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“It’s a Small World” Adaptation
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13 Reasons Why NO‘l' Q By: Katherine Sojo

“Dad, are we being taken away?” was my first thought
when seeing a police officer at my door and my dad
bursting in my room at 1:00 AM. I thought my biggest
fear had come true, I thought we were going to be de-
ported. He was running around my room frantically. I
heard the panic in his voice and I was terrified. For a
moment, I was paralyzed with fear; I did not know what
to expect. Then I was finally snapped back into reality
by my dad, who was waving a flashlight in my face; yell-
ing for my phone with tears streaming down his face. I
reached for my phone and I knew I messed up. I fran-
tically tried to delete my mistake and undo what I had
done, but it was too late.

It was around 9:00 PM, a normal Friday night. My best
friend, DaLee, was staying the night with me because
we had band practice and an extra credit activity for AP
Human Geography the next day. She and my boyfriend
were asleep and I was bored, so I began searching for
new TV show because I had just finished watching 13
Reasons Why. This show is about this girl who seemed
happy in high school, but she got bullied and betrayed
by the people closest to her; she ended up making 13
tapes about them and the reasons that led to her suicide
over a period of time. At the end of every episode, they
have the number for the suicide hotline for people who
need it. I wondered,” What would happen? Is there ac-
tually someone on the other line?” I decided I felt a little
curious. I told myself, “How would anyone find out? No
one will even know.”

I began to dial the number.

“Hello,” I said quietly, like meeting your boyfriend’s
family for the first time.

“Hello, how are you? I'm Barbara, what’s your name.”
the person on the other end warmly greeted.

“I'm Katherine and I'm actually not okay.” I responded as
I felt my eyes slightly well up with tears.

“We're here to help and listen to your problems because
nothing is more important to us than your well- being,”
reassured my new friend Barbara, who seemed to care
about me.

“I feel alone, I feel like I don’t deserve to live, 'm not the
daughter my parents wanted, or the perfect girlfriend, I
don't deserve to be here” I stuttered while tears began
falling as I spoke those words. I took advantage of some-
one listening to me as long as I could.

I began to notice myself pouring out all my problems,
even though I was just being dramatic for most of it; my
sadness began to turn into sleepiness. I ignored it because
I didn’t think I would fall asleep, but I told myself I would
just close my eyes until they would text me back. That
moment turned into hours, and I fell asleep. I remember
my last thoughts being about how safe I felt with Barbara,
even though I had never met her before. Being a lonely
14-year-old girl, that one person listening to me about
my problems made me feel special; it made me feel alive
because I was finally able to let out some of the things
holding me back.

Hours later, my dad came bursting in my room, waking
me up by his yelling for my phone and his light in my
face. I had no recollection of what I had done at that mo-
ment. I saw my phone for a split second and saw the doz-
ens of texts from the hotline because they did not know I
had fallen asleep; they thought I killed myself. The text I
remember the most, even after 3 years was “We need you
here with us, if you do not respond in 30 minutes, we will
send a unit to your residence” Of course, I did not an-
swer because I was sleeping. My dad snatched my phone,
crying, and his words practically unintelligible giving it
to the officer. My dad. My poor dad.

He worked so hard for 21 years coming from another
country to provide for his family, and he thought it was
all being thrown away.

Moments later, the police officer told me softly, “Maam, I
need you to come with me”

I was in my pajamas, I forgot my glasses and I was sob-
bing uncontrollably because of how terrified I was of
what would happen. My dad was holding onto my arm
while I was walking out with the police officer, wailing
that my mom and brother woke up and walked out to see
what was happening.
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“Sir, please let go of her;” the police officer said to my dad,
who was holding on to me like he would never see me
again.

“Por favor Dios, por favor no la lleves. Mi chiquita, Dios
por favor” which translates into “Please God, please don’t
take her. My little girl, God please,” my dad cried out on
his hands and knees.

I walked outside with the officer, leaving my family inside
to where they could only see the officer through the glass
with the dark sky behind him.

“Breathe, were not going to take you away, we just need
to ask you some questions. I'm Officer Trent.” said the
officer in a tranquil voice.

“You're not? My family neither? Am I in trouble?” I asked
with snot and tears running down my face.

“I want to know why you did it,” questioned the officer.
“I just finished watching ‘13 Reasons Why, and I wanted
to see if it was real and I fell asleep on accident,” I trem-

bled, tangling my hair by how much I was twirling it.

“I understand. My daughter, Savannah, she’s about your
age, just finished watching that show too. I don’t under-

stand why they don't keep that show for older adults so
stuff like this doesn’t happen.”

I nodded my head; I was speechless. The officer finished
explaining the situation at hand and let me go back in-
side; then he asked for my dad to go outside. I was in the
living room with my mom and brother who were sob-
bing but did not know what was actually going on.

My mom was holding me saying, “Katherine, que esta
pasando, por que estan ellos aqui,’

“Ma, I don’t know what's going to happen, I didn’t mean
for any of this to happen, I don’t want to be separated.” I
responded to my mom, spitting everywhere.

“Que, what do you mean, what did you do you ungrateful
little bitch?” yelled my mom as she got closer. My dad
returned inside at the right time and the police officer
began to leave.

“He told me what happened. I can’t even begin to think
about why or how. I just wish I knew you felt this way,”
quietly mumbled my dad who was finally able to recu-
perate himself. All that would come out of mouth were
two little words,

“I'm sorry.” I bawled.

My family was in pure disbelief that their little girl
wanted to die.

I told them for hours, “I promise I'm actually okay, I
didn’t mean to do it, I just wanted to see if it was real!”
even though I slightly enjoyed having someone there to
listen.

We talked for about two more hours talking about what
a dumb mistake I made. I tried to explain myself over
and over, but they never gave me the chance to justify
myself. I finally went to my room with my phone tak-
en; DaLee was awake, but pretending to be asleep; and I
cried, I cried the rest of the night and I cried all of band
practice. I was just in utter shock of what I did, especial-
ly what I did to my family. I finally had the nerve to tell
my best friend and my boyfriend what I had done, and
I felt even more alone because my boyfriend threatened
to break up with me. My family did not look at me the
same for a long time. I felt so alone because of one mis-
take I made. My life did not feel real during this time. I
was in ninth grade, and I could not do anything because
of my mistake. I learned the hard way about how my
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actions lead to real consequences that affect everyone
in my life.

I learned what it was like to lose my parents’ trust and
feel alone constantly with no one to lift me up. I felt like
I ripped my family apart and they hated me, and even
though they told me they loved me, I never believed it.
My parents felt the need of getting me a therapist be-
cause of one dumb mistake. She was a very nice lady
from Costa Rica named Ana. I checked in with her for
about 3 months until Christmas time and we parted
ways. I witnessed the meaning of tough love; I knew
they loved me, but I needed to learn my lesson. I real-
ized that curiosity is not a justification for my actions.
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Alcoholic on Vacation

When you are an alcoholic, vacation is everyday. Vaca-
tion comes in many forms, whether that be vodka, beer,
or whiskey. Everyone deserves time away from reality
to restart and enjoy life. Vacation has its ups and downs
... just like my relationship with my dad.

My father having his neverending vacation has affect-
ed my family in more ways than one. My mom always
said, “You should spend time with your dad.” I decided
to be an obedient child and listen to her. Every parent
loves for their children to take their advice. A weeklong
vacation was the time I volunteered to spend with my
dad. Before accepting the invitation, I told my dad my
boundaries. He agreed to my request. We took two dif-
ferent cars to Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. Subcon-
ciously, I knew having my car with me would help in
more ways than one.

On the first day of vacation, I had to be the designated
driver. Driving never bothered me, driving gives me a
sense of control. I never feel in control when I'm around
my father, more so when he is intoxicated. As soon as
we sat down from the drive to the restaurant, I felt nau-
seous. My dad was already drunk beyond means. It was
only 5:00 PM. I didn't feel safe at the restaurant, I was so
concerned that something little would flick a switch in
his brain and make him act out. I texted my mom,

“This is stressing me out too much, I'm not even having
fun” Her response was to try to stay as long as I could.
I truly did try.

By: Anonymous

Later that night, my dad sensed something was wrong
with me. He tried to reel information out of me, but I
stayed mute. I knew anything I said to him that night
would be long gone the next day. He never remembers
things the way they happened. Which is a recurring
event for alcoholics alike. Thankfully, he stopped trying
to pry information out of me and left me alone for the
night.

The next morning, I made up my mind. The plan I made
up in my head was straightforward. He stops drinking
for the rest of the vacation and I stay, or he continues
and I leave. He seemed shocked when I told him my
plan. He told me he would put the drinks down. A part
of me thought he was sincere in his response. As soon as
we stepped foot on the sand, he had his first drink. That
was a breach of trust for me. I texted my mom that I had
to leave the next morning. Once I came to the conclu-
sion that I had to leave, I told my dad.

As soon as those words left my mouth, I felt uncomfort-
able. I had to leave the beach, so I walked back to the
house. I escaped my thoughts and took a nap, a well de-
served one at that. My dad came back inside, red veiny
eyes and a crooked walk graced him. A telltale sign
that he was past his limits in alcohol. He busted into
my room to yell several different things at me. Such as,
“You are not my daughter if you leave me,” “Your mom
is brainwashing you,” “I can do what I want when I'm
on vacation, you can’t control me,” “Once you turn 18,
never speak to me again.” The list goes on and on. I felt
belittled and as if my father didn’t love me, but I know

he does, in his own unique way.
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After what seemed like an eternity of my father yell-
ing at me, I told myself that I had to leave. I frantically
packed all of my belongings and ran downstairs to pack
my car. I wanted to bolt off and leave them there, but
considering I'm still 17, I had to tell him that I was leav-
ing. My father and his girlfriend were out on the porch,
discussing what just happened. I said to him, “I'm going
home now” He did not yell at me. I figured he would've
taken my keys and thrown them in the ocean. Thank-
tully, we had an audience watching us.

The drive home was a rollercoaster of emotions. I shuf-
fled sad playlists, called my friends, called my mom, and
cried. I told my mom everything that happened, in de-
tail. My dad found out. He called me while I was driving
just to yell at me. I cried uncontrollably, which is never
a good thing to do when you are going ninety miles per
hour on the interstate. My father told me, “I do not care
if you wreck” My first instinct was to call my mom. I
asked her why she told my dad about what I told her, as
if it was her fault for his actions. In the end, I made it
home safely.

I wanted to bring my younger brother with me. I tried
to convince him, I had a feeling that something bad
would happen if I didn’t. Being the person my brother
is, he stayed. He cares about my fathers feelings way too
much. More than my father cares about mine. During
the course of the trip, my father monitored my brother’s
messages to us. He even threatened to break my broth-
er’s phone if my mom continued to contact him. He
made a bunch of threats, none of them were performed.

In retrospect, I should’ve never agreed to go on vaca-
tion with my father, but I learned valuable life lessons.
I discovered what it means to stand up for myself on
this trip. I also discovered that it is okay to love some-
one from a distance, regardless if it is your parent. You
should never keep someone in your life if they nega-
tively affect your mental health. The love he has for his
escapism is stronger than the love he has for me. And in
the end, I'm okay with that, I have to be anyway.
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Cruise Chaos

It was so big. I did not think it was possible for a boat
to be that big. I could not believe the time had final-
ly come, but there I was, looking in the distance as the
car drove closer and closer to the Glory. Glory was the
name of the cruise ship that took my gigantic family on
the trip of our lives. I had been on a cruise ship before,
but not since I was four years old. Things look so much
different when you see them through eight-year-old
eyes rather than four-year-old eyes. I felt the energy and
excitement rise up inside of me like a jolt of electricity
shooting through my body as I thought about how it
was now time for the big family vacation. The excite-
ment was eating me alive as we drove down the road
that led to the cruise terminal. It seemed as if we would
never get there especially after all that had happened in
the last few weeks. How could I have ever guessed what
an adventure would be in store for me at that point in
the trip? Pretty soon, I would be asking questions like,
“Where am I?” while saying things like, “I have no clue
how to find my way around this gigantic ship. What if
they never find me?

By: Zeb Proctor

I am just 8 years old and can't even pay for anything.
Are they going to be mad at me?”

To better understand what was going on, it is neces-
sary to back the story up about a year. One night as
we sat out on the patio at Gran and Papa’s house, Papa
started talking about taking the whole family on vaca-
tion. I heard the grown-ups talking about it, and my
ears perked up to listen to the details of something that
sounded pretty amazing. I even hushed all of my noisy
cousins around me so that I could hear what they were
saying. Those silly little kids were more worried about
playing in the pool than listening to the very important
decisions that were being made about our futures. Now,
the thought of going on a family vacation was not the
thing that caught my attention since our very large fam-
ily often planned family vacations together. Of course,
it seemed that we had not been on a trip all together in
quite a little while. When you have thirty-five people at
the time trying to agree on a vacation, it is hard to come
up with one that satisfies everyone. This conversation
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was different. Papa was not just asking us to talk about
another vacation. He was taking us all on a cruise. I was
almost sure he said we were going on a cruise for seven
days, but that just did not seem real. I asked my mom.
She said it was true, and I got goosebumps. Now some
people may have thought that it was because it was cold
when I got out of the pool, but that was absolutely not
the case. I got goosebumps because I was so happy. I
ran back over to the water to tell my cousins and we all
started yelling, “Yay! We’re going on a cruise! We're
going on a cruise!” That excitement carried on for the
next few months as we all talked about our plans and
thought about the details. The cruise was planned for
June 30, 2013.

Conversations and plans continued as summer became
fall and then people seemed to stop talking about it as
much. School was dragging everyone down and busy
lives seemed to take over the joy and fun, but I still clung
to the excitement of a cruise. I remembered just enough
about the last one that happened when I was four that I
could not help but have my heart skip a beat as I thought
about how much fun it would be when we took our trip
in June. Sadly, as the date got closer, my great-grand-
mother was getting sicker and sicker. I was still ecstatic
about our trip, but no one else seemed to be happy any-
more. As it got closer to June, the idea of cancelling
the cruise was brought up. We were all concerned about
her declining health. She had been sick with cancer for
a very long time. We knew the doctors could not do
anything more to help her. Her tumors had grown back
blocking her intestines, and she was not able to proper-
ly digest anything. She was not even able to take in the
water necessary for life. For two weeks in June, she hung
on beyond what any of us thought was possible. It was a
very sad time for our family and that made it difficult to
get excited about the family cruise. Then, on June 22nd,
she passed away. The funeral took place on the 25th,
and people were still not sure if we should go oft and
vacation after this tragedy in our lives. My great-grand-
father was going to be left at home without any of us.
Fortunately, there were still some other family members
in town, so we decided to go ahead with the plans. After
all of the suspense of the last couple of months, I was
relieved to know that the trip I had been anticipating
for a year was actually going to happen. We left for Port
Canaveral, Florida, on June 29th.

