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Preface

This anthology was created in collaboration between two of my classes: English 71, Creative Writing, and English 106, Editing for Writers.

Students in the Creative Writing class wrote several pieces and chose which pieces they wanted to submit to this anthology. The Editing class worked as literary editors, reading each of these pieces several times, first for story edits, then for copy, and finally for proof. 

I’ve had the pleasure of teaching a fantastic group of students and hope they’ll share this work with friends and family. I hope to continue projects like this because the students learn so much from collaborative work, and I feel the experience also makes me a better teacher.

I hope everyone is proud of the work they’ve done here.




—Kelly A. Harrison, May 2012










Practice Makes Perfect

Ashlyn Acosta

San Jose Swim and Dive team is now a nationally ranked team. This was not always the case; in fact the Swim and Dive team at San Jose State University used to be considered a joke to the other teams in the conference. Over the past three years, the head coach, Sage Hopkins really made a huge impact on the sport. Today, I am a part of this team, and I recently had the privilege of traveling to San Antonio, Texas, to swim in the Western Athletic Conference meet. The Spartan women made history by being ranked first in the mid major conference, WAC conference and becoming nationally ranked.

As soon as we got to the airport in San Antonio, we were suffocated by the humidity and people began tearing off their warm ups trying to cool down. Everyone was excited for the upcoming meet that nobody could sit still. We drove straight to the hotel and everyone anxiously waited to put on their suits, caps, and goggles. Everyone knew that it was the first of many times that we would be stepping foot in the aquatic center that week, and we were ready to face all of the teams in the conference. We walked in and wanted to let them know right off the bat that we were the team to beat.

As soon as we stepped foot in the aquatic center, it went quiet. You could almost hear the water spilling over the gutters. For the first time, San Jose State had the target on our backs and every other team was gunning for us. Every other meet before this one, we had always been trying to beat our opponents, but this time everyone was looking to beat us. We could feel their eyes surrounding us, and watching our every move. Teams were trying to get a hint of our training tactics, since we had been making leaps and bounds in our program. Our season had been a season that other teams could only dream of. We were undefeated through all of our dual meets when we had been expected to come out in fourth place in the conference. In the water, it was hard to keep our training methods a secret considering there are seven teams of thirty girls jammed in two pools consisting of only eight lanes each. The smell of chlorine inside the pool area was strong enough to make your eyes burn. Everyone had red eyes and it seemed as if when they looked at you, they were showing you how much fight they were willing to put up. Everyone was ready to leave everything that they had in the pool, but we knew we had brought something that no other team had. 

We knew what our secret weapon was and it was something no other team would have thought to bring to a WAC championship but it was the most essential thing when building a strong team. It was not the miles we swam before the sun rises each morning, the hundreds of stairs we ran at our football stadium nor the recovery diets we ate. It was the close bonds we had with our teamates. We did not see each other as teammates, we consider ourselves sisters. We had seen each other push through the most physically draining sets and helped each other with emotional issues. We were not just friends on the pool deck, but every second of every day. The time came for us to do what we came to do; it was time to swim fast. It was time to race our hearts out. We had put so much work into supporting each other during every single practice. We did everything we possibly could to be the best team in the aquatic center. It was our turn to show to other teams that not only are we great teammates to each other but we can also use that support to help us perform better.

As the national anthem was sung each of the teams lined up behind their blocks. Nobody knew who would be taking home the trophy and everyone was excited. When the buzzer went off San Jose State took first in the 200-yard Medley Relay and second in the 800-Freestyle Relay all on the first night. We set the bar high for the other teams to compete with. Throughout the meet we kept our first place spot. We continued to show the other teams exactly how hard we had trained the past year and how much support we had for each other. 

During the last day of the meet, I sat down and noticed every other team was doing exactly what we were doing in the pool but once they would step foot back on the pool deck they were not best friends, they just happened to be on the same team. San Jose did not travel to San Antonio looking for a championship ring, but we went to push our way through the water as fast as we could and to get best times. 

Everyone was looking to beat us and we knew this but we were not there to win; we traveled halfway across the United States to have fun. We never once talked about winning and we were constantly told to ‟have fun with it,” by Sage Hopkins. Our racing technique was different; racers go to race and win while we were going to have fun. We had a blast screaming our hearts out until there was no more voice left before, during and after each race. We did not check the scoreboard once. We broke school records, pool records, meet records, and conference records and came out with a win.




