but her words fled from
my ears and made their way out of the window. We
stopped at the next rest area, and my father brought out
his phone. This small teleportation device had one more job
to do. The ringtone played loudly, and the next thing we
heard was an oxygen tank. My aunt'’s shaky voice talked
over it, but | couldn’t comprehend anything. A river began
to well in my eyelids, immediately succumbing to my
emotions. | heard my father start to speak. His voice was
the only channel | could hear.

"Papi... te quiero mucho pa. Perdoname por no ir a visitarse,
o mandar mis hijos. Estoy ensefiando a mis hijos todo que
me dijiste.” (Dad... | love you so much Dad. I'm sorry for
never visiting you, or sending my kids. I'm showing them
everything you've told me.) My eyes had no dam to hold
them anymore.

His emotions finally broke out, asking for forgiveness for
never

seeing him or sending his grandchildren. | guess my
grandfather was the same way he was. “Si te necesita Dios,
vaya con el. Tal vez te veo pronto.” (If God needs you, go
with him. Maybe I'll see you soon.) My father passed the
phone to my mother first, then my brother. The acceptance
of his death already passing over. By the time the phone
got to me, everything was already known. | said the same
thing as the rest of my family.

“Te quiero mucho Papa Jaime. Yo siempre quieria verte,
pero nunca tuve la oppurtunidad. Te veo en el cielo.” (I love
you so much Papa Jaime. | always wanted to see you, but
I've never had the chance. I'll see you in the sky.)

Those words echoed inside me, and the rivers paused
momentarily, only because the rivers dried out. | passed the
phone back to my parents and tuned all other sound out.
The short conversation held with my aunt was followed
soon after by two hours of silence once again. The roller
coaster highway seemed never-ending. The yellow lines and
forests infinite, and time stalled forever. The still image of
my grandfather was the only thing | could think of. | wish |
could have done something.

Home was silent. The room that | split with my brother felt as
though the Berlin Wall had been created directly between us.
The only thing | could hear was the leaves rustling outside, a
storm brewing with dark, grim clouds to match. My mother sat
silently in her room, the dark curtains doing an impression of the
night. | exited my room, upset by the shrouding silence that had
followed the house home and | walked outside. There | found my
father, sitting on the stairs, half-drunk with a cigarette in his
hand. Ashes never suited him, always said he hated it. My father
saw me, and motioned me towards him. Sorrowfully, | crept
towards him. | had always seen my father as a monster when he
drinks. That day, | saw a vulnerable man. Someone not scared of
his feelings. Lost and distraught, the dull eyes said all that they
needed to.

"Hey hijo,” Dad uttered with his words all slurred together,
difficult to understand. “Como te sientes?” (How are you
feeling?). I didn't even have to answer him. ‘I wish you could
have met him.” His monologue started, and | couldn't resist the
rain that began to fall. "He was always filled with tough love. His
big ol’ hat was always with him.” His words stuck together like
captives in a line. He took another puff, and the smoke
dissipated in the sky. “And he never stopped working. Never.”
For a second, | thought he was describing himself. That's when |
realized that his parenting was a mirror of what he was shown.
The man that | grew up looking at was an imitation of someone
he was looking towards. “l remember he wanted me to go to
school. He wanted me to stay in Mexico. | never listened to him,
but he always loved me.” His tears marked his face of regret, and
he could hardly utter another word. “I didn't do anything when |
could. Now it's too late.” He flicked his cigarette away, picked up
his bottle, and went to bed, stumbling over his own feet.

My grandfather passed overnight. My dad stayed home from
work a single day. The next day, his clay-stained pants were set
outside. The strongest man |'ve ever known was in shambles but
continued to trudge on. He did not stop when he felt these
issues bloom into big problems. My father continued with few
breaks in between and only paused to reminisce more about
who he had lost. | watched him and tried to imitate him, but still
could not. | could not be strong, or seemingly invincible like him.
His tears still stuck in my mind though, and | knew how much he
was hurting. | had forgotten that the people | would look up to
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are still human.
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MAG-ANAK

BY: SARAH-JESSICA JORDAN

As of 2018, the United States had the largest immigrant
population of any other country around the world. Over four
percent of those immigrants in America initially come from
the Philippines. Due to the prolonged, crucial, and
heartbreaking process, many people fail the immigration
process. Edna Agate, a native Filipino, shared her story of
how she left her family for the love of an American soldier

and her child.

"My mother was uh very nice, very old fashioned, and uh
quiet; always smiles and never argue with my father. Hmm,
my father was nice too he had a nice, good job working with
the Coca-Cola company. But unfortunately, they went on
strike and he lost his job, and uh since that our life changed.”
Agate’s face lightened when talking about her family in the
Philippines. Past her elegant, inviting smile, you could see her
longing desire to be with her family. Sadness flashed
through her brown eyes as she talked about her father.
Unlike America, Agate's life in the Philippines was not as
luxurious. Her family struggled financially due to her father
being the only one supporting her family. After getting fired,
her father worked as a Jeepney driver to support her family.
“Cause my father uh working as a Jeepney driver, we have
some good time and some bad time. He was really really
strict, we could not go anywhere even when we were at your
age teenager we could not go anywhere. He was a Jeepney
driver, it means he would like you know would drive a car like
a taxi but kind of like a Jeep.” Agate sucked on her
cigarette, smoke escaped from her lips with each word she
spoke. Agate'’s jet-black hair contained wisdom-filled pearly
strands from her long life, catching up with her. Her four-
eleven stature sat hunched over while her tan complexion
glistened from the sunlight hitting her skin.