The journey had begun and we were only hours away
from the long-awaited Glory. We stayed in a hotel near

the cruise ship the night before we boarded. The hotel
offered a shuttle to the cruise terminal. It was so excit-
ing seeing the ship from the window of the shuttle. I
felt as if an adventure was waiting just around the cor-
ner. It was the first cruise I had been on that I actually
remembered. We boarded the ship together because
we booked the cruise as a group. This gave us special
privileges that not everyone could get. One of those ad-
vantages was an early arrival time; at least we thought
it was an advantage. Even though we boarded the ship
quickly, we still had to wait three hours to go into our
rooms. This is when I began to wonder if we had re-
ally gotten any advantage. Three hours was an eternity
to my cousins and me. Since we could not do much of
anything else, we went and ate lunch. We just sat around
the deck waiting, as if we were prisoners waiting on the
guard to come and collect us for sentencing. No one
smiled, parents griped about every little thing we did,
and I felt that the joy was draining out of me as the min-
utes passed. Magically, it all returned as soon as I heard
my mom say our cabins were ready. I am sure my heart
skipped a beat.

Thatintense feeling of glee stayed with me as night turned
into a new day. The ship was enormous and crowded
and a bit overwhelming. It seemed to have everything
fun I could imagine at that moment. We were enjoying
exploring and figuring out what was there. There was
some stop at an island, but we stayed on the ship. Then,
the next day was a day at sea and my brothers, sister,
some of my cousins, and I went to get lunch with my
grandparents while our parents did their own thing. Of
course, we went to get ice cream afterwards. Anytime
I was with Papa, he got ice-cream. Papa knew how to
make a kid happy, and being with him was definitely
more fun that being with my mom. She was always so
careful about everything and never any fun. Waterslides
were on the agenda after lunch. Overall, this was be-
coming a picture-perfect trip, just as I had imagined. I
could not wait to see what was coming next. The next
stop was the Bahamas.

Once we arrived in the Bahamas, we walked around in
the shops for what felt like forever. I was very bored. I
asked, “Mom, can we please leave and go back to the
ship instead of waiting for everyone else?” “No’, she
quickly snapped back at me, and I knew I should not
ask again. When the adults finally decided to leave the
shops, we went back to the ship to play on the slides
more while no one was there. Most people had gotten
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off of the ship to go sight-seeing. We had the place all
to ourselves. After a few minutes of slides, we decided
to go to the pool and play around while the crowd was
missing. When the boat was about to leave, we walked
over to the side to look onto the land. We saw a couple
running that almost got left. It made me glad I was al-
ready safely on the ship. I knew that I did not want to
get left in that place. Other than a little boring shopping,
this cruise was amazing.

Everything was about to change, though. Our whole
family was going to go get dinner together as we left the
Bahamas. We had to travel through the crowds of peo-
ple watching the boat undock. The family was on two
different sides of the boat walking across the top deck
when I decided I wanted to walk with the other part of
the family. I started walking from the side of the ship I
was on and got caught in a crowd of people. They were
just standing in the middle of my way and I was too shy
to say excuse me. Fear began to rise up inside of me. I
finally decided to go the long way around them, when
I got back to the main path, I could not see my family
anymore. At this point, my legs turned to jelly and I
froze in panic for a few seconds. Then, I began pacing
back and forth trying to see if they were going to come
back for me. When it had been about five minutes, I
began to start really worrying. My slow steps gradual-
ly turned into a jog and then a run. I ran as if my life
depended on it since, at that moment, I believed it did.
I found my way to elevators only to get confused about
which floor to choose.

I just did not understand why the floors had to have
names and not numbers like every other elevator I had
ever been in. My heart was beating so fast that I knew
it was about to beat right out of my chest. I even won-
dered if the people standing next to me could hear it. I
finally decided that I had no choice but to ask a worker
where to go. I said, “Can you help me find my family?”
I could tell he barely understood me. I am not sure if it
was because he did not speak English or because I was
crying too much for him to understand me. Even so,
he did manage to get me back to the place where I first
wandered off where Papa was waiting for me. It was like
he knew just where Papa would be. I was so relieved.
“Papa,’ I yelled for him. I took oftf running. When I
caught up to him, he was very angry that I wandered
off. He said, “Zeb, where have you been?” He said it in
a way that told me I was in a great deal of trouble. I did
not even care because I was too happy to be back with

him at that moment. The relief was like a cool breeze
blowing across me, slowing down my beating heart, and
telling me that I was safe.

We met up with the rest of the family after what seemed
like years to me. My family seemed even more con-
cerned than I was. We finally sat down to eat. This was
the plan to begin with, and I sat trembling the entire
meal to the point I almost spilled my drink. I am sure I
was more afraid of the trouble I was in at this point than
being lost. However, the uncomfortableness passed, and
I am happy to say that I went through the rest of the
cruise and had fun. One thing that cannot be denied is
that I was especially careful to stay with my family for
the rest of the trip.

The chaos surrounding this event both in the weeks
leading up to the cruise and while on the ship still holds
a prominent place in my mind. Even though I am older
now, the stressful images remain. The potential disap-
pointment of a canceled trip during my great-grand-
mother’s time of death and the overwhelming feeling
of fear while being lost in the crowd bring to mind viv-
id images of a boy who needed his family. Losing my
great-grandmother was sad and knowing that my trip
was going to be lost made me sad too. Being lost actual-
ly scared me more than anything else has in my life. If
I could go back to that day, I would like to think that I
would have just followed the lead of the adults in front
of me and never strayed away. Then again, the experi-
ence taught me some valuable lessons that helped me
grow and mature. I was a very careless child and getting
lost was not an unusual event. All in all, I know now
that some of life’s moments such as these have worked
together to make me who I am today. In the end, all was
well. My family took the vacation of our dreams aboard
Glory. They found me when I was lost. Still today, I have
quite the story to tell.
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Comfort in Mediocrity

“Kid, you have got some very serious work to do.” These

were the piercing words that came from his mouth. Like
a saber, they cut through the cold stagnant air. In an
instant, it felt as though all the oxygen in my lungs es-
caped from within me. I stumbled backward and almost
fell over as my vision began to tunnel. It was the first
time someone had criticized my music. It felt foreign
and caught me off guard unlike anything else ever had.
Little did I know that sentence would be the one to
completely change my life.

My entire life I have been engulfed in music. I religious-
ly played with little musical toys as a toddler, most of
which are long gone. I would always spend hours play-
ing with them, day in and day out. My Grandma intro-
duced me to her piano at the ripe age of nine; it was at
this point that my family believed I was mature enough
to be in its presence. It lay, towering at the back of the
room, its finished mahogany exterior glistening in the
warmth cast by the overhead light. It was beautiful and
enormous. Even as I sat upon its lavish bench, I could
barely reach the keys. The memory of seeing it for the
first time has been etched into my mind. I can still see it
clear as day if I focus upon it.

Learning to play the piano was the most wondrous event
from my childhood. Every day after school I would
come home and spend hours at the piano. I would pre-
tend I was a Maestro at a concert, performing for thou-
sands of people in a darkened cathedral. Every time I
played, cheers could be heard roaring throughout the
air; or at least it did in my mind. The sad reality was,
I was mediocre at best. My time was spent pretending
to perform as opposed to practicing for an upcoming
performance. As a result, my performances tended to
be subpar instead of outstanding like they were when I
thought about them in my head. However, the audience
would always cheer loudest after I finished performing
a piece. I often was Mrs. Proctor’s best student, even
though I barely tried.

This led to a bad habit of finding comfort in mediocrity.
In my mind, I did not have to work hard to achieve suc-
cess. I found that in my piano lessons I did not have to
try to be the best in my group so, who’s to say anything
else would be different? At that point in life, I did not
have to work hard in school to get good

By: Ian Garland

grades either. I would go to class, do the assignments
and daydream about something else, yet still, placing
in the A Honor Roll was a breeze. I could do whatever
I wanted with my time because there was no need for
me to put in extra effort at home. This caused a terribly
negative mindset to develop. I would often think to my-
self, “I don’t need to put effort into this, I'm already the
best.” Little did I know how harmful that mindset would
become later in life.

When life began to get more difficult, I found myself
struggling to keep up. The things I wanted to achieve
suddenly required effort. Suddenly, I had to take time to
develop skills and to achieve greater accomplishments.
However, I had a challenging time learning how to put
effort into things because it was not necessary before.
I found myself struggling to get things done while my
peers excelled effortlessly, likely because they found it
necessary to put effort into the things they did. They
had already developed the skills to know what arduous
work looks like. This took a toll on my mental health. I
thought that simply because what I was doing — which
at the time was little to nothing — was not enough to
reach high achievements, then I must be a failure des-
tined to never succeed at anything in life. Suddenly, I
realized that change was necessary, or else I would not
have a bright future ahead of me.

It was also about this time in which I discovered drum
corps. Drum Corps International is a group of ‘orga-
nizations’ that involve some sort of marching art. The
traditional setup is comprised of a horn line - which
includes members of the brass family, a percussion and
front ensemble - these artists play a range of battery
and pitched percussion instruments, and finally, a color
guard — members in this group often perform with a
variety of flags, rifles, and sabers. All three groups work
together to perform shows with precision, focus, and
proficiency. They are considered the best of the best and
are held in high regard among the music community.

After doing plenty of research about various groups, I
decided I was going to ask my mom if I could audition
for Carolina Crown, one of the top finalists in many of
the previous years. She was skeptical at first saying; “You
sure you're really up for this kinda challenge?” but even-
tually she allowed me to purchase the audition packet
and try it out.

Page 27



The material that lay within the confines of the pack-
et immediately intimidated me. The difficulty of each
piece I cautiously examined seemed to increase by ten-
fold. It was by far the most difficult music I had ever
read in my entire life; I almost regretted my decision. At
this point in my life, I had not done anything to change
my attitude towards working to achieve excellence. So,
instead of practicing and digesting the material, I got
frightened and made no effort. I backed down from the
challenge.

More nervous than ever, I had finally arrived at the au-
dition site. My speech was jittery, and I could not look
anyone in the eye. Everyone was so very tall, walking
around like miniature giants compared to myself. It
made me feel small physically, but it also made me feel
small mentally. I began to question whether I belonged
in the corps. I felt greatly out-skilled, greatly out-talent-
ed, and most of all, I felt unprepared. The consequences
of my laziness began to weigh heavily upon me, and I
could hardly focus due to the guilt I was feeling.

It was time for the audition. Auditionees were brought
into a large room - presumably, the chorus room - and
we had to play for the brass technicians. In my case, I
had to play for Matt Harloft, Taylor LaPrairie, and Co-
rey Futrell. They sat at a table that seemed to stretch
endlessly in either direction. Matt was in the center,
with Taylor on his left and Corey to the right. Matt’s
eyes were disproportionate and large compared to the
rest of his face; however, I soon realized this was be-
cause of the thick lenses that rested upon glasses he was
wearing. His appearance almost seemed childlike, with
a gleaming smile that stretched from ear to ear and eyes
beaming with excitement as he eagerly invited me to the
lone music stand in the center of the room. Corey and
Taylor, on the other hand, sat quietly behind their lap-
tops, used for scoring I presumed. Their presence was
small as to not distract me from the task at hand. How-
ever, there were far greater issues at play besides focus.

I began playing my first etude titled, “Technical Etude
No. 3, Bohme.” It was a tricky piece as there were not
many places to breathe, so it was particularly important
to take nice deep breaths before starting each phrase.
However, when I went to play the etude, my nerves got
the better of me and I forgot to breathe. Anxiety set
upon me like a plague, clouding every part of my mind.

I began to freak out, and suddenly I began missing
notes or fracking partials. I did not prepare for this; I
knew I was not ready. Doubt and anxiety began swirl-
ing in every direction in my mind. “Stop.” The word left
Matt’s mouth and sliced through the air, resonating like
the cling of a freshly sharpened blade striking another.
“Next piece please,” were the words that followed. De-
pression set upon my face, and he saw it. As I began
playing the next piece - the lyrical one - his face began
to soften. I knew I had executed the marked dynamics
well and was able to speak the music rather than just
playing the notes. After I finished the second piece,
he took his glasses off and said, “Kid, you've got some
serious work to do.” I was awestruck; I knew my per-
formance was subpar, but confronting that reality was
heartbreaking. I choked up. Words would not come out
of my mouth. I had failed.

“I want to help you.” The words drifted calmly out of his
mouth. He said gently, “Youre not the only one I have
seen in this situation, and I can help you.” The sinceri-
ty in his voice almost made me tear up. “The best part
about being at the bottom is that you can only go one
direction, up.” His sense of optimism about my situation
began to influence my mood. Finally, someone was will-
ing to help me realize that I needed to help myself. Our
following conversation consisted of massive amounts of
constructive criticism, not only on my music, but about
work ethic, attitude, and performance. I learned a lot
from that conversation. It was agonizing to hear that I
was not good enough, but it stripped me down to my
core and allowed someone to help me piece myself back
together in the right way.

I still remember that weekend as though it were yes-
terday. The nervous excitement as I gazed into the vast
reaches of the main auditorium, the Earth-shattering
pound of my heartbeat as I entered the audition room,
and the agony of the car ride home. There were numer-
ous late nights in which I spent hours writing about the
changes I needed to make. Numerous days where all I
could think of were the modifications to my life, atti-
tude, and ethic. Numerous times where I worried over
what these changes might bring into my life. Would I
like the new me? Would I be comfortable with the per-
son I was going to be? I did not know. It was a painful
period of my life, but the profound effects of the lessons
I learned continue to echo louder every day. While I
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may not have been allowed to participate with Carolina
Crown that season, attending that camp was a grandi-
ose decision. It beat me down, knocked me flat on my
back, and shattered me as a person. But it also gave me
the legs to stand back up on and the hands to dust me
back off. Most importantly, it revealed that change was
needed, and that change was made. It was a change that
included thousands of minute changes; some of which
are still being made two and a half years later. I would
not be half the person I am today if I had not had the
courage and willp.{)wer to restructure my life in the
manner I did. It was that weekend on which Matt Harl-
off inadvertently taugf?:w offe of t ost valuable les-
sons I learned to this day Sudgess is onlly found through

tireless effort. Talent matters n tﬁc .

x
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Fainting Beauty

July 5, 2018, was one of those days where the sky was
unbelievably blue, the clouds had formed any and every
shape, the sand was soft and warm, the waves were gen-
tle, and my family had just reached that rare fairytale
evening; one might refer to it as the perfect day. Unless
your name was Marlen Rosales and you were known for
dramatically fainting at the most inadequate times.

“MARLEN,” someone yelled.

I could not differentiate voices yet. To be exact I could
not even remember where I was at. All I could recall
was a castle...dwarves... or were they, midgets... I did not
know. What I did know was that my skin was burning
because the once warm sand now became excruciating-
ly hot the longer I laid there. More than willingly, I came
to consciousness, still unsure about what had happened.
As we made our way to the hospital, it was obvious that
I had ruined the trip. My dad exhaled angrily and sped
past all the cars, which blared like scared elephants.

The doctor had no new information to offer. She only
said what I already knew; my heart beat less than 60
beats per minute. And with slight movement, it beat a
third faster than it should.

“It’s called-” she began but I interrupted, “bradycardia.”

I had heard that word more times than I could count on
my fingers. I hated hospitals. They never actually

By: Marlen Rosales

helped me; they only gave me more depressing news.
While the doctor rambled on for ages, my mind began
to drift away.

A few years ago, I had transferred to a new soccer travel
team. This was when I first became aware of the fact that
I was starting to experience heart failure. Prior to this,
my dream to play professionally was at its peak. I would
spend afternoons sweating like a dog after a “silly ball”
as my Grandma used to say.