The Stranger

Zania Coleman

A unique woman was sitting in the booth, sipping a margarita and appeared to be looking at the menu. I could see myself reflected in her sunglasses; however, I was under the impression that she wasn’t reading through the menu because it had been ten minutes since she turned a page. Something wasn’t right here. I wanted to approach her not only to be nosey and figure out what she was really doing here, but instead, to start a conversation with her to eventually get the courage to ask for her phone number. I am currently on shift at Red Lobster and I wouldn’t have too much time to converse with her; anyhow, I wanted to say just enough to her to let her see my friendliness and what a nice guy I am. As I came out to bring her the clam chowder, she paused to look at me for a split second and then coughed up a “Thank you.” I tried not to stare, but I couldn’t help noticing the tiny mole on her left cheek. This unique facial feature seemed so familiar to me that I knew I had seen this woman somewhere before.

I walked back with a confused look on my face. She looked so familiar, but I couldn’t quite place her. Then it suddenly hit me. That car accident I was in! I was heading to a night club to relieve some stress. It was storming heavily outside and the streets were nearly flooded. I could see the flashes of lightning in the sky and the roaring thunder rumbled against my car. I shouldn’t have been driving out there in the first place, but I was in a hurry to make it to the club before the doors closed. I had a hard time focusing on the road and while I was reaching to look at my phone, a big rig truck side-swiped me going about 30 miles an hour. After the strong collision, the truck kept going and didn’’t even bother to stop to see if I was okay. When the accident first happened, I laid in my car in a state of shock. I didn’t know what had happened. All I knew was that I was lying there in my Dodge Durango that had been turned over. No other cars in sight. All of a sudden, I smelled gas. I slowly turned my head towards the gas tank and there on the floor was a large puddle of gasoline that was leaking from my car. I felt helpless because my legs were broken and they were stuck between my two front seats. I knew that the end was near. However, out of nowhere, appeared a woman running over to my car asking if I was okay. I told her that my legs were broken and I needed to get as far away from the car quickly because it was about to explode from the gas leak. The woman lifted up the seat from my legs and firmly grabbed both of my hands and began to pull me out of the car. My sight was blurry but I saw the distinct mole upon her cheek while she dragged me from the car all the way to a nearby field a couple hundred feet away from the accident. As she was dragging me away, my car exploded into flames. I looked at the fire in awe because I couldn’t believe I had not gotten blown up with my car. 

This is the same person who assisted me out of my wrecked vehicle, just before it blew up. I quickly ran back to her table. She was gone. Before I left the table, I saw a small letter on the table: “I am deeply sorry for the accident. That night, I was on my way to sell myself for money on the street corners. Since the age of 18, I have been sort of a drifter. Growing up as a child and teenager, multiple adopting families, some of whom were abusive towards me, raised me and when I finally reached adulthood, I decided to live on my own. I have gone back and forth between living at women’s shelters and friends’ homes. I believe I am a very beautiful young woman and everyone always tells me that. However, I have recently come into contact with an overbearing pimp who took me in and bought me fancy clothes and jewelry and now believes he owns me. I have been with him for a little over a year now and he refuses to let me leave him. All I want is to find a respectable job in life that pays well so that I can support myself and maybe find true love someday as well. Deep down, I know that my prostitution lifestyle is not for me and I will eventually need to give it up. But saving your life that night helped make things clearer for me and brought my life back into perspective. Thank you!” 

I went back into the break room to reflect on my life. This strange woman had indeed saved my life. Not knowing the lady’s personal struggles, I feel honorably thankful she was there at the same time. The human kindness of this stranger’s heroic act helped me realize that I needed to be grateful for the life that I graciously get to live. I put the letter in my shirt pocket along with the twenty-dollar tip with a pen mark underlining “In God We Trust.”




The Race to Redemption

Jared Thompson

After the deaths of their parents in a car accident, the four brothers did not know what they were going to do. All they had to their names was a house and an old mechanic’s garage. They lived in L.A. and car shops were a big business, especially where they lived. With their father gone, the four boys were now in charge of the shop.

Out of the four of them, Joe was the oldest. He was left in charge of both his brothers and the shop once their parents had passed. He was the “fearless leader”, never afraid to tell his younger brothers what to do. Joe was very knowledgeable in the handling characteristics of a vehicle, including suspension tweaks and chassis bracing. If someone wanted a car that handled like a go-kart, Joe was the man. 

The twins were next, Mark and Mike. Mark was technically the oldest of the two by about an hour, and used that to his advantage all the time. These two were extremely mechanically inclined by themselves, but together, there wasn’t a single motor they could not disassemble and reassemble better than it was originally built. They also were exceptional at finishing each other’s sentences.

The youngest and most timid brother was Erik. He had never got the same attention from his father that his older brothers did, nor did he have any their mechanical skills.. Being the youngest, he was always doing the dirty work at the shop, making food runs, cleaning up, and closing and opening the shop. He did not like this work, but did anything to bond with his older siblings. 