Throughout Agate’s childhood, her daily routine consisted of
taking care of her younger siblings. Unlike other children,
Agate could not enjoy her childhood playing carelessly. She
helped her mom take care of the children as well as helped
raise them. "We can't go anywhere and uh since my mother
was always have a baby every year | am usually the one that
helping my mother to take care of my brothers and sisters.”
Most children have the luxury of spending their childhood
playing with all their friends and toys. Unlike other children,
Agate did not have that privilege. “At the age of six years, |
can't played with the other children. Uh, all | can do is watch
them while I'm carrying my brother or sister on my back,
then my mother will call me to come home. The only toy that
| ever had is like you know one doll that was made of papier
mache. That was when | am uh maybe four or five years old.”

Christmas is always a jolly time of year for everyone around
the world. Agate explained how this time of year was always
her favorite. “My happiest day of my life is Christmas day;
every Christmas we go to houses asking for Christmas present.
Then people will give us money and me and my brothers and
sisters will spend them to go to the theater to watch a movie
without our parents knowing it.” In the Christmas season,
many kids always stay on their best behavior to get presents
from Santa Claus, for Agate Santa was not a concern. “We
really never heard much about uh Santa Claus. When we are
young | don’t remember my parents mentioned anything
about uh who Santa Claus is. Besides we really never have any
toys or Christmas present. Every Christmas they bought us a
new clothes and shoes that's all the present we have. When |
got here in the United States that's when | heard too much
about Santa Claus which | never believed.” Agate's squinted
brown eyes glowed joy while she talked about her childhood.
Happiness filled every word that Agate spoke. Her foot
bounced up and down to the rhythm of her story.

Just like in romance movies people find love in mysterious
ways, for Agate it just happened to be at a bar. "Hmm yeah in
the Philippines there's a place that you know a lot of uh
American people will hang out. There's a lot of bar and you
work in the bar, you go the customer buy you a drink and you
get commission out of the drink you know that they buy you a
drink so we have commission with that. So when uh your
grandpa walked in the door | saw your grandpa he's walking
and wearing white shirt for some reason I'm so scared
because I'm not like the other women you know just fighting.
Then | saw, | saw him walk and then he sat at the table and I'm
kind of you know worried that maybe you know he's maybe a
snob or what. | thought your grandpa was a snob because
some of them were snobby. Then when | went to the table |
asked your grandpa, ‘can | sit can | sit here or something like
that? Then | sat and your grandpa buy me a drink and | don't
know | can’t remember how many drink but not much maybe
two. The next day | keep waiting and waiting and he never
comes back | think a week or three days and | saw him and |
call him Willy, not Billy. I say "Hi Willy!" then | go sit next to him
again, and then | don't even know how we end up in bed, |
can’t remember that part | can't think of how how that
happened. Yeah and that's how | got pregnant with your ma. |
can't even remember how.” Laugher erupted through the air
as Agate smiled ear to ear as she recounted her younger
reflection. She leaned forward in her chair while her hand
covered her mouth as she laughed. Eye-catching gold rings
covered her fingers as she covered her mouth. Red glossy
paint reflected off her fingernails from the bright sun.
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Finding out you are pregnant can be terrifying to many
young women, but many women lean on family the most
during their time of pregnancy. For Agate finding out her
pregnancy was something she had to face alone. “I started
throwing up and the girl that | was living with was like oh |
think your pregnant and | was like what? | said | only sleep
once I'm pregnant already. In the letter, we write each other
and before | got that letter I'm so scared to go home because
my father will kick me out or hurt me cause I'm pregnant so |
didn’t | didn’t go home. | live with my you know with my
friend, | live with my friends and then | was living there and
you know | never write to my parents; my sister doesn't know
where | am so she and her boyfriend look for me and they
found me. They found me and she started crying, crying
because she never see me. Then she said uh there’s a letter
waiting for you and | am pregnant at that time so my sister
took me with her. Before that, before my sister found me you
know in the Philippines when your pregnant people does not
want uh to the place. | was renting, the girl | was renting she
would not let me in because I'm pregnant. In the Philippines
they say you know it's bad luck to let pregnant people in the
house so | went wander in the street; until my, I'm at you
know that girl that | used to work with at the bar. She let me
in and later on my sister took me to Manila and she worked as
a waitress and she lived at the restaurant. There's a little
house where waitresses live in there and they have a quarter
room that they were sleeping in so she put me in there. Then
her boyfriend rented a apartment so | stay with her until |
have your mama.” Due to her father, Agate became hesitant
to tell her family about her upcoming baby. Agate felt
ashamed of her actions and scared of how her father would
react. Throughout the months of her pregnancy, Agate
continued to write letters to William. He promised Agate he
would bring her and their child to America and start a new life
together. Unconvinced Agate continued to live as a single
mother working the best she could to support herself and her
daughter. “Before he disappear | didn't even believe him he
said uh | will take you to United States. | didn't believe him so
when | get pregnant | say you know | don't believe what he
said then uh when | already had the baby; when | went back
to my house but | didn't bring your mama yet because my
father would not accept me. Then | went to your Aunt Mina
where she work and | work as a waitress in Manila. | have a
babysitter | was paying to uh you know watch your mama.
Your mom was a crybaby, she always cry. Yeah and then what
happened, oh, and then finally you know uh your grandpa
said he's coming over. | wasn't at the house, | wasn't at my
brothers’ house when your grandpa came over looking for me
| wasn't there.”