“I would not cut back on the sports,” the doctor advised,
causing me to lose my line of thoughts.

This was also a phrase I had heard over and over like a
trending song on the radio. I groaned and at once my
mom shot me a death glare, her eyes so sharp that I
instantly jerked. I smiled awkwardly but did not apol-
ogize. How was I expected to stretch a smile when I
knew that the doctor ‘authorizing’ sports did not mean
I would magically play better.

As soon as I walked through the door back from our
trip, my life was changing. Neither chocolate nor coffee
was brought into the house, doctor’s order. I was forced
to always carry my inhaler with me as if it were my fa-
vorite accessory. Worst of all, I had my parents hover-
ing over me so much, you would have thought I was a
criminal.

The scorching summer days were the worst for my
health. My soccer practices became a guessing game of
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whether I was going to faint or throw up. The coaches
smiled, but I could sense their doubt since my explana-
tion was always unusual.

“I get hot, sick, and dizzy and if I don't take a seat, I
faint,” I seethed.

“It’s hard for her to know when it’s gonna happen until
it’s too late of course,” Mother tried to make up for my
‘rude manners.

What I could not bring myself to admit was that it also
had a drag on my mental health. I no longer wanted to
give it my all, because instead of shooting for the stars I
would just get woozy and see the stars instead.

Throughout the years, these faintings became episodes.
They no longer happened only in soccer, but during
normal day-to-day activities.

“In the name of the Father, Son, and The Holy Spirit,”
Father Wilson finished praying.

Sundays were such a peaceful time for me. There was
nothing more comforting to me than standing in front
of the Cross because at that moment the line between
impossible and possible starts to fade. It's that feeling
where you can feel that glow from within, like a flame
that consumes you, and without a thought, a smile over-
takes your face. Mom even says that my stern Grand-
mother could go in and come out as the utmost saint.
So of course, fate had to ruin it for I got sick on one
beautiful Holy Mass.

“Mom, I feel dizzy;” I said as my consciousness left my
body and I entered a peaceful sleep.

Waking up from these episodes was like coming out of a
coma. My mind had still not caught up with all that had
occurred. Instead of listening to the cries trying to get
me conscious, I heard the beautiful chorus; I could have
sworn- if I were not in church- that it was the doors
of heaven calling for me. An angelic woman strolled to
me, her feet never quite touching the ground, and she
reached out to me.

“Give her this water,” I heard her tell my mom.
Now that I was back on planet earth I grasped what had

just taken place. My mother was crying and my broth-
er had his mouth open like a cave. The chapel fell into

a deep silence, where even my restrained breath was
heard by that one ancient, gray, and always conked out,
man.

Inevitably, tears raced down my cheeks, and I began
panting with a scorching hot breath. My dad, a hero
once again, swept me off my feet and dashed to the big
brown door. My parents held all my weight as I reck-
lessly walked into our car. It was at that moment that I
realized how radiant Downtown Aiken was. The church
was angelically white, the trees were vibrant green, and
the laughs of the tourists were graceful. Could it have
just been the sweat and tears in my eyes?

The day of reckoning came knocking at my door-more
accurately the church’s door-that very next Sunday.

“Mi Amor my love, you have to sit between your dad
and me,” Mom babbled repeatedly.

“Mom, shut-" I managed to catch myself.

I knew Mom was trying to help, but the whole church
was already watching me weirdly and her babying me
did not make it any better. The old ladies, who once
warmed my heart, muttered away about God knows
what, as I sat down.

Unfailingly, disaster came, knocked, and left. Without a
hum, I collapsed to the ground.

There’s not much that I can remember from that day,
because that was the first time I truly blacked out. There
was no blissful dream to grip on as my soul left my
body. There was no pain, no guilt, no emotions. I was
just numb.

I woke up in shock. It took me ten minutes to even re-
member where I was. By the time I regained conscious-
ness, we were already in the car; with a loud screech,
dad hit the brakes and shoved the gear to drive. So,
off we went to visit the hospital again. No words were
spoken on the way there, just sobbing, breathing, and a
deadened look from me.

“This was different,” Mom explained to the doctor.

“She gripped my hand and her eyes hit the back of her
head. It- It was like she was having a seizure”
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The procedures after those words were unknown to me.
Was this my life now? Fainting, unexpectedly, with no
reason? The doctor approached us in a ponderous man-
ner.

“I hate to say this, but we don’'t know what is going on
with you. We will have to run some tests.”

Months later, I realized those were the most comforting
words I would have received in a while. From that day
on, I've felt like a lab rat. Tested over and over with the
same results of, “We don’t know yet, but maybe the next
test can help us figure something out.”

It wasn't until fate smacked me in the face that I rec-
ognized the structure of life. This wasn't some cliched
happy ending where it all turns out okay. I did not have
the type of life where the grass was greener on the other
side; there was no rainbow after the rain either. My life
wasn’t one where the universe was on my side, and the
stars perfectly aligned. It was accepting the calamity in
life and simply trying to overcome it.
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I Never Got a Nose Job

I always understood the concept of how one simple ac-
tion can change the whole trajectory of someoness life,
but I never imagined it could happen to me. At last, my
foolproof plan was complete, and the greatest part was
yet to come. Until an actual fool came along and ruined
my plan. I was done with the consistent doctor visits
and having to worry about exceeding my body’s limits.
It was the last time I would have to return to this pesky
hospital, that only bare bad news. I could finally play
the sport I love. As I continued my day, I couldn’t wait
to tell my coach about the good news. I eagerly text-
ed him, “I'm cleared, finally, the doctor approved.” The
good news was shortly followed by another text saying,
“Sorry Coach, I'm out for the rest of the season.”
“Hey! Hey! Wake up, sweety! Don’t swallow the blood!”
said the nurse frantically as I woke up from choking on
my blood. She slowly picked up my head and told me
to spit in the trash can. I couldn’t see the trash can. The
crusty blood-filled gauzes and my swollen eyes blocked
my sight. I could tell the situation wasn’t that bad, by
the look on her face. She was relieved the CT scan was
done, more than me, even though I was the one who
almost met death.

“How did this even happen?” asked the nurse as I was
still spitting out blood.

“I got hit in the face with a baseball and now my nose is
broken,” I replied. She began to speak to me like a child,

“OMG, you poor girl. On the bright side, this means
you might get a nose job. Maybe a little Lolly will make
you feel better, and I'll bring you a blanket so you can
get snuggled up!” I was freezing, but not in pain.

My memory of my first ever baseball game will forever
be engraved in my mind. Of course, how could I forget
the day that changed my life? I was just enjoying my
boiled peanuts while talking to Katherine about some-
thing, but what were we talking about? Suddenly, every-
thing went silent. It was like someone quickly flipped
the light switch to the world, and for a brief second,
there was nothing but darkness. I shot up from my seat.
I could taste the blood as it began to flood my mouth.

“What happened? Why is there so much blood on the

By: Valerie Ruvalcaba

ground?” No one answered, but Katherine’s face said it
all. Ms. Cooper came running with gauzes and ice.

“Tilt your head forward and look down. Do not swallow
the blood!” she instructed me.

“Uhhbh...okay,” I replied. I could feel the goosebumps
traveling down my body as I looked down to see my
whole torso and legs covered in splashes of deep crim-
son red.

I could hear Ms. Cooper murmur under her breath that
it was definitely broken. My face, broken? My mind be-
gan to spiral into confusion. Although I knew every-
thing was turning into chaos, I knew I had to stay calm.
Katherine took my phone and called my mom. No an-
Swer.

I took oft my bloody sweatshirt and put it in my lap to
catch the blood from falling on Ms. Cooper’s car seats.
She was driving me to the hospital, the least I could do
was not spill blood in her car. She put extra gauzes next
to me for when I needed to change them out. The ice
pack she gave me began to melt and watered down the
blood. I didn’t want to make even more of a mess, so I
swallowed it. I always felt guilty when I knew someone
had to clean up my mess, literally, or metaphorically. I
couldn’t understand why my mind was focused on the
blood bath left on the baseball field and who would have
to clean it up. I already knew I had a problem with over-
thinking situations before, but I never knew it was this
bad. When Ms. Cooper told me she would take me to
the hospital, I instantly thought about the baseball play-
ers. What if someone else got hurt while she was taking
me to the hospital? Who would be there to help them?

The ride to the hospital wasn’t very interesting but defi-
nitely not one I'll forget. We listened to Miley Cyrus,
and I asked her some questions about the homework
for her class. She reassured me not to worry about any
schoolwork, and that she would email all my other
teachers to inform them of what happened, and even
get the work I would miss. This made me feel like she
really cared about my well-being, but at the same time, I
telt like that was my responsibility. Once again, the guilt
presented itself in abnormal situations.
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Upon entering the ER doors, the guard said we had to
put on face coverings. Ms. Cooper very intimidatingly
said, “Does it look like she can wear a mask right now?”
She took me by my arm guiding me to the front desk. I
turned back to the guard revealing my raw wound and
gruesome smile. He gave me a look of disgust with a
faint smile. Now I really began to worry about what my
face looked like. Was it really that bad? Whatever the
outcome of my face revealed, I knew I had to be thank-
ful it wasn’t any worse.

I couldn’t be admitted until one of my guardians was
present, so we sat in the ER waiting room, watching an
alligator documentary. I knew dad was going to have to
leave work early to come see me, but the thought of him
giving up his time to do something for me just didn't sit
right with me. At this point, I'd rather sit here and finish
the documentary, than uncover the soggy gauzes that
revealed my broken face.

“Valerie Rubalcaba?” called the nurse. I stood up too
fast and fell back down. I tried to get up and walk but
my head felt very heavy, and everything was spinning.

A nurse brought me a wheelchair and wheeled me into
a small room where they took my vitals, and behind us
followed my dad. I felt shameful that he had to see me
like this.

“How do you feel? Does your head hurt?” asked my dad.

“I feel okay, but there’s some pressure on my nose, and it
just feels like there’s a big marshmallow in my left nos-
tril” Little did I know that marshmallow was a dried
blood clot and boogers, holding back more blood. My
dad pulled out his phone and told me to smile. I asked
who he was sending it to, but he didn’t answer.

The doctor came into the room and gave me some
medicine. Before he could explain to dad what it was,
I had already swallowed it. He said they had to move
me into another room in case anyone else came into the
ER. I didn’t think about that. What if someone else was
in more need of assistance more than me, and I was in
their way to getting help? They wheeled me into another
room with a TV. The nurse said I could watch whatever
I wanted. After a while of waiting, I began to gradually
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feel my body become nonchalant. Is this was being on
drugs was like? I tried to lift my arm, but I felt weak.
The weight of my eyelashes was too much, and every-
thing shrank into darkness.

I became curious as to what the doctor gave me, so I
searched for my phone, to google the medicine. I patted
myself down, only to realize I was only wearing a hos-
pital gown.

“Where’s my clothes? Wait, my phone. Where’s my
phone? WAIT, how did I get undressed?” I couldn’t
think straight, till I saw mom next to me softly crying.

“Ma...AMA... MOM! When did you get here? When did
I get here? Why are you crying? Also, do you have my
phone?” She didn’t answer. I tapped on her shoulder,
and she pulled my phone out of her purse. She looked
at me with droopy puppy eyes. I could tell she was wor-
ried. Her guilt shifted on to me when I realized she felt
awful after not answering the phone.

“Mom, 'm okay. I'm fine. I'm just a little disfigured right
now but I'll be okay. If it makes you feel better, Dad
laughed at me and took a picture, but I don’t know who
he sent it to.” I tried my best to console her, but I was
never suitable in such situations.

“Check the family group chat”, said mom with a smile on
her face. I opened my phone to the picture dad took. I
was left speechless. I couldn’t believe that was my actual
face. My eyes were pufty and swollen, but my nose was
completely deformed. I opened my camera app to reas-
sure myself of what I was seeing. It only got worse. My
eyes were almost swollen shut, surrounded by purple
bruises, that leaked some blood into my eyes. I looked
like an inflated raccoon. The swelling only defined the
‘s’ shape of my nose. Even the slightest weep provoked a
great sense of pain.

“Did Ms. Cooper bring you here?” asked mom.

“Yeah. We were listening to Miley Cirus on the way
here. It’s funny because I didn’t see her as a Miley fan.” I
replied. At this point, I was really feeling the medicine. I
thought it would’ve worn oft after the nap. I laid on the
bed, looking up to the ceiling, trying to process the last
3hrs. Why me? I thought. Did I deserve this?

Then it hit me. It wasn’t my fault. I was just in the wrong
place at the wrong time. I even started to yell out of an-
ger at the person who threw the ball.

“Mami! Me quebraron mi narizita. La tenia tan bonita.
Ya esta madriada.’, I cried out, holding nothing back.

Mom tried to quiet me down, but I was too furious
cussing them out. A gentle knock sound on the door as
the doctor peeked his head into the room.

“Is everything alright in here? I'm guessing the medi-
cine is starting to kick in.”

“Some bitch broke my nose and now I'm ugly!”, I yell at
the doctor, but instant regret and humiliation coursed
through my body. I immediately apologized.

“Opp. I'm sorry. I don’t know why I just said that. I'm
really sorry.” I began to cry.

“No, no it’s okay. You have every right to be upset, but
I have some good news and bad news. Which do you
want first?” he asked me. I decided to just rip off the
Band-Aid. I knew whatever it was, it couldn’t get much
worse than this. The doctor told me my nose was bro-
ken into nine pieces. Somehow, I managed to feel even
worse. In addition to that, the artery in my left nostril
was torn open. The good news was that none of my
other facial bones were broken. The doctor said that it
could’ve punctured my sinuses.

After I was discharged from the hospital, we drove
around looking for an open pharmacy to get my pre-
scriptions. We ended up having to go to another hospi-
tal since nothing else was open. It was the same hospi-
tal I started off my day in, and ironically ended as well.
Maybe it was a sign, but what could it mean?

March 23rd, 2021: Nine tiny pieces finally reunited and
reconstructed. After having a broken nose for the past
2 weeks, I was finally going into surgery. The sooner I
would get the surgery, the closer I was to recovery, and
eventually back to normal. I was on the edge of getting
back what I'lost, and just like that, it was gone. I appreci-
ated myself for never losing hope. I knew that my acci-
dent wasn't destiny or fate. It was simply a setback. I was
so focused on other people and how I was letting them
down. When, in reality, I was forcing myself into places
where I didn’t fit. I scheduled my life into other people’s
planners. I was hit in the face with a baseball and all I
could think about was how it affected the people around
me. I needed to start considering myself when making
decisions, that'’s why I never got a nose job.
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Identity

Sometimes I never truly understood myself. I always
knew who I was and where I came from, but I never
comprehended how vital it was in my personal life. I
ways assumed that I was just another human being on
rth, but when my brother and I visited my moth-
f the family, I finally realized: my family made
as, and I was special.

always afraid of heights. Being in those
m Atlanta to Dallas Fort Worth and
e city of Oaxaca, Mexico - did not
fear.

two planes — o
one from Dallas
help him get over

“MAYDAY! MAYDAY!” Luis shrieked in fear as the
plane lowered altitu repare for landing.

“Luis! Hush!” T hissed
other passengers in fear

m, fearfully glancing at the
t we got in trouble.