After their parents’ deaths, it was Erik who was affected the most. He became solitary and extremely hostile towards his brothers. He was always getting into arguments and storming out of the house. Erik lived with Joe, and the twins had moved out into their own apartment, which happened to be next door. One night, all four brothers were at Joe and Erik’s house, Erik was making himself a plate of day-old pasta from the fridge when Joe started to talk to the twins about their parents. Suddenly, Erik became enraged. 

“If you had just called Dad to come back to pick me up instead of telling me to take the bus, they’d still be alive,” he yelled at Joe. “They’’d both still be here if you had them turn around to come and get me. But no, I had to “learn” how to take the damn bus!”

Joe sat stunned at his brother’s reaction, but took the abuse from his younger brother anyway, knowing that Erik was right. If he hadn’t been an ass on that rainy night, his parents would still be alive.

“I’m sorry, Erik. No one could have seen that coming; that rig had lost control, and there’s nothing we can do now. What happened, happened and there’s no going back.”

“You monster! Do you not care? You could have saved them, and this would not have even been on our minds. This is ridiculous.” Erik dropped his plate and stormed towards the door.

“Where are you going?” Mark asked.

“The shop,” Erik said, “I’m going alone.”

“That’s almost 5 miles away; how are you gonna get there? You don’t drive,” Mike commented.

“I know how to ride the bus now, remember?”

Erik slammed the door shut behind him.

“He will cool down and we will see him tomorrow. I can understand why he’d blame me,” Joe said with sadness in his voice, “so I will just apologize tomorrow and get things back to the way they were. It’s late; let’s call it a night.”

The twins looked at each other awkwardly, knowing that tomorrow was going to be a bloodbath between their brothers. They grabbed their coats, walked out the door, and headed home.

The next day, Joe, Mike, and Mark drove their mother’s old minivan to work. When they pulled into the small, three-car parking lot, they realized that something didn’t feel right. They noticed the door was wide open and there was graffiti on the outside walls. They walked in together, and were shocked to see what had happened to their beloved shop.

“What the hell happened here? Who did this?” Joe yelled.

“It’s been torn up... ” Mike said, Mark finishing his sentence, “...the shop’s been destroyed.”

The brothers looked at each other, carefully stepping over the broken glass and scattered tools. Luckily, they did not have any customer vehicles in the garage at the time.

“There’s paint everywhere, and glass on the floor. Who could have done this to us? I mean, do we have any enemies out here? Did Dad have any enemies?” Joe asked his two brothers, who were both standing still in shock. Suddenly, Mark yelled, “Where’s Erik? Where the hell is Erik? He spent the night here, remember? I don’t think he’s here. What happened to him?”

“He might be here, look around. Maybe he’s hiding. He does that,” Joe said calmly. The brothers looked around without any rush, calling for their little brother. Time went by; and the three became more and more worried. Erik was nowhere to be found. They searched the shop from top to bottom finding nothing, until: “Joe!” The twins exclaimed, “We found a note. Erik isn’t here.” The note read: If you ever want to see your whiny little brother unharmed, you’ll do what we say. You have one week to come up with a car to race with. You’ll bring this car to the abandoned warehouse for a race. If you win, you can have your brother, and keep your shop. But if you lose, we kill your brother and you three leave town and burn your shop to the ground. If you accept, then paint an X on your garage door by tomorrow morning. If you don’t, he dies. Just a hint, you’ll be racing a 425 horsepower Camaro. Be ready.

“What are we going to do? We have no money, no cars, nothing. How are we going to build a car in one week with nothing?” Mark asked his brothers.

“My tool box!” Mike yelled, “They smashed my tool box! All of my tools are everywhere and now I don’t have a box to put them in.”

“We have more important things to worry about right now, Mike. Our brother is missing and we need to think. Nobody cares about your tool box. I have the exact same one, so we can share.”

“But this was my favorite tool box, and now it’s ruined.”

“Will you be quiet? Erik is more important than your tool box. Stop worrying about yourself and think of your brother.”

“But I...”

“Will you both shut up?” Joe interrupted, “I have an idea.”

He pointed to a small picture on the wall. It was a photo of their father standing next to an old 1970 Dodge Challenger. This had been their father’s prized possession, second to his family. Granted, it did not run, nor did it ever while his father owned it. It was just a collector’s piece that their father had acquired in a card game just before Erik was born.

“The Challenger?” Mike and Mark asked simultaneously. “That heap hasn’t run since before Dad won it. It hasn’t left the back, either; it’s just been sitting under that nasty tarp,” Mike finished.