Unlike what Agate assumed, when her father discovered her
forbidden love and her secretive infant this changed Agate’s
family life positively. “I just kept it a secret when | had your ma
because | didn't live with my father and my mother. That was
the thing they found out when your grandpa come looking for
me in the Philippines.

He went to my mother and father’'s house and that's the only
time | you know my father accepted me. After my father met
your grandpa he accepted me, and that’s when | told them
about your ma. Then | brought them to | went back home.
When | go to your Aunt Mina working, my mother is taking care
of your mama. My mom really like your Jennifer.” Agate's happy
expression started to fade as she continued her story. Nearing
the end of her story in the Philippines saddened Agate. While
she continued to speak Agate’s face showed the longing desire
to be with her family again.

The process to legally be able to come to the United States is
long. Many people are not willing to leave their families to go to
a new country. When preparing for the new chapter in Agate's
life she had lots of help. “It's a long process, your Aunt Mina's
boyfriend was a lawyer so he helped me work out with the
paperwork. Then after that, your grandpa sent money for the
plane ticket, and uh me and your mama come over here. Like |
said your mom is a crybaby she always cry on the plane when
people were sleeping. | got a really really bad headache so | go
to sleep with her. We're laying down on the uh floor of the
plane because your mama won't go to sleep, she keeps crying
and crying and crying. When we went to the uh | think that's
Hawaii, | can’t remember what state that was. It's the plane
stop over, checking our passports | put your mom on the desk
and your ma peed on the desk. It was embarrassing and then
when we were waiting for the plane we were sitting over there
then your mama poop. | had to grab your mama'’s poop and
throw it in the trash can. But then your grandpa picks us up in
the airport in uh Chicago.” Throughout this story Agate burst
with laughter, her cheeks started to turn a light shade of pink
from all the laughter. Laughter soaked in as she continued until
out of breath.

When moving to a new country many couples rush to get
married due to the time the government gives them. “Soon |
think uh maybe thirty days we have to get married in a hurry,
because uh if we don't get married they were going to send me
back to the Philippines to get you know visa.” Even after her
marriage being a housewife in a brand new country was difficult
for Agate. She did not know how to drive, American traditions,
and she had no friends there. Life was difficult, to begin with in
America for Agate.
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“Oh yeah it was hard it was the saddest point | couldn’t go
anywhere. Like in the Philippines all you gotta do is ride in a jeep
or a tricycle and pay them and you can go anywhere you want.
It's hard not having to know how to drive because you wanna go
to the store but you can’t go to the store unless your grandpa
come home then he take us to the grocery store. That time we
really don’t have much money. We couldn't afford pampers we
used uh diapers that | had to wash every day.” After this Agate
still pushed through and decided to have two other children. "I
think a year and a half, yeah | was taking care of two babies. |
had your Uncle Billy here in where was that...Milwaukee,
Wisconsin. We were watching a Greenbay football game and
then all of a sudden my stomach start hurting.

Grandpa rushed me to the hospital because your Uncle Billy was
getting ready to come out. | thought | was going to have a baby
in the car. Thank goodness you know, we made it to the
hospital. Taking care of your ma and uncles was you know hard.
[usually all I have is, well | can not drive so what | do is we only
have one stroller. So | put your Uncle Billy in the stroller and ma
in the back of the stroller and we walk to the Goodwill probably
three miles away maybe.”

As life in America began to clear up and get better Agate's
family in the Philippines started to crumble. While living in
Wisconsin Agate received a letter informing her of her father's
passing. "My father pass away when we already living here. They
sent me a letter when he pass away, | don’t even know how he
pass away. It was probably liquor because what he drink was a
heavy drink, more like a vodka or something that's what he
drink.” Although Agate desired to be with her family in the
Philippines again her heart knew she couldn't leave her family
here in America. She had built a family in America and wasn't
going to leave it. “It's not easy to leave your family behind. Even
now it's not easy to leave you guys behind if | want to uh move
back to the Philippines | can't do it because | have you all here
now.

Throughout Agate's life, she has experienced hardships many
people have not. Leaving her whole family and childhood home
to move to another country was difficult. Not being capable to
be independent and take care of herself as well as her children
without having to rely on someone was difficult for her. She
raised three children in a new country she was unfamiliar with.
Throughout all of the hardships and battles Agate has faced
through her tough life she has prevailed every time. She did not
let life win when it beat her down, instead she got up and
fought back. Agate shows that no matter how you were raised
or what you have gone through, that does not determine who
you decide to be. You can be whoever you want to be and
follow your dreams whether how big or small your dreams are.
Agate tells us the most important thing that got her through all
of the struggles: "Mag-anak,” meaning family.
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METEMPSYCHOSIS

BY: EMMA HAIR

My soul crossed the Styx for the first time in an art exhibit.
The sky was ashy and barren, the only illumination being the
newly risen moon. There was not a single drop of life in the
clouds, which matched the ebony ensemble | wore the night |
strode up the stairs of the vast arena. My body trudged
through the hallways as if being restrained by a ball and chain.
When I'd first heard about this exhibit, | was thrilled. Any
opportunity for creative thought was rare for me. Now, |
wasn't so sure. | couldn’t imagine an art exhibit being life-
changing or a once in a lifetime experience. My brain strained,
trying to decide how it should react. How could it have known
what was coming, what was fated to happen the moment |
traipsed into the gallery? | sighed heavily at the internal war
and forced my neck to turn, scanning the sign to my right. My
mind was empty and overwhelmed with thoughts at once.