Thankfully, no one said apything. I sighed in obvious
relief, leaning back in my $eat and trying to ignore the
horrible swooping feeling in my stomach as I recalled
the moment Luis and I had left behind our parents in
Atlanta. i

By: Urit Aguilar

The Atlanta airport had been cold, so I had worn my
light pink jacket that had been my birthday present, and
I was trying my best to not break down.

It was our first time leaving the country. How was I sup-
posed to keep it together?

“Cuidate a ti, y cuida bien a tu hermano,” Mama said,
hugging me tightly for the umpteenth time as the an-
nouncement for our flight came up again. (Take care of
yourself, and take good care of your brother)

“Si, mama, lo haré,” I said, hugging her just as tightly, if
not more. (Yes, Mom, I will)

Smiling slightly, Mama let go of me so that she could
hug Luis and I could hug Papa.

“No te voy a extrafar,” Papa joked. (I will not miss you)

I laughed at him sarcastically, both of us knowing very
wel(ll)that he would. “Qué gracioso, Papa.” (Very funny,
Da

He chuckled, then hugged me again. “Ay mija, tu sabes
bien qué si te voy a extrafar. %Oh, my daughter, you
know very well that I will miss you)
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“Ay si, como no.” (Yeah, sure)

We separated, and I picked up my backpack and my
very dark pink carry-on suitcase (borrowed from one of
Mamass friends) and waited for Luis to get his baggage
as well before we both turned away from our parents to
board an airplane for the very first time.

Once we arrived in Oaxaca, Mexico, one of Mama’s old-
er sisters, Rosalia, met us at the airport. Her stick-thin,
dark chocolate appearance did not surprise me, as I had
already seen photos of her in Mamas WhatsApp and
Facebook, but what surprised me was her height. I was
in no way prepared for her short stature, but luckily, she
did not notice, instead being too busy hugging me and
Luis tightly enough to squeeze all our organs out.

“Qué gusto por fin conocerlos,” She said. (How nice to
finally meet you)

“Hola, Tia,” I said shyly, for I had barely known her,
hugging her back.

She introduced us to her oldest two children, both girls,
named Karen and Getsemani. They were polite, but not
really close to us, and on our first morning in Oaxaca,
they left for school in the city.

For two days we stayed with our Tia Rosalia, first in the
city of Oaxaca, then in the small town of Puerto Escon-
dido, where we stayed for a week. During that time, I
met Tia Rosalia’s youngest child, José Rodolfo, who was
my age, but when he got sick and did not recuperate, Tia
Rosalia took us to the small town of Pinotepa, where we
met Mama’s youngest sibling, our Tio José Luis, and his
small daughters, Evelyn, Lupita, and Sofia.

Not even staying one night with Tio José Luis and our
cousins, Luis and I were shipped off to the small town
of Santa Maria Cortijos to meet Mama’s parents for the
first time.

We arrived in Cortijos at around six or seven in the eve-
ning. The sun was already setting, and not one soul was
out and about, making Cortijos seem desolate and even
a little abandoned, and its small, shabby houses and
dusty dirt roads were not helping with the scenery.

I was apprehensive as I stared outside the window. Is
this where my brother and I were to stay for a week?

“No es mucho, pero no es tan mal,” Tio José Luis said as
the old, weather-beaten forest-green truck pulled into
our grandparents’ shaded driveway. (It is not much, but
it is not that bad)

“L6 dudo,” I said quietly under breath, nobody but me
hearing it. (I doubt it)

Mama’s parents came out to greet us as we got out of
the truck with some hesitancy;, still not accustomed to
living conditions such as those: no plumbing, no prop-
er electricity, no sewage, no air conditioning, no doors,
and some of the houses did not even have bathrooms.

In my opinion, it was worse than just bad. It was appall-
ing.

A few days into our stay with our grandparents, we
went exploring around with our grandmother, visiting
all her neighbors and meeting more relatives, includ-
ing our grandmother’s sister, her cousins, and Mama’s
only younger sister, our Tia Antonia, along with her two
sons, Obéd and Carlos. Some lived in the same condi-
tions as our grandparents, but some people had it worse
- one house didn’t even have a proper bathroom. At ev-
ery house — except for Tia Antonia - had the same hor-
rid living arrangements, and I was positively alarmed
by how they seemed to not care.

It helped me understand where half of me came from.

We had fun with Obéd and Carlos all the time, and met
one of our older cousins, Roxanna, as she came back
to visit on her break from school. We hung out in Pi-
notepa, walking around the streets and buying whatever
we liked best and eating delicious golden tacos from the
street vendors scattered throughout the busy colorful
streets.

Throughout those days, I learned more about Mama’s
family and its size and history. At first, I was baffled, but
as the stories became clearer, so did my understanding
of where half of me came from.

On the last day of our stay, we had the bittersweet luck
to see a festival that was passing by Cortijos, and we
saw all the traditional dances and customs that all my
family in Cortijos had to offer.

It was in the darkness of nighttime, so the townspeople
had lit a bonfire whose sparks almost reached the top
of the old church. The fire lit everything around the
church as we watched. Most people wore regular cloth-
ing, having just returned from a long, grueling day of
work, but some wore bright-colored traditional cloth-
ing, complete with sombreros and tapping shoes. They
sang loudly, danced, and laughed, making the fiery
atmosphere all around Cortijos seem joyful and full of
life.

The sheer joy of it all took my breath away, and at that
moment, | knew that my family was not only able to
live through every hardship that life threw at them, but
we had life, and that made them - us - special.
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Impatience is Painful

I was five years old, and about to have to get a pixie cut at
a funeral. If you have ever talked to a five-year-old, you
know how impatient and restless they can be at times.
I was extremely impatient as a child, which got me into
some trouble the day of my Great Granny’s funeral.

It was Spring of 2010: the day of my Granny’s funeral.
Pollen was filling the air outside and coating the hoods
of cars and making my little nose runny and the back of
my tiny throat itchy. It was a sad day for my whole fam-
ily knowing we would never see her again, but a happy
one as well; we knew she was finally in a better place.
Granny was a short lady, with curly gray-white hair, and
the most contagious laugh you would ever hear.

Granny’s visitation and funeral were on the same day.
The visitation started at 10:00 a.m. and was supposed
to end at 11:00 a.m. and the funeral was supposed to
start at 11:00 a.m. and end 12:00 p.m. I had been at the
funeral home all morning surrounded by the big bas-
kets of colorful flowers, with the sweet scents of them
perfuming the air. I was growing restless and impatient,
bouncing my knees up and down in my chair; I was so
ready to leave. Especially in the time in between the vis-
itation of her body and the funeral service.

In the lobby of the funeral home, waiting for the service
to start, I was sitting between two chairs doing every-
thing I could to pass the time: played with the raggedy
pieces of carpet that stuck out farther than the rest,
tightened and untightened my shoes, I even drew pic-
tures on the floor with my finger using my imagination
to see what I had drawn. My mom was in the chair to
my right, and her mom, my Nan, was in the one to my
left. T sat there fiddling with the bottom of my mom’s
long, flowy black dress until she got irritated enough to
tell me to stop. When she told me to stop, I had to fig-
ure out something else to do to help pass the time. That
was when I decided to dig through my Nan’s huge bulky
purse.

The purse was filled to the brim with things like pens,
tissues, lipstick, nail clippers, keys, wallets, gum, and
tiny bottles of hand sanitizer. I dug through her purse

By: Karli Seabolt
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and pulled out different little trinkets until I found one
thing that intrigued me the most: a turquoise comb,
with three rows of thick, staggered bristles that had a
pink and white stripe circling the tips of each one.

I brushed through my long, wavy brown hair with the
comb to get any knots or tangles out of it. After that, I
sectioned a huge piece of hair, right in the front of my
head that was like a curtain over my face. I started at the
end of that thick piece of hair, and I twisted the comb to
the top of my head. I pulled it through until the chunk
of hair was set free at the end.

I twisted my hair into the comb and pulled it through
multiple times before what I thought would not happen,
did. The comb got stuck. Right at the roots of the hair
section. I did not say anything to my mom or my Nan
in fear of getting in trouble. They did not even know I
was playing with the comb because when I found it, I
scurried under my mom’s chair so they could not see
me fiddling with it. I knew they would have told me to
stop so it would not get caught in my hair.

I fidgeted with the comb to try and set it free. I pulled
and tugged, only making the knot tighter. I finally de-
cided the best choice would be to tell my mom. When I
stood up from underneath the chair, I heard a loud gasp
and my mom said, in a loud and nervous voice, “Karli,
what did you do?” I then told her what I had been doing
with the comb, and she became more annoyed because
this was something she had told me not to do many
times before.

My mom and my Nan tried to get the tight knot that
the comb was caught in out of my hair for about fifteen
minutes with no luck. Everyone around was trying to
help: my dad, my grandad, my aunts, and uncles. Still,
no luck. My mom was getting nervous as 11:00 a.m.
crept closer and closer.

I started getting a headache as everyone jerked at the
comb in my hair, and because of the jerking, the knot at
this point was even bigger and tighter than before. The
only choice now was to cut my hair.

My mom used her brand new BlackBerry phone to call
her best friend, Jennifer, who was a hairstylist, to come
and cut the comb out of my hair. It took her about twen-
ty minutes to get there, and by this time 11:00 a.m. had
already passed and everyone was waiting for me to get

the comb out of my hair so they could begin the service.
The service was delayed.

When Jennifer arrived, she had her black bag
that held many pairs of shiny small scissors and a bunch
of hair styling products like hair spray and hair oils.
Before going straight into cutting my hair, she decid-
ed to try getting the comb out first. I was very thank-
ful for that, because since the comb was at the top of
my head, I would have had to get a pixie cut. She pulled
and tugged and cut a few small pieces of hair that had
no chance of getting untangled and was able to get the
comb out!

When the comb was finally out of my hair, she brushed
through the piece it was stuck in with various prod-
ucts and oils to get any other tangles out, and to help
fix the broken pieces of hair that had been ripped out of
my scalp. My mom and I were so thankful she was able
to get the comb out, and my Nan as well since it was her
favorite comb.

The funeral service was finally able to start. After the
service, my mom was not too happy with me but was
happy the comb was out and that I still had all my hair.

This was an incredibly sad day for me and my family,
but looking back on it now, 11 years later, it is some-
thing we laugh at. My family still says, “Karli, you made
Granny late to her own funeral!”

Even though it is funny now, I learned an especially im-
portant lesson that day. Patience is key. If I would have
just waited a few more minutes and just sat between the
two chairs patiently, I would not have “Made Granny
late to her own funeral” Impatience is painful and can
make you wait even longer than you originally would
have. Even if it does not make you wait longer, it can
make time feel as if it is going in slow-motion and will
make you feel as if you are waiting longer than you are.
Patience is key.
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My Baby By: Grace Ann Thompkins

1”

My mom shouted excitingly, “I am pregnant!” My eyes
were big as golf balls when I heard those two unexpect-
ed words. Change is the one thing that I have always
feared. Something that was unknown made my smooth
skin crawl. A crazy number of questions were zipping
through my brain. Will this new baby be like me? Will
this new baby even like me? Will I be forgotten when
this new baby comes? Should I be happy or scared for
my future?

Meanwhile, the room was chilly and the most basic
room I had ever been in. There was a television, but it
was on the news channel which did not interest me. The
sound on the television was very faint, but the room was
still silent enough for it to be heard. I was a youngling,
so I did not understand the news anyway. I was sitting
on the cold floor up against a wall instead of sitting in
the comfy chairs. I was shaking in my boots. Listening
to the clock tick; playing my DS helped calm my nerves.
Every time I heard squeaky footsteps coming down the
hallway I felt like a scared puppy. Little did I know my
world was about to be rocked.
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Eventually, I heard footsteps coming toward the ice-cold
waiting room. When my dad came around the corner,
I started grinning from ear to ear. My dad said with a
smile, “Your new baby sister is here.” Those words terri-
fied me, and I had a million questions spiraling through
my brain once again. At this moment, I was determined
to meet my new sister. Even though I felt like my stom-
ach was empty and my nerves were shot. I finally got
enough courage to move my miniature legs towards the
delivery room.

Next thing I knew was my little body was standing in
front of the door my new baby sister was in. I went in-
side with my head down and chill bumps all over me.
The room was very dull like a cloudy day. When I sat
in the chair this tiny human was placed into my arms,
and I was scared at first because she looked like a baby
alien. I really wanted her to open her eyes, so I knew
she was alive and not just my young crazy imagination.
The thought of pinching myself to make sure I was not
dreaming did cross my mind. Finally deciding to make
eye contact with my mom I said, “This is my baby” My
mom smirked at me then started talking to my dad
about something. I was not interested in what they were
saying; instead my attention was on my new baby sister
that I did not want to let out of my sight. The blanket
that was wrapped so tightly around her felt very silky.
Holding her in my arms at that moment was the best
thing ever. I wanted to let the tears flow like a waterfall
but that was the moment I realized being strong was my
life from here on out for her.

Then the shrill crying started. All day every day Ianlee
cried. This changed everything for not only me but ev-
eryone in my family. I watched as the attention drifted
away from me to her as time went on, because we found
out she had colic. Playing outside was the thing I did
most during this time because her crying hurt my feel-
ings a lot. I even dreamed of a baby crying most nights.
This devastated me because I was too young to under-
stand that I could not help her. This made me realize
back then that I cannot help everyone in this world even
if I try.

For instance, my nights changed from sleeping alone
to sleeping with someone. I would sneak into Ianlee’s
crib most nights just to comfort her. She was always fast
asleep but the thought of her being alone always fright-
ened me. Being with her made me so carefree. Most
nights I just needed a little snuggle with her. This would
normally lead to me getting in trouble, but it was always
worth the risk.

On the other hand, I now had someone I could teach
things to and grow with. Teaching Ianlee things start-
ed to become my goal. When she was 10 months old, I
taught her how to walk by moving her toys away from
her. I tricked her into it which made her rage a lot. That
rage always changed into a smile once she took some
steps though. I would do this with her all day just so I
could hear that silly giggle she had.

Next, I taught her how to ride her bike when she was 4
years old. My parents did not think this was a brilliant
idea; I thought otherwise. I was scared that this might
involve some crying, but I was hoping for the best. I
took the training wheels off her bike and held her up
while she pedaled. I would close my nervous eyes every
time I let go of her. A few scrapes on the knees later and
she was a professional for her age. Teaching her how to
swim was another thing I did when she was only 4 years
old. It was not easy trying to explain how to do this to
a child, so I had to change things so she could under-
stand better. Once Ianlee learned how she kept repeat-
ing, “Again! Again!” I felt immensely proud of not only
her but myself after this day.

Lastly, the most important thing in my eyes that I taught
her was how to play softball. She was 7 years old just
like I was when I learned how to play. Since I love soft-
ball teaching her, made me excited for her. This one
was more difficult than the other things I taught her. I
changed from focusing on playing softball and started
focusing on her playing softball. Sometimes when I was
helping her practice, I had to remember that she just
started playing. I had to change the way I talked to her
so she would not get upset with me. Ianlee would always
ask happily, “Are you coming to my game tonight?” I
struggled to get to most of her games because my sched-
ule was so busy, but I was trying to alter that for her. She
has not changed her mind yet about playing softball, but
I am keeping my fingers crossed just to be safe.