“That’s all we have, and we have the know-how, so let’s do it.” Joe said confidently. The boys wheeled the old rust bucket into the garage and onto the lift, and began the tear-down. This particular Challenger had the 440 “Six-Pack” motor, the best made for that year. Mike and Mark dropped the motor out from under the car onto a stand, and began to rip into it.

“Pass the --”

“Socket wrench, here you go.”

“The heads are almost off, then you can get to work on the pistons and cylinder walls. They need to be honed.”

“First you need to remove the --”

“Bottom end, I know, I know.”

“Just making sure. Sweet, now that the heads are off I’m going to go port match them to the headers. Get started on the block.” 

“Yes ma’am.”

“Ass...”

While the twins bickered, Joe began taking the original suspension and brakes off of the car to restore them. He removed as much rust as he could, repainted the parts to prevent future rust, and installed the refurbished parts back onto the Challenger. When this was finished, two days had gone by, but the twins were only about halfway through the engine rebuild. The Challenger was a heavy car, weighing in at about 3,600 pounds. To lower the weight, Joe completely stripped the interior, only leaving the front seats and dash. The door panels, rear seats, carpeting, roof liner, trunk panels were all removed. This dropped the weight of the Challenger dramatically. 

Joe then installed a roll cage, to protect whoever would be driving. The car only had to go in a straight line, but who knew what could happen. This additional work took another two days; mainly because of the custom-built roll cage. By this time, the engine was rebuilt, and assumed to be producing around 400 horsepower, which was more than the stock engine. This, paired up with the lighter Challenger chassis was expected to beat the Camaro. Now they had less than a week to get the motor back in and running properly. 

The brothers got the Challenger up and running with one day left until the race. Race Day came, and the three brothers set off to the warehouse in the Challenger, which still only had front seats.

“This is hurting my ass,” Mike said for himself. “Are we almost there? This sucks a lot.” 

“Sucks for you, you should have called shotgun,” Mark said smugly. 

“Calm yourself ; we have to focus, especially me. I’m driving, and can’t mess this up.”

They pulled up in an empty lot behind the warehouses where a black Suburban was waiting in the shadows. Two people got out of the large, black vehicle. 

“Who are you? Why are you doing this? Give us our brother back,” Joe said immediately. 

“That’s not the deal,” one of the unknown figures said. “You have to beat us in a race, so line up.” 

“If we win, will you give our brother back?” the twins asked at the same time.

“If,” the figure said, and climbed back in the black SUV.

“Then let us see our brother before we start!” the twins yelled angrily. 

The back door of the SUV opened and out stepped a big, scary, lump of a man, holding their tiny little brother. Erik had his hands tied behind his back, and had a potato sack over his face. His brothers yelled to him, only to get a muffled cry in response because of his taped mouth. 

“By the way, where is your Camaro?” Joe asked smugly, noticing that the opponent’s car was nowhere to be found. 

“Right there.” The mystery man’s hand pointed from the Suburban to a dark corner on the lot. Suddenly, a pair of bright headlights flickered on, and a flat-six engine roared. To the brothers’ surprise, instead of a Camaro appearing a 2010 Porsche 911 GT2 rolled up next to them. This was not going to be a fair race. 

“Hey! That’s not cool, that car is way overpowered! You lied to us! There’s no way we can win against this animal!” Joe yelled to the window of the Suburban. The window rolled down about an inch, and an “Oh, well” could be heard along followed by a snickering. 

“What are we...”

“...going to do?” the twins exclaimed. “There’s no way in hell that we can win this, there’s no way.”

“Don’t worry, I brought along some insurance,” Joe said confidently.

“What? Like Geico car insurance?” Mike said, dumbfounded. Mark smacked his twin upside the head, “You idiot.” 

The two cars lined up, and waited. They were starting on three honks from the Suburban, racing down to the light post at the end of the lot and back. There was a pause, then three car honks and they were off. The Porsche and Challenger were head-to-head halfway to the light when the Porsche suddenly took off, reaching the post much quicker than the Challenger. It made the turn and headed back, followed closely by the Challenger. The twins watched helplessly as their brother lost the race. They turned off the cars, and the dark figure got out of the Suburban with Erik’s shirt collar in one hand, and a gun in the other.

“A deal is a deal,” he said, “time to pay, all of you.”