“Beyond Van Gogh; An Immersive Experience,” | read. My
mother, adorned in navy blue and purple, had told me just
how magical the exhibit sounded before we'd arrived.
Although she was optimistic, | could tell she was skeptical.
After all, how magical could a few paintings really be? Before
my brain could process my surroundings, | was at a gateway
into what seemed to be an abyss. The corridor was
illuminated only by emerald lights, the scent of vanilla
perfumes and musky colognes assaulting my nostrils.

My mother and | entered a large room, panels of stories and
biographies in both Spanish and English filling the space. The
words flowed off the screens and swirled around my brain,
permanently engraving the tragedies and triumphs of Van
Gogh into my memory. They murmured promises into my
subconscious, speaking so low | couldn’t make out what they
said. The only word | could perceive was ‘magic.” My heart
leapt and my eyes widened. | immediately doubted my own
ears; surely, that couldn’t be right. My mind wasn't so
convinced. After all, if it wasn't real how could | be
experiencing such emotions and stimuli? As the doubt and
conflict crept into my stream of consciousness, the words
fragmented and the shards scattered by my feet like a vase of
sunflowers being thrown into a sturdy wall. The internal war
hardly lasted two minutes before my mother was ready to
move to the next room. | shook away the tense residue left on
my aura from the quiet quarrel that ensued.

"Emma, look at the way the projection flows like water!” |
heard her exclaim with hardly contained glee. | lazily dragged
my eyes to where she was pointing. Van Gogh's paintings
were fluid, washing down from the ceiling and caressing my
still figure. The once dull greyscale now seemed more
saturated, revealing pinks and blues on my skin. The
sensation of magical wonder flowed through my veins,
momentarily easing my strained psyche. It was mental
morphine seeping into my soul’s bloodstream through an
artistic IV. The hard shield that enveloped my soul was slowly
being chipped away, eroded by the viscous masterpiece. |
began to doubt my previous judgment; maybe this could be a
magical experience. My mother spent little time there, leading
me away from the epiphany brimming at the edge of my
mind. We strode toward the next hall, bringing my realization
from a nearly overflowing boil to a low, murmuring simmer
which mimicked the dynamics of the whispering words. |
furrowed my brows, confused as to why she didn’t wish to be
washed by the ethereal waterfall.

My confusion faded as swiftly as it occurred when | trailed
behind her, unwillingly leaving the cleansing aura of the
previous room. Suddenly, | was awe-struck. My heart
sputtered as | stood still in the middle of a colossal, animated
gallery.

The walls, ceiling, floor, and pillars were covered in Van
Gogh's expertly crafted drawings. The works transferred
onto my skin and gave color to the dull air around me. Every
breath | took and every step | strode was another
advancement made towards my soul’s death; the soul that
lost the pigment of the world long ago. It was the soul that
was depleted of all spirit and vitality; the soul that saw the
worst and called the perspective “realism.”

“As you can see, | am immersing myself in color—I've held
back from that until now; and | don't regret it.” A whisper no
louder than a breath invaded my senses. What was once a
gentle erosion was now a tsunami, tearing apart the shield
that held my emotions for so long.

I wept.
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Each tear that spilled from my eyes brought a new color into
perspective. Each noise the voice made opened my ears to
new sounds. Life as a living being composed music with
every bristle of tree branch. My skin buzzed with sensation
just as the midnight blue of Starry Night lent me its hue. The
earsplitting crescendo of a content existence overwhelmed
my ears, and my vision was focused on nothing but the
gallery before me. | was not only my physical body in that
moment, but a higher form of myself. The paintings
surrounded me, washed over me. | felt as though | was a
painting. In that instance, | believed in magic.

‘I long so much to make beautiful things. But beautiful things
require effort—and disappointment and perseverance,” the
Voice reverberated throughout the immersion.

In that moment, everything went quiet; no music, no Voice,
no sobs, and no people. Only the din of my heartbeat could
be made out by anyone who was listening. In that moment, |
was not myself. There was no warning, only rapid action. My
pace quickened and my palms clammed up. My shoulders
tensed and the urge to crack my knuckles settled into my
impulse. Anything to relieve the tension | felt. | could feel my
sense of time fading away until the only sensation it left was
that of television static. | lowered my gaze to my palms,
trying to detect where my soul and body connected. |
realized then that the search was trivial. | could feel the tingle
of air moving the follicles of hair on my arms, but the arms did
not feel like mine. My breath grew scarce as my stale inner
being detached from the host.

Now, the only support given to my structure was the
miniscule threads that tethered my being to the realm |
existed in. They coiled around my consciousness, ensnaring
me like a marionette. My heart pumped blood throughout my
body rapidly. The only emotions my brain encountered were
anxiety and confusion. | was certain of nothing but one fact;
my soul was dying and being reborn. My old, stagnant soul
crossed the veil into a pomegranate-red void and melted into
the darkness. | blinked once, twice, my gaze turning hazy. My
ears rang and my skin crawled, craving any stimuli through
the deprivation.