Still, my baby sister has changed my life for the bet-
ter. Now she crawls into my bed every night to cuddle
instead. These past nine years with her have not only
made me a better person but helped me keep going in
this thing called life. Sometimes change is not always
bad, especially if you get a new baby sister out of it.
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New Forever

I felt as if the past 8 years had no other service than to
lead up to this moment. Tears overwhelmed my face as
I first laid eyes on her. My brother fell to his knees in
tears of utter joy. Finally... after so long, they were final-
ly getting married. She was wrapped in white silk and
lace that was absolutely breathtaking in its elegance. The
church was filled with rose-colored flowers and beauti-
ful greenery that looked almost as if we were in a fairy
tale. As she made her way down the aisle, the closer she
was to become my forever friend and sister.

All of our past memories rushed through my head.
From when we first met when she and my brother start-
ed dating, to now, as I see her walking into a new be-
ginning in life. I was around 10 when Aslyn and Ethan
first started their journey. Just in 4th grade, I met this
girl who was full of energy and life that sparked the big-
gest smile on my brother’s face. Up until now, we have
shared many laughs, cries, shopping and coffee dates,
and heart-warming conversations.

Around middle school, I was at that stage in life where
I didn’t know who I wanted my friends to be, what per-
sonality I wanted to display, or where I wanted to go
in the future. Throughout this important time period,
Aslyn never failed to engage in deep conversations over
coffee with me. She made sure I knew that God was al-
ways with me and His plan for me was perfect. She is the
one to thank for the strong faith that I have currently.
Because I've always looked up to Aslyn as my sister, I
didn’t think their wedding would change anything for
me. Little did I know, their wedding shaped my way of
life, my goals for the future, and my relationship with
my loved one, Dylan.

Growing up with all boys in the house was some sort of
rodeo. I learned to be tough as my two brothers would
always try to pick fights with me. They soon learned to
not mess with me as I had the sharpest canine teeth a
girl could have (their arms would almost always have
indents). As I had developed this tomboy stubbornness,
Aslyn slowly peeled back my layers of love, sympathy,
and kindness. She was always the sister I dreamed of.

“Hey Katie, could you help me put my necklace on?”
Aslyn asked me. I, of course, told her I would as we were
minutes away from sending her oft down the aisle. She
brushed her hair off to one side, and as soon as my hand
lightly brushed her soft skin on her shoulders, I again

By: Katie Pifer

engaged in streams of tears. “What’s wrong?” she asked
me. I found myself lost for words. I was overwhelmed
with happiness, anxiousness, and excitement. “I'm just
so happy” was all I could respond with as I was trying to
control my breath.

My tongue became buried with the salt from my tears.
I realized, at this moment, I needed to get a hold of
myself. As the service began and Aslyn’s father handed
her to Ethan, our youth pastor commenced the wed-
ding. The church where the wedding took place was the
church all of my family has grown up in, and the place
where Ethan and Aslyn first met. Religion has always
been an important factor in their lives, and they always
put God first, above everything. Since I grew up in the
church, I've always known who God was and how He
sent His son to die on the cross for our sins. But I didn't
know the full importance of His presence within rela-
tionships until this day.

Their wedding was far from normal. Before the “you
may kiss the bride” part that everyone loves, they held a
worship service. Yes! A worship service! They wanted to
stop the wedding to thank their God for providing them
with each other. If that’s not love, I don't know what is!
In that moment of worship, I decided I wanted God to
change my life and relationship with my boyfriend.

Even after all the tears that were shed from Aslyn as
she knew she was walking into her forever, she looked
beautiful as always. Finally, they engaged in the kiss
that signifies their love, devotion, and respect for each
other. Then, departure for the wedding reception be-
gan. About an hour later, we all arrived at the North
Augusta Community Center. It was just as beautiful as
the church, filled with greenery, flowers, lights, and the
happiness of others. Every circular table was covered
with a white table cloth topped with painted glass bot-
tles filled with flower assortments increasing the warm
rustic feel of the building. We engorged in delicious bar-
becue with choices of sweet tea, lemonade, water, or the
fizziest (non-alcoholic) sparkling juices to wash it down
with. I, of course, filled my plate up with a hot, mouth-
watering hash, rice, and pulled pork that was screaming
to get in my stomach. With bellies full and smiles high,
the dancing began!
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Many dances to the “Church Clap” and raps of “Fergali-
cious” later, I stood back and appreciated all of the loved
ones and friends that surrounded Ethan and Aslyn.
They have created the strongest friendships over the
years who have nothing but love for my family.

I then look at my best friend and first love in awe and
excitement of what our future entails, hoping we will
find and create the many special relationships that
Ethan and Aslyn have. Later, everyone lines up to send
them off on their way. With a wooden stick accompa-
nied by pink and navy ribbons flowing in the wind and
little bells that ring of happiness in everyone’s fist, they
make their way down to the car, hand-in-hand.

From that day on, I never stopped thinking about Ethan
and Aslyn’s wedding. From the worship service to the
food to the terrible dancing and singing, their special
day was also mine as well. Their relationship set so
many aspirations for Dylan and me to follow. They are
living proof that loving God and others is the true key
to their fairy tale life.




No One Is Perfect

I stepped out of my car sweating. My body was sub-
merged with sweat because I could not stop my mind
from wondering about all the things that could go hor-
ribly wrong. I so desperately wanted to enjoy my first
day on the job. Afterall, it was supposed to be some-
thing exciting. However, I simply was just a bundle of
nerves. The feeling of nervousness got worse with each
step I took towards the door. I wanted to run back to my
car and drive home. I thought to myself “Maybe if you
go now no one will see you.” But instead, I mustered up
the courage and walked straight into those Food Lion
doors thinking to myself “Here we go.”

When walking through the sliding doors of Food Lion I
was instantaneously hit by the noise of many customers
waiting to have their groceries scanned and bagged. I
saw five registers open that had lines filled to the end of
the aisles. However, I noticed that cash register number
four was empty, and I knew that it would be my destina-
tion for the next 5 hours. On the way to the manager’s
office, I was stopped by a fellow coworker. He was tall
and sweaty, and he had a beard that was groomed deli-
cately. He reminded me of a jolly green giant. “Welcome
to the lion squad,” he said as he reached out his hand to
give me a handshake. I reluctantly held out my hand to
him knowing that my hands had not yet had the chance
to stop sweating so profusely. I just hoped that he would
have enough politeness to not mention the sweat he felt
when my hand met his. However, my hopes were shat-
tered when he said, “dang man your hands are sweaty”
I did not know how to react or what to do, so I simply
gave him a smile and proceeded back to walking to the
manager’s office.

When stepping into the manager’s office, I greeted her
and asked what she would like me to do. Reading her
name tag, I learned that her name was Shonda. My first
impression of her was that she was not the friendliest.
She did not look up when telling me what to do or even
help guide me to where I should be going. Instead, she
simply said “Anissa will be training you go to register
four and wait.” I walked out of the office doors praying
that Anissa would be a kinder soul. I impatiently waited
on Anissa when I arrived at register four. Two minutes
had gone by, and I began to wonder if she was ever go-
ing to come. The longer I stood there the longer angry
customers would race to come to my line in hopes that
I was open, but all I could do was tell them I was indeed
closed.

After standing there for what felt like forever, a short
African American girl with an afro walked up to me.

By: Makayla Smith

She was nice and perky and had teeth that stuck out
like donkey off the movie Shrek. I felt safe for a second
knowing that she was going to be there to help me. She
turned on the register light above my head and said,
“Let’s get started” Immediately customers flooded into
my line throwing their items onto the conveyor belt. I
watched closely as she rang up the first two customers’
items. She would put cold items into blue bags and all
the other items into white bags. When it was time for
the customer to pay, she would ask them for an MVP
card that allowed them to get discounts on certain
items. These two customers were simple. They had the
MVP card and they paid with cash or card. It seemed so
easy. It seemed as if it were something I could handle on
my own. Anissa must have felt this way too because she
returned to her register the moment she was done with
them and simply said to me, “If you need any help just
let me know.”

As Anissa walked away, I felt nothing but panic and
suddenly everything that I had just watched her demon-
strate to me left my mind. I was scared. But the custom-
ers needed their items scanned and bagged and it was
my job to do just that. So, I began ringing this sweet
old lady’s groceries. When I got to the end, I asked for
her MVP card. Thankfully, she had hers prepped and
ready for me to scan. When telling her the total I was
expecting her to hand me cash or insert her card like
the first two customers had previously done. It had not
dawned on me that there were more than two ways to
pay for things. Instead, she handed me a check that had
no writing on it. I froze for a second wondering what I
was supposed to do with a check. I had no prior knowl-
edge of anything involving a check. I felt stuck. I knew
that Anissa had told me I could call on her for help, but
I wanted to prove that I could complete a transaction on
my own. However, there was only one way out of this sit-
uation and that way was asking Anissa for help. So, after
a long-drawn-out moment of staring, and the sound of
angry whispers from customers waiting impatiently on
me to decide what I should do, I yelled for Anissa to as-
sist me. In a hurry, she came over to me and handled the
situation. I paid close attention to each step she made in
hopes that in the future I would be prepared. Shakingly,
I then handed the lady her receipt while telling her to
have a good day. Anissa returned to her register, and I
was left alone once again to fend for myself.
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The next three hours went by decently. I repeated the
same cycle of scanning, bagging, totaling, and handing
out receipts. I spent most of my time observing each
customer that came through the doors. Most were old
and would come in to buy lots of wine. Others were
young and would come in for things like snacks and
white claws. I liked to play a guessing game on which
customers would pay with food stamps. It was obvious
for most, but some customers shocked me when they
pulled out the EBT card that was decorated with a pic-
ture of all types of fruits and veggies on the front. Re-
gardless of what they looked like or what they were buy-
ing I greeted each person with a smile and asked them
about their day. The customers liked that. I was nice to
them, and they were nice to me. Everything was going
smoothly. Until I messed up this one man’s change. He
was not one of those customers that would stand and
have a conversation with me.

Instead, he placed his items on the conveyor belt, and
stood watching me scan each item closely without a
word. When it came time to pay, I asked him for his
MVP card. He handed it to me and then in exchange
I told him his total. It all went wrong when he hand-
ed me his cash. When typing in the amount of cash he
handed me, I clicked the wrong button and as a result
his change was wrong. Again, I froze. In the back of my
mind, I knew that all I had to do was pull out a calcu-
lator and correct my mistake. But the feeling of doom
overpowered me to the point where I could not think
properly. After going back and forth with my mind on
what to do next, I finally just handed him the change
I had in hopes that he would not notice. However, he
quickly realized and told said, “No maam this is not
correct” I needed Anissa. I did not what to admit that
I needed her, but I did. I needed her badly. So, I called
her on the loudspeaker. In a hurry, she rushed to me
once again and handled the issue with grace. As the an-
gry customer left the store, I thanked her and sighed.
I could not believe I had messed up once again. What
kind of employee was I?

Time came for me to leave. As I walked out of the slid-
ing doors and back to my car, I was able to feel a sense
of calmness. I felt relief knowing that I could get in my
car and drive far away from all the angry customers and
machines that I did not know how to operate. I was able
to drive home, just me and my tears. I cried because I

knew that this was only a test run and that tomorrow, I
would have to do it all over again. To stop myself from
crying, I told myself that tomorrow would be better. I
just had to allow myself to get better. Afterall, no one is
perfect.
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Paths That Lead to Nowhere

Twigs and leaves snapped under my feet as I paced
around the lonely forest. I tried my hardest to recite
which direction I came from, but everything looked the
same. By now the humidity had caused my face to be
sticky and my hair a frizzy mess, but I couldn’t bring
myself to care. The pit in my stomach deepened with
every step I took in what could’ve been the wrong di-
rection. I always heard stories of people getting lost, but
I never in my thirteen years imagined it would happen
to me.

“Can I walk down the power line?” I asked my sister. We
had just finished watching a show that I don’t remember
the name of. “I don’t care. Take your phone,” she replied
without looking at me. At the time we lived in a dou-
ble-wide trailer that was surrounded by woods, and di-
rectly beside it was a power line, with a narrow dirt trail
underneath it that was about a mile long. Walking down
the path was easily my favorite thing to do; I'd pretend
to be a character in my favorite apocalypse shows, run-
ning down and chasing zombies or defending myself
against a pack of crazed killers.

It was no different today, as I walked to our kitchen and

grabbed a steak knife out of the drawer. Of course, I
wasn't allowed to play with knives, but with my par-
ents away on a work outage I knew I wouldn't get in
trouble. After retrieving my idea of a weapon, I saun-
tered towards the front door; my dog Sophie was be-
hind me.

I walked past our trampoline, and the old rotting tree-
house down to the familiar path that always seemed
to ignite my imagination. It wasn’t a beautiful path by
any means; it was patchy and bumpy and had about ten
years worth of litter and aged, fragmented toys that had
been there for so long that they had molded to the shape
of the trail. That didn’t make me love it any less.

I strolled down my usual route, glancing behind me
every so often to make sure Sophie was following. As
I was walking, I studied the cheap knife in my hand. It
had a black handle and didn’t look like it could injure a
well-cooked steak. “Some weapon,” I muttered to my-
self. But I'm sure it held up just fine against imaginary
zombies.

By: Paige Scarlett

I'd finally reached the end of the trail, but my yearning
for adventure wasn't quite satisfied. Still, I was intent
on forcing myself to go back home, when a long, fallen
down tree interrupted me. I thought it might be fun to
climb on if it were sturdier; I was surprised that I never
noticed it before. Then I thought for a moment.

“If I missed this large, fallen down tree before when it’s
in plain sight, what else am I missing?” I mused. I've
always had the desire to be surrounded by woods, but
never acted on it due to the fear of not finding my way
back. But I figured if I only went a little bit, then I could
use the fallen down tree as a guide. “Yeah, I'll be fine” I
shrugged and went on my way.

I was lured farther into the forest by the lanky, beauti-
ful trees. I stopped a few times to breathe in the trop-
ical, yet humid air. Though it was hot, and would’ve
been unpleasant to me any other day, it felt fitting with
the smell of rain lingering in the air and the fresh orbs
of water rolling off the emerald leaves.

“I could live out here,” I mumbled without thinking,
and in my mind it was true. I kept following the paths
that led to nowhere, in awe of this wooded wonderland
that I never had the guts to explore. After a while, my
euphoric state of mind vanished; my knees were grow-
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ing tired, and the dryness of my mouth was making
my throat hurt. I turned to start on my way home, only
to realize that every direction looked the same. I felt a
slight twinge in my heart. “This isn’t good.” I whispered.

I knew panicking wouldn’t do me any good, so I forced
myself to keep my breathing as even as possible. I wiped
the sweat oft my forehead and pushed my untamed hair
behind my ears, choosing a direction and praying it
would be the right one. I could feel my heart beating
rapidly in my chest; I grasped the fabric of my pant legs
in a desperate attempt to soothe my growing panic. I
realized that Sophie had abandoned me. Now not only
was I lost, but now I was all alone.

The lump in my throat felt more like a stone that grew
bigger by the minute. I knew this was unlikely. I kept
going but I knew I wasn't any closer to my destination;
the paths I was taking still led nowhere.I somehow
came across a log that was surrounded by much skinni-
er, straggly tree saplings. I decided I would sit down and
text somebody, because it was either that or continue
to wander around helplessly.