My mind buzzed with various questions. What if | never had
another soul? Was this what rebirth felt like? When would
this sensationless suspension end?

Relief radiated throughout my body, its detectable tingling
the first sign of my release. My shoulders fell, my palms dried,
my joints rejoiced in the relaxation, and my heart exhaled a in
relief. The anxiety was banished from my body and the
instance of isolation waved goodbye, the melody of life
seeping into my perception once again. My reborn soul
engulfed the vast emptiness that once existed, and | no
longer relied on the threads to anchor me in this world. The
climactic composition of the music was a gust of relief to my
ears. The colors kissed my eyes, their vibrance smiling down
upon me. My new soul was sensitive to the splendor
surrounding me.

| wandered out of the gallery, hand-in-hand with my mother.
Just before leaving, a man with ink black attire and midnight
sky eyes stopped us. He turned to me, the twinkle in his eye
mimicking constellations and the energy surrounding him
copying that of a quiet night drive.

‘| take it you two enjoyed the experience? You're practically
glowing.” He smiled as he murmured the last sentence. We
exchanged small smiles before making our way out of the
building. | gasped as | walked outside into the warm June
evening. The dull world | knew before now exploded with
color and music; my soul reborn within a single night. The
sky, once grey, was now painted with peachy orange and
berry blue. The crickets chirped a love song to my heart, the
birds harmonizing, and the trees rustling their verses to the
hymn of life. | exhaled in ecstasy, my breath intertwining with
the natural melody. Right then, | was sure of only one thing; |
would never underestimate the magical methods of
masterpieces of any caliber again. Not only did | believe
magic was real, | knew it. | almost laughed at my anxious
ignorance; how could | have known what was coming, what
was fated for me in the gallery?

For once, | was glad | was ignorant; for if | wasn't, the
enlightenment wouldn’t have left me beaming as bright as

the Sun.

That was the happiest | had ever been in my life.
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MY BOY

BY: KENDALE PEARSON

My heart sank to my stomach as my father frantically ran up
the stairs to wake me. It was the 6th day of what | thought
was a happy, exciting Christmas break. Until | received
possibly the worst news and days of my entire life. For all 16
years of my living, | have been fortunute enough to to say that
no one close in my life has passed away. | feel like | never
valued life until I had a reason to. | never realized how quickly
everything can go wrong. Of course | had heard people say
over the top things like, “Things can change in the blink of an
eye,” and “You never know what may happen, so count your
blessings,"-everyone had. But until this tragic and terrifying
day, | never really understood.

In 2014, my family surprised me with the best dog in the world.
Louie was a black and white boston terrier who loves to fetch,
cuddle, snore, and be best friends with anyone who allows
him. Every vet trip we have taken, we had been told that he
would live longer than normal because of how healthy and fit
he was. All until December 23, 2021. It was an ordinary day. It
was about 9 am and my family, my dad, 2 brothers and |, were
sleeping in enjoying our holiday break. My mom, however, left
at 8:30 for work that morning. At least, | thought it would be
an ordinary day.

My name echoed from down the stairs. My dad yelled
repeatedly while | remained unconsciously dreaming. Finally,
he sprinted upstairs to wake me.

“Kendale, you have to come down, something is wrong with
Louie.”

Confused, | stumbled down the stairs and outside to find my
dog sprawled out on his back side; he had a discoloration to
his skin, gums white. Unknown prints along his chest, bloody
scratches and indentions on his face, and front arm limp.
Louie was the most energetic and excited dog anytime
anyone was in his view. Only today, he layed nestled and
unresponsive to the concrete, eyes almost glazed over like
they saw an inevitable light. He was not even our Lou. Our first
thought was that he was attacked.

“How did he get out? We pondered.
“Who would do this?" | thought.

So many questions and so little answers. In this moment we
realized that our problem was bigger than we first assumed.

After discovering our beloved pet on the back porch, my dad
called my mom to see if she knew anything about the events
that took place to make him like this. Mom explained that she
let both of our dogs out that morning, but running late for
work, could not remember if they ever got let back inside; this
was normal. The dogs always roamed especially in the
mornings because we lived in a small, gated community in
which everyone knew and looked out for each other. She was
hysterical hearing about Louie, even starting to blame herself
and drive herself crazy trying to remember exactly what had
happened that morning. Nevertheless, we started calling
places. We needed an emergency vet who would take him in
immediatley. This was not an easy task, considering Christmas
was 2 days away, but we finally found an emergency pet
hospital called “BluePearl”. My dad and | sped down the road.
Louie was wrapped in a blanket in the passenger seat with
me. | silently prayed for answers and healing as tears rolled
down my face. The car ride felt everlasting. As we pulled into
the vacant parking lot, | leapt out of the truck rushed into the
doors. There was nobody in the building except a receptionist,
and she grabbed Louie from me instantly after expecting him
from the phone call minutes before.

“We'll take him and do the best we can” She said reluctantly, |
hoped that “the best we can,” was enough.

Feeling his weight lift from my arms filled me with dread and
fear.