As T indecisively stared at the brightly lit screen in my
hands, I noticed that my phone was on twelve percent.
I needed to decide who I would message, and I need-
ed to do it fast. Although the fear that I was lost was
intense, it amounted to nothing in comparison to the
overwhelming trepidation that came with the thought
of getting in trouble, or of getting my sister, who was
responsible for me at the time, in trouble. I couldn’t text
anyone who might call my parents.

I decided to text Dallas, a former friend that I had com-
plicated history with. We rarely spoke to each other
anymore, so to me it was perfect. He didn’t even know
my parents, so it's not like he could tell them even if he
wanted to. It took me a few minutes to find the courage
to text him, and once I finally did the pit in my stom-
ach sunk impossibly deeper.

Dallas didn’t respond right away, which did nothing to
soothe my frantic nerves. No matter how many deep
breaths I took or how much of my shirt fabric I wringed
in my hands, I couldn’t shake the uneasiness I felt in
my entire body. I got up from the log and began pac-
ing. I could hear the chorus of birds chirping happily in
the distance, and I watched as a train of ants marched
around the side of the log, all oblivious to my personal
crisis.

I got the notification that Dallas had texted me after what
telt like years, and now I was nervous for a whole new
reason; I hadn’t spoken to him in months. I clicked the
notification with shaky hands, hoping to read a short
piece of advice or maybe some consolation. But not for
the first time, Dallas disappointed me.

“I don't really know what you want me to do about
that,” were the words on the screen. That was the last leg
that my hope was standing on, and now it came crash-
ing to the forest floor. I sighed and turned my phone
off, slipping it into my pocket. I picked up the useless
steak knife and decided to try a different direction. The
tears in my eyes were threatening to spill like water that
had been left running for too long, but I blinked them
away until my vision was no longer blurry.

Feeling stupid for texting Dallas, who I knew didn't
care about me, I knew that the only way I was getting
out of these woods was myself and by the grace of
God. Knowing this didn’t make me feel any more con-
fident, however. With the severity of the situation, I
could no longer stave off the anxiety that was steadily
crawling its way up my throat. My breath came out in
uneven spurts, and I couldn’t keep the tears at bay any
longer. I was getting ready to break down and call my
mom, when God must've decided my torture had lasted
long enough.

I saw a shed. A shed, that wasn’t anything worth look-
ing at any other day of the week had become my bea-
con of hope. I followed the shed and found that there
was a house directly beside it, and I was hoping that no
one was outside; thankfully there wasn’t. The house was
right beside my old bus stop, so I knew where I was, and
I knew how to get home. I let out a breath I didn’t know
I was holding and began my journey back home.

I decided that I would start listening to my mother. She
was always on my case about safety, and even though
her incessant nagging became like nails on a chalk board
after so long, I realized she was right. Had I heeded her
warning, I would’ve never found myself in this predic-
ament. Another thing I realized was how real God and
his mercy were. “Thank you, God for allowing me to
find my way out. And thank you also for my mom not
being home”” I prayed softly.
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StitChed BliSS By: Brandon Moore

“Could we go see him? Since we’re here and everything?”

“Are you sure you want to?” Even I was unsure but compelled to see him. Something deep inside me yearned to see
how he was doing. I missed him.

“Yes, can we please?”

My Nana sat there in her leather seat; her golden straw hair reflected the sun as she debated to answer this ques-
tion. The thought of visiting Papaw after their divorce, rekindling the flames of tragedy that befell our family
fueled me with anguish. It was a cataclysm that seized our family, rending it apart.”

Fine, we can, but DON’T tell your moma.”

“I won't, don’t worry”

Wagner was such an ancient town in my eyes; a ghost town only travelers would venture through. My grandparents
and my parents went there. Buildings aged, decaying houses, signs faded, the settlement looked like it was near the
Dust Bowl. It felt like a lost home, a place I lived in perhaps, another life. Wagner felt like a sanctuary, but a mem-
ory. Leaving home for a weekend with Nana and Papaw was a ritual for my brother and I. It was relaxing to see
them and spend time on the farm, taking care of the animals and picking vegetables from the garden with Papaw.
Those days were over. Ever since Nana divorced him, an immense divide had torn apart the family. As a child, I
couldn’t understand this. Why do families pretend the other didn't exist, then precede to hate each other as if they
were enemies in a forever-lasting war?

The drive through town felt like an eternity, a stasis in time where seconds felt like eons. Looking out the window,
one couldn’t help but notice the scratches and dirt on it. As a child, shapes and pictures originated from these
elements. To travel from the heart of Wagner to his house, one had to drive through a tunnel of trees. This tunnel
brought back memories of voyaging with Nana and Papaw when the family was together and happy. Seeing empty,
perishing constructions erected in the dry landscape put the perceiver in a gloomy haze. As we approached the
rustic drive-in, a torrent of emotions hit me. It felt like a lifetime. A complete life lost to the deep abyss of darkness
and sorrow. I envisioned the life of a small child knelt in the corner, head buried in his legs, crying, lost, and sur-
rounded by silence and despair.

As I investigated the wasteland commonly crowded with animals, I discovered none. They were absent from sight.
The environment was desolate, lamented, abandoned; the world was roaring with silence. The memories of my
youth escaping, dying one by one as if suffocated with each breath taken. The warmth and emotions of solitude fled
from me. In return, a barrage of thoughts haunted me: Had my childhood been a lie? Were our happiness and love
a facade? The warmth and emotions of solitude escaped from me. This place was no longer recognizable, remnants
of a past long forgotten.

This house used to be a symbol of the family, when they were together, where nothing in the world could challenge
our bond. After the divorce, she left, leaving him in the barren ruins of a once happy home. Papaw now lived here,
like a shade lost in history. Once we passed the field, the vehicle came to a stop. My heart sunk into an infinite void.
My body, overcome with dejection, each step became a tenuous task. The house was in ruins-moss and dust swal-
lowed it whole; dense grass and rusted gates encompassing the front yard. Nana seemed unaltered, sashaying as if
this was a fashion show or a game. As her hands dripped upon the tarnished gate, it felt like a gateway to another
realm-lost, forgotten. An old-world disguised with blissful memories.
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I followed Nana into the house, but it didn't feel like the house of my childhood. Upon entering, all life vanished,
stolen. Upon entering the kitchen, standing behind the counter, he was there. Time froze as time drug across ex-
istence. The room once held memories of happiness, festivities, unity, but now it contained nothing but pain and
melancholy. The air stripped any blissful thoughts. It seized hold of life itself, causing the beings in the room to
be husks of what they once were. The kitchen was silent. I couldn’t stop staring at him, what remained of him. His
gaze pierced me as I stared into them. His clothes were ragged and stained, unrecognizable from the man from
my youth. A torn past, fragmented into an endless web of what was once real, memories of the past eluded him.

Being alone in that ruined home, I realized that Papaw lived in the past. Being isolated for years with no one, but
memories never to be resurrected. One could tell from a glance, that he was miserable. His bloodshot eyes held
a memoir of his suffering; his clothes told a story of loneliness. I did everything I could to prevent the tears from
flowing,but it wasn’t enough. As I stood there, studying him, tears flowed from my eyes. A river of lost memories,
a severed youth, the darkness consumed my emotions. A flood of anger and depression held me captive. “Good to
see ya boy, he said. As he reached out to console me, I felt the last emotions, the history between us both fade into
the vast oblivion. The air around me was heavy, crushing me; unable to breathe, I retreated to the car. Tears of the
life lost seeping from my palms. I cowered in the leather seat, heartbroken.

As I grieved and wept in the truck, Nana and Papaw met me with concern and sympathy; nothing would fix what
the destruction caused. Both tried to comfort me, but nothing could reverse my wounds. Amid my tears, I re-
alized this would be the last time I would see him. I felt both relief and guilt. The happiness that surrounded the
bygone memories evaporated from existence. My childhood wasn't as blissful as I had thought. Echoes of the past,
along with shades of arguments, screaming,and fights tormented me. At this moment, I realized something. Youth
is a mere veil cast over childrens’ eyes to shield them from the world, to protect them from sorrow, evil, regret. I
wish I could depart back to those days. If only I could be that same blissful, naive boy-but the truth is revealed; the
veil has lifted. The bliss I once contained no longer existed. Artificial life remains one where bliss is stitched to-
gether with fragmented, counterfeit happiness. I notice sorrow and suffering trap us all. I see the pain linked from
person to person, like chains or shambles. Ignorance is pure bliss.
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Stranded in Fear

I was breaking a sweat through my hairline. I felt
so many emotions I did not know exactly what I was
feeling. I just knew I was going to be alone, and I was
terrified. The school was staring at me, getting ready for
me to go inside.

I have always attended a private Christian school. I grew
up there and I knew everyone. They were all family.
I had so many friends and so many people to talk to. I
knew every teacher in the building, and I could rely on
all of them. It was a small school, so I knew where ev-
erything was and where I was going. I was extreme-
ly happy with my school and my friends until one
day when momma jarred my body with the most dis-
appointing news. “Karsyn, you will be going to a pub-
lic-school next year to meet some new people...
justin time for middle school” I stood in disbelief; I
could notunderstand whatmy new norm would
be. I would be leaving my second home. I could not un-
derstand why momma was making me do that.

My first time in a public school and I was so anxious.
I literally shook all over my body. I was crying to mom
that morning begging to not go. I met my teachers the
weekbefore; theyseemed nice, butthat wasnot the prob-
lem. I did not have any friends. I did not know anyone.
I was walking into a school where people were going
to stare at me and wonder who I was.I was a shel-
tered child and going to a public school I would not
have that anymore. Petrified to get out of the carline
and walk inside the doors, Itooka deep breath and
timidly stepped outof the car.I wanted to cry, and
I almost did, but I kept myself together because I did
not want to be known as the 5th grader who cried on
the first day of school. “Bye sweetie, have great first day,
you will be okay,” my mom said in a soft voice. I just
wanted to crawl back into the car and go home, but I
knew that was not an option. “I will try.” I looked at her
and walked away slowly as I watched as she drove away.

Walking in, I felt like everyone was staring at me. Even
the walls were wondering who I was. As I travelled down
the long narrow halls, I wondered if I was going to meet
any friends. When I got to the hall that I had to go
down, I panicked. There were so many kids sitting in the
hallways. Later, I found out that you sat in the hall be-
fore the bell rang, but I did not know that at

By: Karsyn Newbegin

the time. It was so quiet that you could hear a pen drop.
Kids were sitting shoulder-to-shoulder and filled the
hallway. As soon as I started walking through the hall-
way, it felt like everyone stopped what they were do-
ing and stared at me up and down. I threw up a little in
my mouth. As I walked forward, I could hear my shoes
echoing down the entire hallway. I looked down so I did
not have to see anyone staring at me and I was so embar-
rassed. Holding back the tears, I finally went to the end
of the hallway where my classroom was, and they told
me thatI had to sit down.I sat down beside this ran-
dom girl,and I sat in silence the whole time, peeling
the dead skin off my fingers.

Sitting in silence, I got even more panic-stricken. I start-
ed sweating through my hairline, the main place I sweat.
It was dripping down, and I looked as though I had just
stepped out of the shower. I looked around. I saw that no
one was paying attention, so I quickly wiped the sweat oft
with my shirt. I scanned around at the unfamiliar faces to
see if there was anyone who looked like someone I could
talk to. There was this red head and she looked nice, but I
doubted that anyone would want to become friends with
me since I was the new girl at school. I was only sitting
in the hallway for five minutes, but it felt like I had been
there all day; finally, the bell rang. I went to Mrs. Miller’s
class first and she seemed like she was going to be

the nicer teacher out of the two that I had. When we
went in, we all had assigned seats and I sat beside that
red-headed girl I had seen in the hallway justa cou-
ple of minutes ago. She was so pretty and seemed friend-
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ly. Her hair was the prettiest color I have ever seen, and
she had the prettiest green eyes. They were the color of
an emerald.

Since it was the first day of school, we all had to go around
and introduce ourselves. I was scared to speak because I
felt like everyone was going to judge me since they had
never seen me before. “My name is Karsyn Newbegin,
and I like to play soccer in my free time,” I said look-
ing down, so I did not have to look at anyone. I felt like I
could breathe a little more since my turn was over. The girl
beside me was so confident, which I could understand be-
cause she was so pretty and popular. I could tell that ev-
eryone knew who she was. “My name is Emma Jane and
in my free time I cheer!” Of course, she was a cheerleader.

Later on, I knew I had to talk to someone at some point.
I just did not know what to say. Frightened to speak, I fi-
nally said, “Hi Emma Jane, my name is Karsyn,” with a
big smile that stretched across my face. “Oh, hi girl! Are
you new here?” exclaimed Emma Jane. “I am! I am actu-
ally very intimidated right now because I don’t have any
friends,” I smiled nervously. “Aww I'm sorry, of course you
can always hang with me if you want!” I almost did a back-

flip in excitement. I am sure you could sense my happiness
from a mile away. “That would be awesome!”

Days went on and the school year flew by and every day I
sat with the first friend I made at my new school. Now at
this point, I wake up everyday excited to go to school.
Jefferson Elementaryended up  being absolutely amaz-
ing. It taught me many valuable lessons and I learned
so much from being there for just 180 days.I was up-
setabout changing schools at first, but then I quickly re-
alized how much happier I was at Jefferson. I thought to
myself that change was good sometimes. I did not think it
at the time, but now I know that the most amazing lessons
and friendships can be learned when change happens. My
momma was right; change is sometimes a good thing to try.
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The Few Words That
Hurt the Most

“This isn’t your fault sweetie, but it’s what’s best for all
of us” I never thought I would hear those words come
out of Mama’s mouth. Every day that went by, noth-
ing ever seemed different between them, until this day
came. Let’s go back to the day before. It was 2010, and
I had turned six not too long ago. Like any other day,
I was out on my red and blue, fairly rustic playground,
that Mama and Dad have had set up ever since I could
remember. Everything was happening like it always
would; Mama was watching me from the window and
Dad was on his computer doing whatever it was he did.
His computer meant a lot to him and it’s where he did
all of his work.

It was getting late that night; Mama came in my room
like she always would to tuck me in and tell me my bed-
time story I would get every night. Except this night,
Mama walked out with this almost torn look on her face;
its like she wanted to tell me something, but couldn't.
However, I didn’t think anything of it and went to sleep.
Little did I know that this night would be the last nor-
mal night for my parents and I. It was around 8 a.m.
when Mama came to wake me up; on the weekends, I
would normally get woken up by Mama at 10 a.m. Not
much of a difference, but still not our normal routine.
She picked me up out of bed that morning and sat me
down on the couch. She was quiet, as we waited for Dad
to come and sit down with us. The tension in the room
was very bothering I know; I felt as if I made the slight-
est movement, the whole house would come crashing
down on me.

Dad came walking in with the look of defeat on his face.
I sat there worried because I could see the tears in their
eyes that were about to start pouring like a river. Mama
started in a disquiet voice, “Listen close Meyg baby,
nothing we say is your fault, but it is what’s best for
you and best for us.” In this moment I couldn’t imagine
what she would begin to say after she had told me this,
but whatever it was I knew it wasn't good; Mama only
called me Meyg baby when something was serious. As
for my Dad and I, we never really had that many mem-
ories of just us, so it was hard for me to tell how he was
ever feeling. But this look he was giving off was differ-
ent, a look of guilt, a look of sadness.