My dad and | sat in the waiting room for what felt like forever.
We just wanted something. An update on how he was doing,
a prediction on what they thought happened, closure,
anything. Our thoughts consumed us. At this point, our entire
family knew. | was getting messages and calls asking for
updates on how he was but | had nothing to respond with. My
nana ended up showing up to the hospital to sit with my dad
and | to fill us with breakfast. My stomach was a vast pit and |
knew | would not be able to hold anything down even if |
wanted to. We sat miserably for another eternity until finally,
we heard a knock on the door.

“He's in shock,” she said.

They had him on oxygen, Vs, pain medicine, and fluids. After
running test after test and x rays, they told us that he had
been hit by a car which explained the prints on his chest and
bloody gashes: tire tracks. They said this was awful news
considering how small of a dog he was and that he was lucky
to even still be living.
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Knowing this made me ponder with the idea of someone
hitting him. We knew all our neighbors. What sick person
would hit a dog and not speak up or try to help? It made me
sick.

All'l could think about was having any kind of information was
better than nothing. It relieved us in a horrific way. We still
did not know what was to come. The second knock on the
door felt like a rush of cold sweeping into the room. On the
edge of our seats, we were grateful just to hear another
voice. The news made me take that back. His lung had been
punctured and he could no longer manage to even attempt
to breathe on his own. There was nothing they could do but
make him comfortable because he was too small to put under
and opperate on for this kind of procedure. She told us to
prepare for the worst because his odds were not good. The
room suddenly felt like a river, tears flowing from everyone,
even Dad. This made me more scared than anything. | didn't
know my dad had cared this much, and the fact that he was
upset made it that more real for me to reluctantly take in.This
day was supposed to be ordinary. Today was not supposed
to include us sitting in a hospital, days before Christmas
hoping only for a miracle.

“What did my family do to deserve this?” | thought.

Everyone else around me was waiting for gifts under the tree
while | just hoped | would get to go home with my whole
family that night.

Even more hours later, we were told that they were keeping
him overnight. | didn’t know if | should be thankful he had
made it this far or scared that he wouldn’t make it any longer.
This had been the longest day and we couldn’t even see him.
Reluctantly, we went home to the rest of the family who was
sitting in the living room looking at pictures and responding
to messages and facebook posts about Louie. Somewhere
inside of me, | hoped that when | went upstairs to my room |
would find my “bug” neslted up to my pillows on my bed like
normal, waiting for me. All | wanted was to feel him jump on
my lap, even if it scratched me like it always did.| wanted to
hear his obnouxious, loud bark that | used to fuss about. Any
sense of normalcy that would bring me back my baby. This
day brought to life how loved he was. While this made me
happy it also made me sad that these positive wishes were
even having to be said. It was so unfair to both him and us.
That night we prayed together and | don't think | ever
stopped praying. | prayed that we would get to bring him
home or at least see him one last time. My friends surprised
me with a basket after knowing how hard of a day | had. My
life felt so upside down. | was receiving the most love | ever
had while being the most sad. That night | don't even know if
I slept. I must have ended up drifting off at some point in my
very own puddle.

The next morning my mom woke me up with a call. The
phone rang. “BluePearl” displayed on the screen. We didn’t
know if we should be anxious or excited, but hoped for the
best. The nurse told us that Louie had made it through the
night and that he was a fighter and everyone there had fallen
in love with him. It didn’t even take me a second to believe
this. That was my Lou. They told us that he still was not in the
best condition and not to get our hopes up, but it was like a
miracle happened over night. My faith has never been higher.
| couldn’t help but think that all our praying and good wishes
had finally come through. It was still dreadful celebrating
Christmas Eve without him. My dads side of the family was
over at my house, but it just didn't feel complete. Louie
deserved to be here with us and it killed me that he was stuck
at a hospital fighting for his life instead. The holiday season
was supposed to be positive and filled with cheer.

On Christmas day my brothers and | came downstairs to a
tree stacked high with gifts. We opened them and of course
were thankful. But the one thing we all wanted was nowhere
in sight. We could not lose this dog. He was my heart. Words
cannot even describe how big of a place he held in our family.
| kept thinking these positive things hoping for a call but we
did not get one. Finally, mom took it upon herself to call the
office, but no response. A few minutes later, we got a call
back from the doctor himself. He said that nobody was there
because of the holiday but he came in to check on Louie
because he could not bear leaving him to spend a Christmas
alone. When he got there he told us that he was amazed.
Louie had been sitting up, eating and it looked like he grinned
as soon as the doctor entered the room. My house lit up with
joy. We were able to go pick him up. My brothers, both
parents and | had never been happier to get in the car.
Arriving, my grandparents got out of their car as well as we.

When we walked in the building, the doctor met us at the
door of the almost pitch black room. He said that one person
could come back and get him. My family all instantly agreed
that | should be the one to go. | didn't know what emotion to
feel following the doctor into the oxygen chamber Louie had
been kept in but as soon as | saw his face, | knew it was relief.
That was my boy. He was still out of it and not himself but
even getting to see a familiar face made him perk up. Even
still being in shock, his docked tail bobbled back and forth like
it always did when he was excited. We unloaded the bed and
carried him outside, being swarmed with gentle love from our
family. | think Louie and | can both say, this was the best
feeling. Our Christmas tragedy turned to a miracle.
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Today, Louie survived the accident with nothing to show for it
but a little limp every now and then when he plays too hard. It is
still a mystery what really happened that morning, but him being
okay puts us at peace with the situation. This experience taught
me so much in so little time: to never lose hope, staying
optimistic can save your spirit in dark times, keeping hope and
faith is so important, and how the cheesy sayings were all true.
You never know what could change in the blink of an eye. Be
grateful for every day you get with the ones you love. Always
say ‘I love you” because it could always be the very last time,
and you would have absolutley no clue.

Mg R
o

Tt

S e #‘A’Jj <

= w‘;t
- ""1“{’:‘»’-% LR g )
') P o & g -

Page 52



MYSTERIOUS MAN AND MY
BIRTHDAY MONEY

BY: TYZAY MCKIE

Getting blinded by the lights of a car, making it hard to see to
the point where you have your hands covering your eyes?
What you are about to read changed someone’s life, including
mine. On January 4th my mother, father, my little brother, and
| were coming from a restaurant called Mikio's. We started
jamming to the music in the car, and as we were pulling into
the gas station, a mysterious man was standing outside. In my
head, | was thinking, “Why is this man standing outside in front
of the gas station in this windy cold weather?” He had on a
sweaty long shirt with stains, as if he fell into the mud, and his
pants had holes in them the size of bullet holes. His hair
looked oily and unpleasant; his face looked as grey as a storm
cloud, and he had this weird odor of smoke and was shivering
as the cool breeze blew firmly and rapidly.

Meanwhile, as | was walking by, | heard his stomach growl like
a roaring lion trying to alert his family. We went into the store
and came out and the man was holding a sign as if he needed
something. On his sign, it said, "homeless, will work for food,
anything will help.” Watching everyone walk past him as if he
were invisible may have made him feel worthless and
desperate. The people who walked past pointed and laughed
at him. He had to feel like God was not on his side or was
punishing him. As | was sitting in the car, | begin feeling
horrible for this mysterious man. He was starting to look sad.
My mom, dad, and brother started feeling bad as well and
suggested we would help him out.

| got back out of the car and went into the store for the
second time. The cashier said, “Back so soon?” with a smile so
wide it was touching ear to ear. | told her | was getting hot
chocolate for the man outside standing in the cold. She had
not seemed to notice that a man was standing outside her
store. When | walked out of the store, a big breeze hit me
right in the face.

Suddenly, a voice inside of me told me that | should help this
man out. As | began walking toward the man, another voice

said that | should not help him as if Satan was trying to make
me feel bad about what | was trying to accomplish. It was like |
had both the honorable deed angels on my right shoulder and
the bad deed ones on my left shoulder. Growing up in church,
where we were taught to help others no matter their situation,
| was taught to never look down on or belittle others because

of their circumstances. In life anything that you have can be
easily taken away in the blink of an eye.

My mom once asked me, "How can | not help a sibling of Christ
who | see is struggling and praise and love, God, whom [ have
never seen?”

Seeing that this mysterious man wanted help, and no one would
stop and help him. Instead, they laughed at him for being a
grown man in desperation for money. | could see the anger on
his face as his cheeks and legs shook rapidly. You could tell by
his facial expressions that he wanted to say every cuss word in
the book. | said to myself, “Karma hits harder on those who pick
on other people’s downfalls”

When | went to talk to the man and give him the money, before
I handed it to him, he said, "“Do you know how many people
walked past me or shut eyes at me and did not know my
situation or even ask me what my story was?” And | replied, "No,
but | felt in my spirit that | should stop and help you. Do you
mind me asking what your story is or how you got to this point
in life?” Seeing the damage in his eyes as he tells me his story
was like seeing a person get nailed to the wall. He replied to me
saying, ‘I lost my wife and daughter in a house fire. | lost
everything including the two women | loved most.” | then
realized that he was not just some random guy without a story
to tell on why he was asking for money. He had a story. He took
a pause and began to shed salty tears. His voice was quivery,
making it hard for him to finish the story.

| hugged him as tight as the clouds hug the sky and told him
God has him and to keep his faith in God. He then said, “l came
out here with no hope, no motivation and before you showed
up, | prayed to God that at least one person would stop by and
give me courage and motivation.” | then said, "It looks like | was
the person that God sent to you" like | was his guardian angel.
He said, "People do not realize that every test and trial can turn
out to be somebody else’s testimony.” | then saw that this man
had a purpose and was incredibly wise, he was just at a low
point in life.

He told me that he was lost in his mind and did not know what
he was going to do or what he was going to plan for his future
without them. | felt bad that he was now in this world all alone
without his wife and daughter. He then said, "I recently lost my
job due to the increase in my department.” That is when the
heavy brick tears came rolling down his sweaty, smoky face.
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Once he got done telling me his story, | told him “Better days
are coming, and take this money as a sign of a wealthy future.”
At first, he would not take the amount | was trying to give him.
He repeatedly told me "No that's too much, | couldn’t take that
from you.” | told him he needed the money way more than | did.
After the millionth time | offered him the money, he finally took
it and was pleased with the amount.

When he received the money, he looked at me as if he were a 4-
year-old child in a candy shop. He thanked me almost a million
times and told me he hoped | would see him again.