By: Meygan Santos

Dad wasn't speaking much as Mama was, but as she
spoke more and more, he looked as if he felt the urge to
speak every word on his mind. He slowly starts to speak
with his deep, mellow toned voice, “Monkey, you know
I love you more than the world itself, right?” “Yes, Dad,’
I answered in a worried way. “Mama and I have decided
to separate, not because of you baby, but because my
relationship with mom hasn’t been the best for a while,”
he said. I dropped my shoulders in confusion. I heard
what was coming out of Dads mouth, but I didn’t know
what any of that meant for me, but I stayed quiet and
let them proceed. “Sweetie, you and I have a new home.
Its right near grandma with a bunch of kids around that
you can play with. You'll still see Dad, just not every day
and you won't live with him,” Mama explained, trying
to break the news nicely. No matter how much Mama
tried to sweet talk me, I didn’t want to leave. I wanted
things to be normal, I didn't want my life to change;
but whether I liked it or not, it was going to change.
Mama took my hand and led me out the door with cou-
ple more of our things in her other hand. I looked back,
crying just looking at Dad watch me walk out. It was
a different feeling that hit me, nothing I felt before; it
was the first time I had ever felt what it was like to be
heartbroken.

As time goes on, I began to lose myself and not be as
happy. I would doubt and blame myself for their sep-
aration. I know it wasn't my fault, but I started getting
reasons to think it was. It started to seem like the more
I got older, the less I started to see Dad. He had always
loved seeing me when I was younger, but now as I turn
thirteen, it was much different. I never knew that Dad
ever had the same emotions or feelings that I had, but
he did. I wanted my Dad’s relationship with me to go
back to normal, so I took matters into my own hands
and asked him what I did for him to stop seeing me
the way he did. “Monkey, you haven't done anything
wrong, you never have,” he said looking all around, ex-
cept at me. I was thinking to myself, if I did nothing
wrong, then why couldn’t he just look at me. But then
I saw it. I saw Dads face; he was staring at a specific
picture. It was of me and Mama. Dad couldn’t look at
me because the older I got, the more of Mama he saw
in me. He saw the thing he once loved but didn't value,
and pushed me away because he thought he would do
it all over again.
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Through all this time of growing and learning, I was
hoping and praying that I could get Mama and Dad back
together, thinking it would be best and happiest thing
for us. However, in reality, it would have been worse for
us all if that didn’t do that do me. When I saw the pain
in Dads eyes and the act that Mama was trying to keep
that day, it made me see and feel how people react to
pain. As the years passed, I saw myself building strength
and finding myself. I watched Dad become more grate-
tul in the relationship that we've formed. I even watched
myself and Mama grow a bond that couldn’t be broken.
She was the rock that stood by me when I had any doubt
on my shoulders; she was my reassurance. Despite the
decision that changed my life, it taught me to value the
things I love. It taught me that a few words can hurt
the most. Everything you have now, you may not in an
instant. Value it.

J 1k
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The Hole that Filled Me  By:Jordyn Freeman

I lost fifteen pounds, two months, and the ability to move forward. Laying under the blinding white lights of the
cold, dead hospital room at six in the morning, I knew the anesthesia would kick in at any second. What was next
for me? In that moment I had no idea, but honestly, I did not care. I was numb to the world.

Over the course of my life, food had always been a struggle. When December of my sophomore year rolled around
and I found myself struggling to eat, it was nothing new. It was not until weeks went by that I came to terms with
the fact that I may have an issue. Still, however, I hid from the fact as if I were a child with a monster under my
bed. I kept quiet until I could no longer.

“Jordyn, why won't you eat,” Dad said distastefully.

I did not understand how I was supposed to say I physically could not. It was not that I did not want to because I
did with everything in me, but forcing myself to eat was asking a single man to move a mountain.

“I just had to give myself a second.”

I swallowed my issue with the rest of my KFC mashed potatoes, no matter how painful. Ten minutes later I found
my head hung over the side of the toilet. I was too distraught to hear the footsteps climbing the stairs.

“Are you making yourself get sick?”

My Dad’s voice was stern and appalled. His words felt like a slap in the face; they stuck with me as if he had tat-
tooed them on my forehead. How could I explain my pain when I was not even sure what was happening? I did all
I knew to do; I went to my room and cried.

It was not until my mom came to my rescue that I had been honest with anyone, including myself, about what was
happening. There was a deep, piercing pain in the left upper portion of my abdomen. If someone had been squeez-
ing my intestines, I do not think I would have felt a difference. The next day started my endless doctor’s visits.

“So where is the pain at?” “Can you rank it on a scale of one to ten?” “How long has it been occurring?”

My pediatrician’s words felt empty and unaware of the suffering I was enduring. I thought she would do nothing,
but out of pity, sent me for an x-ray.

“You have a blockage. We sent in a prescription for you, call us back in a week?”

A blockage? Once again, I felt as though I had been undermined. Something in me knew this “blockage” was much
bigger.

“I always knew you were full of crap,” Dad chuckled as if he were a stand-up comedian laughing at his own jokes.
Despite doing what the doctor said, my pain persisted, and I no longer could. I knew I sounded dramatic, but I
was exhausted. The pain, the feeling no one was listening, and the overwhelming thought that it would never end

pushed me to my limits. Going back to the doctor felt useless; according to them, nothing was wrong with me.

The next visit, I was scheduled for an endoscopy to investigate my stomach.
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“This may not tell us what's wrong, but it will help us cross some things off.”
The specialist said things of this nature so I would not get my hopes ups; little did he know I had no hope anyways.

Six a.m., I was laying in a hospital bed; my arm was hanging off the side of the bed limp and lifeless with an I.V
stuck into it as if it were a spear. The nurses talked to me about my scope, but they sounded like a muftled chil-
dren’s cartoon as I nodded my head in agreement. No thoughts filled my head, no questions, and certainly no
answers. All I could do was stare into the bright ceiling lights. They were blinding, but I was drawn to them until
everything went black.

“We found something.”

Waking up from my anesthesia, hearing the specialist’s words, it all felt like a dream. For the first time in a month
and a half I felt heard. No one had understood until now. All the testing, the x-rays, the examinations, finally they
had amounted to something. Less than a week after my endoscopy, I was diagnosed.

“You have a condition called gastroparesis. Had we waited much longer, your digestive system would have burned
a hole in itself”

Of everything the specialist had said to me over the two long months I had known him, this was the most com-
forting. I had a chronic illness. To everyone else it sounded awful, but those words were gifted to me by God
himself.

The next few months of my life were not easy. Between dieting and symptom control, I had a whole new chal-
lenge to face. But with this challenge came a new hope. I had finally received answers, and the journey had been
too long and treacherous to give up then. My chronic illness did not stop me; it gave me a new life and a new
purpose.
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An Empty Stomach

You are what you eat; if that was true then I was noth-
ing for two years. Eating was not just what I had on my
plate for dinner. It was an everyday battle within my-
self that no one knew about, at least I thought no one
knew about. I was 13 years old having stomach pain
every day; my doctor recommended I go gluten-free,
so I did that. It lasted for about two months and over
those months I had lost a few pounds from it. I liked
that. I wanted to be smaller, although if you could have
seen the size I was, you would have thought I was crazy.
After that diet, I started becoming addicted to losing
weight.

Unlike most 13-year-old kids, I worried about what I
ate. It started off small. For breakfast I had one choco-
late mini muffin. For lunch, I would sit at the high-top
table at school and open my pineapple lunchbox that I
had my monogram. In my lunchbox, I would have an
Uncrustable and chips. I always gave the chips away
and would only let myself eat half of the peanut butter
Uncrustable. Then it came to dinner. I would tell my
mom I could not eat that much because of the stomach-
aches I was having; that was a lie. I was making portions
smaller and smaller. Of course, I was still hungry. I felt
SO empty.

At the crack of dawn before school every morning, I
would work out for two hours. Half asleep, I would
push myself to do two-minute planks, Russian twists,
crunches, and more. After school, I had cheer. I did a
toe touch and pulled both of my hamstrings because
my little body was so fragile. When I got home from
cheer I would go in my room and work out again for
two more hours. I had tears rolling down my face as
I was doing one-hundred sit ups. After my workout, I
would look into my white, full-length mirror and de-
grade the image I saw. It was like I had a blur over my
eyes. I looked in the mirror and I was huge, but in re-
ality, I was the opposite. It was as if the mirror was one
from the funky maze at the fair. My goal was to be able
to wrap my hands around my waist. Sadly, I had hands
the size of a second grader, so you could imagine how
tiny my waist ended up being. Although I had a six
pack, the rest of my body was so weak. You could wrap
your hand around my thigh it was so small. My body
was starving, aching for food.

By: Shelby Bryan

Numbers on the scale were what mattered the most to
me. I would sneak up the stairs into my brother’s bath-
room because he had a scale. I started off at eighty-five
pounds. I stepped onto the scale, fingers crossed hoping
the number would go down. If the number stayed the
same I would cry and punish myself by working out for
even longer. I ended up at seventy pounds, that being
my lowest weight. I was in the 4th percentile of weight
in my age group.

Worry was what I saw on my parent’s face every time
they looked at me. My mom would say “You have got
to eat more than that Shelby; I am worried about you.”
They tried to help, but I shut them out and would get
defensive. My mom took me all the way to a doctor in
Atlanta to see if he could help. He prescribed me a med-
ication that would make me hungry; I flushed every pill
down the toilet. I struggled mentally just as much as I
did physically. It seemed as if my thoughts were being
controlled by someone else. An eating disorder is not
just about your body. It is a mental, physical, and emo-
tional battle.

The days were getting harder and harder. I watched my
hair fall out as I ran my fingers through my head in the
shower. My skin was pale. My face was slimmer than
ever. My jeans fell oft my waist when I zipped them up.
I could see the outline every of bone in my body. Ev-
ery system was shutting down one by one. I wore a big
flufty coat to school because I was so cold. I remember
fighting to stay awake in every class because I was so
weak. I was far from myself; I was very mean because I
was dying on the inside.

For two years I focused more on my weight than any-
thing else. I worked out even harder the days leading up
to my birthday. I did not eat for three consecutive days;
that way, I could eat cookie cake at my birthday party.
It was so good. It was double layered with pink frosting
in between. I savored that cake. I ate a small piece every
night before bed till the cake was gone. I felt so guilty
and sick after I ate a piece, but I felt so happy while eat-
ing it. It was a never-ending cycle.

My family and I went to New York City for summer
vacation. Instead of having fun, I was worried about all
the junk I would be eating. For dinner we went to this
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famous steakhouse called Del Friscos; steak was my fa-
vorite food. Tears filled my eyes as the filet mignon was
placed in front on of me. I wanted it so bad. I only ate
four bites. The next day, my mom wanted me to try the
amazing ice cream that they sell in Times Square. I got
vanilla ice cream dipped in sprinkles, in a waftle cone.
It was the best thing I had since the cookie cake, but
I did not eat anything the rest of the day. Sweets were
my comfort food. I would get a smores blizzard from
Dairy Queen three times a week. I once again felt guilty
and worked out after, but it was so good. I did the same
thing with Birthday Cake Oreos. I would not eat a single
thing all day, and then I would come home and binge
eat the whole pack of Oreos. I would cry as I threw the
pack away. I did not eat in front of people. I only ate in
my room because I wanted to enjoy the food I ate since
it did not happen often. This went on the rest of the year.

I was not sure if I would ever get better. It was January
of 2019 that I started to realize that I was dying. Lat-
er that month, I had a church conference called Winter
Renewal that I was going to. I had not turned to God
for the past two years, but at that point he was the only
hope I had left. I was extremely fortunate to know God
the way that I did. It was conference weekend; I was
excited but nervous about eating the junk food. It was
night two and the speaker was a man named Brandon
Gofl. I had a feeling that something would happen that
night. Praise and Worship was amazing. He began his
sermon and he said, “God has placed this message on
my heart for someone in this room tonight” I believe
that someone was me. The sermon was about breaking
free of chains that were taking us over. At the end of
the sermon, we were all given paint stirrers. He told ev-
eryone to come out of their seats, and hold our paint
sticks with two hands. I knew change was about to hap-
pen. I was shaking. The Holy Spirit came into me and I
remember sitting on the ground in the middle of that
room bawling my eyes out. Brandon said to write down
what we wanted to break free from on our paint stirrer. I
wrote “eating disorder.” He said, “On the count of three,
we are going to break them.” As he started counting, I
was shaking more and more. I was crying out to God
asking Him to save me. My teeth were chattering. I was
ready for the shackles to break. When he hit the number
three, the paint stick split in half. I have never felt so
much relief in my life. That moment, I knew God was

real. I knew in that moment I was going to be okay.

Some may not believe in God, but that night it was
proven to me that His presence was real. Life went back
to normal when I got home, but this time I had hope.
It was still a struggle staring at my food before I ate it,
weighing myself, stopping at every mirror to look at my
stomach, but I finally felt I would be okay. In those next
six months I gained all the weight back that I had lost
and more. I believe one-hundred percent that every-
thing happens for a reason, and this happened to me so
I could share it with others. It is a bump in my road that
I will forever be grateful for.
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A Decade’s Remorse

My sister has hated my guts since the day I was born. Our
earliest photo together depicts her, with a tear-stained
face, being forced to hold me. My mother believed we
would eventually make peace. However, the bitterness
continued long after my infanthood. As I aged, I tried to
decipher how I triggered her deep resentment; yet it only
seemed to grow.

Consequently, I began to despise her too. Once I reached
the ripe age of 7, her hostile outbursts began. I knew that I
truly hated her the first time I had to clean up my broken
knick-knacks and perfume off the floor of our cramped
shared bedroom. Soon after this, her therapy sessions be-
gan to take up much of my family’s time and attention.

Years later, she entered junior high. I watched in horror
as her angry actions molded into vicious words. She was
the first person to call me names I had never been called
before, like ugly and worthless.

“Be nicer to her Aliyah, you know she’s struggling in
school,” said my mom, perplexed on how to handle our
violent verbal arguments.

“Your sister cannot control her actions,” claimed my fa-
ther, which was insulting to both her and me.

My curiosity was resolved on a sweltering day in Las Ve-
gas. My father and I sat silently at the gleaming granite
countertop. We jammed our faces with mouthfuls of
warm waflles, freshly baked by my aunt. It was our final
day in Vegas. The quiet exchange of knowing we would
have to part ways with my aunt and uncle overwhelmed
the room.

“We're so sad your sister couldn’t make it, tell her we said
hi!” said my aunt, trying to fill the uncomfortable aura.

“I will, I said gloomily, “I know she must miss everyone
back home.”

We heaved our large suitcase, blankets, and cooler into
the trunk. Sweat from the smothering sun stained the
back of my neck. I embraced my aunt before marching to
the car and plopping onto the seat. My father, stepsister,
and stepmother soon followed. As we pulled out of the
steep driveway, I began to wave until I could no longer
see the grand house in view.

By: Alahni Wolford

My dad, fatigued and tired of the quiet, turned to my step-
mother. “Play me some music from back in my day,” he
said casually. The familiar sound of “When Doves Cry;’
by Prince made me chuckle. Dad twisted the volume dial
and slouched down in the driver’s seat. “This is love-mak-
ing music” I rolled my eyes and exchanged a disgusted
glance with my stepsister. He guided us through melo-
dies of several decades, sprinkling in stories of his event-
ful childhood and rebellious teenage years.

“I remember how much time your sister and I spent to-
gether once she was born,” he said. “She’ll always be my
little girl” I stared down at my hands, trying to hide the
pinch of anger slowly creeping up my throat. Mom left
dad when I was only 3 months old; he never let me forget
how seldom we saw each other.

“I don't like her;” I mumbled, just loud enough for him
to hear.

“I don’t understand why you two can't just get along,” he
scolded through gritted teeth. His once welcoming smile
morphed into an annoyed scowl.

“Dad, you don't understand the way she treats me,” I mut-
tered. “You weren't there”

Dad stayed silent and pondered my resentful remark. The
sound of the passing cars became deafening as I nervous-
ly waited for his reply. “Why do you say that?” he asked.

I did not move. I fidgeted with my jacket zipper, desper-
ately restraining myself from blurting out years of pain
and anger at him. Every agonizing memory of alterca-
tions with my sister clouded my mind. I pictured all the
times I choked down my problems because I knew that
one kid struggling was enough for my parents to handle.
I always fantasized about finally being able to spit out the
emotional toll my sister truly had on me. However, all
I could muster was a weak, “She always got away with
everything”

Another spell of silence washed over us. I watched dad
furrow his bushy brows, thinking of something witty to
say. He dragged his hand along his short beard, which
made a soft crinkling sound. “Aliyah,” he said lightly, “I
know that she was mean to you.” He paused and loosened
his grip on the steering wheel. “But you can’t forget how

Page 61



cruel you both were to each other;” he added.

I bit my lower lip and tried to resist the urge to cry. “I nev-
er did anything to her, yet she’s always hated me,” I hissed.
Despite my best efforts, a few tears escaped and slithered
down my neck.

“You know that’s not true;” said Dad. I knew he was com-
pletely right, but I let him proceed. “Do you remember
how you treated her in fifth grade?” he asked. I audibly
tapped the arm of my chair as I probed my mind for an-
swers.

i

P/

AllT could remember was that fifth grade was one of my

sister’s hardest years. Her grades were at an all-time low,

she was constantly ostracized by her classmates, and her
outbursts had become frequent. It was also the year

she began to see a therapist. I shuffled in my chair for a
moment, before looking up at him. “I don't know what
you're talking about,” I murmured.

He dragged his hand over his beard again before resting
it onto his lap. “Your sister came to me one day, sobbing
and distraught,” he answered, “and told me you were be-
ing mean to her at school” I fiddled with my shiny gold
ring to keep myself calm.

“We were always mean to each other;” I said, confused.

He hesitated for a second, a bit shocked I still could not
remember something that seemed so viv-
id to him. “No Aliyah, she said you and
your friends bullied her several times,’
he accused. “She said she had no one to
sit with at lunch, because you refused to
even speak to her”

After thinking for a moment, I completely
remembered. To mask my growing guilt,

' I maintained my stone-cold expression.
“I don’t remember doing that,” I lied. No
one spoke for a couple minutes, until my
stepsister moved on to a lighter topic. I
did not speak. I could not breathe. My
brain was engulfed in the mountain of
accountability I had tucked securely un-
der my severe distaste for my sister. Dad
had chipped at the seal to the fragments
of what I had done; in that moment, the
seal broke away.

I remembered ignoring her at school
and telling her she was too weird to be
seen with. “Don’t talk to me,” I shouted
whenever she tried to interact with me.
I recalled telling her multiple times that
she had no friends, unaware that days
prior, all her friends had abandoned her.
Worst of all, I remembered the names I
called her. She may have been the first
one to call me worthless, but I was the
first one to call her fat. I felt the excruci-
ating weight of my own venomous words
when I thought about how regularly she
told me she hated her body.

We reached our recognizable blue town house and pulled
into the tiny garage. I still had not spoken a word. We
hoisted our giant bags and blankets up the stairs, until all
of us were out of breath. I chucked an empty apple juice
bottle into the trash and turned towards my stepsister.
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“I'm going upstairs,” I said coldly. The boiling heat made
me sweat through my grade-school tee shirt, and all I
wanted was a shower. However, I could not even twist
the doorknob of the bathroom door before my emotions
overwhelmed me.

I tiptoed into the shower and felt the frigid tile on my feet.
I reached down to the creaky shower knob and twisted it.
A waterfall of blistering water washed over me, and my
body relaxed. Against my will, my mind began to con-
jure up the shame I thought I had pushed away. I blinked
away the tears welling up in my eyes until they fully
clouded my vision. Exhausted from fighting my despair,
I dropped to my knees and hit the floor with a ‘thump’

I settled on the floor of the shower with my hands over
my face. I cried until my cheeks hurt from wiping. I cried
until I could taste the faint taste of acid in the back of my
throat. A decade’s worth of remorse and guilt fell from
my face and gradually mixed into the lukewarm shower
water. I convinced myself she was the devil for over half
of my life. But looking into the reflection of the cloudy
steel faucet, I saw that I was no saint. Perhaps, I was even
worse than the devil.

The blazing hot water grew colder and colder as I pon-
dered what to do. I decided that I would call her. I want-
ed to spew a million overdue apologies and finally make
amends. For once, I wanted to be sisters instead of ene-
mies. I gathered myself enough to make it to my small
bedroom and flopped onto my cozy bed. My phone rest-
ed on my lap, quietly taunting me. I snatched it up and
scrolled to my sister’s contact information. My thumb
hovered over the call button and froze. An immeasurable
amount of doubt overcame me; would she laugh, would
she cry, or would she even care at all?

Unfortunately, my pride overwhelmed my immense
guilt, and I never called her. I never apologized for my
vicious words, I never confessed my guilt, and I never
quieted my mind enough to sleep that night. When I flew
back home a month later, I still held onto every ounce of
regret. The burdensome weight of accountability forever
loomed over me.
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Tiamat’s Coming! By: Timothy Hoyle

I come home after a long day of training with my mother in the arcane arts, mentally and physically exhausted
and just ready to fall asleep. As I lie my head down on my pillow and close my eyes to sleep, I hear a noise, like a
deep metal grinding, coming closer. I open my eyes to see my hometown destroyed, the sounds I heard were the
buildings crashing down, and in the sky, a monstrosity. A draconic monstrosity, with the barbed poisonous sting
of a wyvern, the gargantuan body of an ancient red dragon, and five hideously powerful heads. Each head its own
color with its own respective elemental and mental properties all feeding to a singular mind; this was Tiamat.

I feel a rush of arcane power rush over me; as I decide to rush into action, I see another individual doing the same.
A beautiful, purple silk-skinned woman, with horns similar to my own and a velvet tail seductively dripping from
her skirt, accompanied by a knight with the full might of their god behind him, both flying towards this monstros-
ity above to fend for the weak. Though a valiant effort is made, their lives are mere snacks to the cataclysm above,
brought down in the blink of an eye. As I stand to stand up for my people, I feel a hand on my shoulder. A small,
green humanoid with large, yellow eyes and teeth, a goblin, stares at me, and says, “I want to help; take me with
you

Relieved I wouldn’t have to be facing this threat alone, I agreed. Grabbing the small goblin, I leap from the ground
and take off. Obtaining speeds, I have never achieved before, the winds are too loud to even think clearly. That’s
when it hit me, the dread, the cold well up from inside me and fill my every vein the breath trying to save itself as it
desperately escapes my lungs. Clenching my chest, I close my eyes and push on towards my cold reality that is now,
only to feel a bright heat. I open my eyes in hopes of a savior, but I receive an inferno of darn orange and yellow
flames, engulfing my every being boils and ash covers my body in a second, and all goes black.

I spring up out of bed like a child in need of vomiting. Everything is as I left it when I fell asleep, “thank the gods,”
I thought. That is, until I saw the burn marks on my hands and chest. This wasn’t a dream; it was a premonition.
The next morning, I left to go find the other brave warriors whom I saw in my vision, and maybe, together, we can
defeat that monster. But that is a story for another time.
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Battle of the Mind By:Krystal Roe

I stare at the page and the words won’t flow.
And from my eyes, tears won't stream.
Every day is an all new low.

And from the depths of my soul, a silent scream!

Pain washes fresh, daily anew
Over every wound and scar,
Ever increasing with each new attack,
How have I survived thus far?

One foot in front of the other,
Just one step at a time,
Pushing myself to keep moving,
How can this life be mine?

Remembering to keep breathing,
My head bowed in silent plea,
Blood like ice in my veins,
Despite the sunshine, how can it be?

Must keep pushing forward,
Surely the pain will end.
Searching for the slightest hope,
That someday my heart will mend.

Yet as night falls, and the sun begins to set,
The darkness looks to find,
a way to bring the hopelessness,
to the shadows of my mind.

I close my eyes and beckon peace,
Waiting on the dreams so dear,
Only to wake as the nightmares,
Bring another dose of fear.

Exhaustion is already here,
As too soon come the morning rays,
The only thought I can muster,
God, is there not another way?

Waiting for redemption,
A rescue from this hell 'm in,
Will that day ever come?
Or will T have to wait for oblivion?

Affording myself one last moment,
As each face flashes like a beacon,

I know somehow I must find the will,
Each child has become my reason.
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Gold Rush

By: Trinity Ball
I have to write my thoughts down quick
Lest they be lost in my mind
Another could have
Another what if
Another missed opportunity

In the land where thoughts are gold

Page 68




Keeping Secrets

By: Trinity Ball

The truth can hurt

And lies can save

Some lies deep

Taken to the grave

Some truths can eat at your soul
Make you feel weak

When you want to feel whole
You want to protect

Those who are close

But the secrets, they dwell

They’re trapped in your bones
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Ode to the Lily of the Valley @

By: Trinity Ball
I was a flower in a past life
Plucked in the peek of my bloom
Taken by a boy
Given to a girl
Left to wither and wilt in a vase on the counter in her kitchen
Now in this life I leave the flowers untouched
I let them thrive the way I should have
But every now and then I feel a longing

A pull
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One in a Million By: Trinity Bal
He lit her up like a fire
Made her the sun
Gave her the moon
Little did she know
She was not the only star
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“Society must protect the robbed and punish the robber” MLK Jr.
By: Grace Atkinson

‘Society must protect the robbed and punish the robber’

We must do this in order to keep a balanced world

We have to protect the ones that do no wrong

And punish the wrong doers

We can’t punish the robbed by doing nothing to the robbers

We must open our eyes and realize who the robbers are in the world
So, we can be protected from them and make a stand

We must punish the right people, the robbers

The robbers that strip us of our dignity and pride

Protect those whose rights have been stolen

Those that have been deprived of equality

And those that have been stripped of justice

As a society we must see the ones that have fallen short of justice
And the ones that are the reason ones have fallen short of justice
The world must punish the criminals that rob us

And protect the victims that have been robbed
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The Path to Knowledge

By: Trinity Ball
We fear the unknown
So, we go out in search of knowledge
Then,
We fear the journey
When we should fear
The answer

The conclusion

And what we find at the end of the tunnel




“The Peak of Peace”

By: Timothy Hoyle

“The Peak of Peace” is a short free verse poem. This poem has eight lines and two stanzas. The poem has no exact
tempo, being a free verse poem, allowing the reader to read it how they interpret it. There is a single rhyme in
this poem to feel more like a free thought rather than a written passage. This poem represents peace; some would
say that the peak of peace is in the afterlife, while others would say it'’s where you are your happiest.

“The Peak of Peace” is inspired by Jing Hoa’s Mount Kuanglu. This piece shows a tall mountain range with clouds
surfing and drifting throughout. It was painted during the Tang Dynasty between the years of 618 and 906 A.D.
The painting also shows a small cottage in the bottom of the valley. This inspired me to write this poem from a
first-person point of view, allowing the reader to connect more to the piece.

Mount Kuanglu painted by Jing Hao in 960.
(Hanging scroll, ink on silk, 185.8 x 106.8 cm. National Palace Museum, Taipei.)
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The Peak of Peace

Finally. I sit here on the peak at peace
Watching where the milky white sky meets the harsh green earth.
The intolerable sirens replaced by lovely chirps of the birds
The roar of the road replaced by the purr of the cat

The stress of the everyday replaced by the calm of all time.

Here I sit at peace at last
Forgetting the horrors of the past.
And here, I'll stay until you arrive

So, we can sit together on the peak of peace.
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“The PNW”

By: Zoie Weatherford

The subject for my poem is darkness. Within explaining my subject of darkness, I have created a fifteen-line, free
verse poem with three stanzas, and as you can see the stanza lines increase the further you look down. I start with
four lines for the first stanza, then following I have five lines and lastly, I have my final stanza with six lines. My
poem does not necessarily rhyme or have a meter. I did notice some pattern of rhyming, and after searching I have
found that it is possibly a coupled rhyme because it is two lines that rhyme within a stanza and another two follow-
ing a different rhyme in the same stanza.

My creative process while trying to create this poem was difficult, yet it flowed through so easily. I first discovered
that I find so much calm in the PNW or Pacific Northwest. The “PNW” is a place of such darkness with misty
mountains, rain, black beaches and beautiful trees that give me a sort of feeling of calmness. So, after finding my
purpose I had to look for a piece of art that really captured this feeling that I get from the Pacific Northwest. That
is the moment I found the perfect painting which was the Falling Rocket by James Abbott McNeill Whistler. After
seeing this piece and interpreting everything I saw within it, I started to draft my poem. Every time I would finish a
line, I would read it aloud to really make sure it was clear, and to brainstorm my next line to see what flowed. After
using that process, I was finished and then I added some fixations and final touches, and I now have something that
encompasses so much meaning into a painting with such uncertain feelings. I would love for others to see and be
able to truly understand my poem.
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“The PNW?”

Mountains upcoming through the mist
Winding roads in the dark
Wooded forests surrounding me

Beaches with black sand

Huge trees that take up the land
Rain that covers

A darkness that is seen by others
This darkness is within reach

for me it seems

The dark is merely a frightening place
It is a place of peace

Before the storm

No thoughts are passed

Everything is calm in this dark

Where I wish to be in my heart

The Falling Rocket (1874) by James Abbott McNeill Whistler inspired my poem.
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ETERNAL ATERNUM -We Carry On

By: D R.
y: anny Verse 1

It’s a real hard thing to truly mean forever
Even though your heart says it’s so
Try as you might it never fails
To break you down just as you prevail
That’s why you've got to remember one thing
It’s the solid fact that we remain

Chorus
Oh,at times it’s like you're slipping away
Power though the night so you can get back to the day
Hardship’s the struggle
But relief is the pay
Just remember that you've got to carry on

Verse 2
When it comes time to face what you know is certain
It’s quite the task to know just what to say
Take your stand and let your words be known
That how you've been tossed around is way pastdue

Chorus 2
Oh,at times it’s like you're slipping away
Power though the night so you can get back to the day
Hardship’s the struggle
But relief is the pay
Just remember that you've got to carry on

Outro
Don't let the struggles of life keep you down
Because, we carry on

We Carry On*ETERNAL £TERNUM is an up-and-coming extreme power metal band from Augusta, GA. Their
song “We Carry On’talks about the daily struggles and hardships of life, and acts as an inspiration to power through
these hardships and to carry on.
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