Moreover, we said our goodbyes and as | was walking back
towards the car a bright light from a car headlight shined in my
face, making it hard to see where | was going. It was like a light
from heaven shining down on me for my accomplishment. Once
the light went away, | could not stop smiling because | was
delighted that | had helped someone in need. My brother and
dad asked me “Why are you smiling so hard?" | replied, "Blessing
that man just made me feel good about myself.” Mom, dad, and
my brother all looked at me and smiled. Seeing that huge smile
on his face made my night a thousand times better. It was a
night to remember, it was like | was in a movie helping the
needy. | had negative thoughts like, “What would have
happened if | didn't show up?” or "How long would he have
been out there in the cold before someone helped him?”

We never know whose paths we will cross, or how we can make
someone else’s day. Sometimes just a smile can brighten up
someone’s day. But | am glad that | was able to motivate
someone to do better and to let them know that God is not
finished with them yet. The motivation was something the
mysterious man did not have. Giving him that money just might
have done the trick.

Suddenly, as | was sitting in the car, a flashback came to me
from when my mom told me about the Biblical story when Peter
denied Jesus 3 times. This made me think about when the
mysterious man denied the amount of money | was trying to
give him. The thought of him having something in hand to get
him a couple of things out of the store, including a blanket, was
heartwarming. | just could not shake the fact that people were
just walking past him picking on him and did not think to help
him out. | believe that when you bless someone, you do not look
to get blessed back, but you will get blessed 10 times more.

We as human beings are created in God's image—flesh of his
flesh and bones of his bones. We all share the same blood, the
blood of Christ. | went to bed that night feeling like | was the
biggest pop star in the world, knowing what | had done. | prayed
long and hard for the mysterious man that night. | hoped | would
see him again.
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NAIVE

BY: JOHNNY WHITFIELD

I was struck by lightning; my sense of direction had
departed. Why was he so angry? The goldfish-shaped hole in
the wall, resembling that of a cigarette-infested pool bar,
profusely illustrated not only me, but my sister as well. |
thought to myself, “He's never been this mad before.” She
vigorously shoveled her whimsical butterfly, a sunflower, and
strawberry-themed tops into what was once a book bag of
math, English, and science books; into a backpack brimming
with her belongings. “Get out of my house now, or I'm calling
the police.”

Awe-struck, I'd never seen my dad so mad before.
“Get your mom here now!”
‘I want you gone today!” He vociferated indirectly.

The short burst of words was like ill-timed gusts of wind on a
rollercoaster leaving that gut-wrenching feeling of positive g's
shooting throughout your stomach as if you were in trouble.
He paced in and out of the kitchen, as my mother entered to
be a warm blanket in teeth-chattering weather to my sister,
then me.

The sea breeze and tidal waves she spoke, my dad never got
to step in the white sands.

The waters were infested with frenzied sharks, with
unorthodox swim patterns, he was yelling again for what |
didn’t know but was curious to find out.

“Where is everyone?”
“Is that my mom?”
“Is she in danger?”

| pondered, indecisively, on whether | should eavesdrop. The
picture frame on the wall and my dad's fist were best friends,
considering the fist bump he gave it, “You're such an idiot!”.
Incessantly, as if he was scolding a dog using third-grade
words, like “stupid,” “selfish,” and “whatever.” That could
have been mom, | thought. At that moment in time his guise,
his demeanor, his whole fagcade prevailed; | thought about
crying but there was no point, plus | knew it would make
matters worse. So, | waited until my dad darted to the front
door to chew a few ice cubes. Breaking into tears, my mother
spoke of those tidal waves again, “Christmas was too close to
let something like that break my spirit.”

| believed my mother and acknowledged she was the bigger
person in the situation and awaited Christmas.

Although my Christmas wasn't a fairytale or a dream come
true, | chose to be faintly aloof. Time management wasn't a
problem at my age, so initiating conundrums to my teacher, so
she wouldn't continue with class. Her patience reminded me
of two self-same polar ends of magnets, alleviating my
overwrought spirit. The thought of returning to the
educational institution of my peers, whose noses oozed of
ocean water for hours on end denoting the incendiary feeling
on the rim of your nose abraded by mucus.

In actuality, | knew exactly what it was. After the gabfest
concluded, | pondered on my realization; the room felt as if |
were entering Nirvana, as if | knew something bad was going
to happen. Fixated on the door decorated by the month's
honor roll students, it was just me and the door in the
classroom, slowly getting quiet and dark, like a loud horror
movie in a theater yet to be snapped by the intercom.

"Mrs. Johnson?”

“Yes!” She clamored.

“Can I have Johnny Whitfield to the office please?”
"He's all yours,” she said, smugly.

The classroom acted as water encountering hot fry grease.
Convinced | was charged with first-degree murder and
awaiting to be tried by the supreme court, | grabbed my
things. After closing the door behind me, a strut turned into a
trudge; crashing into the walls and blaming myself for my
behavior in class getting me called down.

Once | arrived opening the office doors, | was met by my
sisters. This time Jaylah and Jade supplied short-term relief. A
voice arose from the room, "Hey, aren’t you happy to see
me?” my mother said, confidently. My mother was a monster.
When | discovered my father had been incarcerated, | was
angry at my mom. The sea breeze and tidal waves she once
spoke turned into jellyfish stings and shark bites, maybe even
bullets. | was struck by lightning; my sense of direction had
departed. She was the worst person alive right then. We cried
and bawled, as we walked to the car, drove in the opposite
direction of my parents’ house, and asked what we wanted to
eat but we had lost our appetites by then.
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