“Fuck you!” Joe screamed as he pulled out a gun, and began to shoot sporadically. He managed to miss everyone, but caused enough confusion to grab Erik. They ran towards the twins and Challenger. All four jumped in the car. With the twins sitting on the car floor, the brothers sped off. They went back to their homes, gathered up their important belongings, clothes, and money. The twins loaded up the minivan and Joe and Erik took the Challenger. They couldn’t go back to the shop, because that’s where the mystery kidnappers would be looking for them. The brothers never found out who their enemies were, and probably never would, but in the end, the unknown opponents had still won. The four brothers’ shop was shut down, and the brothers had run.“Where did you get that gun?” Erik asked, still on the adrenaline rush from their escape.“It was in the trunk of the Challenger, in the spare tire well. I found it when I was stripping the car and, getting it ready for the race. So, I guess you could say that Dad saved our asses. We should thank him,” Joe answered.

Just outside of town, the four boys stopped at a graveyard to see their parents one more time before they left town for good. 

“What did those guys want?” Mark asked openly. 

“We may never know, but that’s not why we are here,” Erik said, “this is all about Mom and Dad right now. We are here for them, and nothing else.”

“Erik is right. Someday we will figure that out, but for now, let’s not think about it.”




Garbage

Jomar Bongulto

The city is a dump. Really, it’s a landfill. They call this place “The Arm Pit,” not just because of the smell from the piles and heaps of garbage, but also the gallons of sweat this city perspires. The landfill is located next to the water; the dump site is surrounded by a chain-linked fence and a ditch where a small creek flows. The yellow rectangular sign says “Hard Hat Zone.” A soft hat would probably melt because of the toxicity of the waste. The seagulls crap together like how a fighter squadron drops bombs together. There is a mall here where people shop often coming from different corners of the state. The mall was once a factory where fighter planes and tanks were manufactured for the United Peace Keeping Front.

The railroads that used to bring in the raw supplies for the tanks and planes are still there. The smell of steel, iron, and fire was burned into the air of the city. But now the trains transport the latest designer clothing, the not-so-designer clothing, 3D televisions, radios, electric fans, and vacuums, all for retail price of a couple of thousand bucks. Now, the trash engulfs the air. The city council called a state of emergency during the holiday shopping season. Thousands of shoppers showed up when some hooligans started threatening people with guns and knives. These people didn’t even take money; they took the purchases of toys and clothing bought by parents and teenagers. The National Guard rolled in with their armored trucks and marinated the crowd with tear gas, pepper spray, rubber bullets, and high frequency noise to disperse the young crowd. All the children got for the holidays, that season, were bruised up, teary, snot-nosed parents. The people kept on coming back year after year even when some people went missing and the body bags had to be used. The state did not allow the city to shut it down because it created a lot of revenue for the state. This city is a dump site because all the material goods that people didn’t want any more, they threw away here.

#

“…Julius Max-a-million!” The applause was a mixture of long and loud to short and weak. The proctor walked up to Julius and reached out his hand and gave him a hard nod. The stage floor was dark brown, creaked, and smelled like wet wood after a heavy storm. As he walked to the podium at center stage, he squinted at the audience through the thick smoke. He took notice of their black tuxedos and dresses. The stage lights on top of Julius fell down to his neck. Julius pulled on the collar of his shirt and cleared his throat and elevated his heavy reading glasses to his face.

“I am honored and humbled…”

“What a joke,” a man whispers to his friend.

Julius pretended not to hear the small outburst and took the glass of warm water to his chapped lips. Mayor Maxamillion’s shadow hid behind him flat and stationary as to hide from the light.

“…to be your new elected leader and I would like to thank you all for trusting in me.” Mayor Maxamillion continued on with his speech.

From the stage he could see a boy at his table looking at the red carpet. His face wasn’t visible, only the top of his short black hair and his small black tie that touched the floor. The waitress brought a silver plate of flimsy carrots and celery sticks to the boys table. Clink. The boy’s face looked up at the plate, looked up at the short ceiling, sighed, and went back to looking down at the dull carpet.

Mr. Decca was the boy’s father and the mayor’s friend. He wasn’t paying much attention to the speech about upcoming projects and the city budget. Mr. Decca licked his lips wet, took his napkin and placed it on his lap. He took one of the precut baby carrots and gobbled it down. He then waved a bar of chocolate in front of his boy’s face. The boy’s face brightened up. The boy shut his mouth right before salvia fell out. Then his father scolded him.

“Kali, you’re not getting any of this until you make peace with Maxamillion Jr. first.”

Kali picked up one of the celery sticks and stared at it with a slightly opened mouth, “I’d rather eat one of these.” Mr. Decca smiled. Kali gently placed the light green celery stick back to the plate. Kali slowly emptied his lungs of warm air through his nostrils, “You win dad. You win.” Kali looked to the table at his left and rose his glass of water to the boy slurping on some spaghetti noodles. “I come in peace spaghetti man!”

Junior nearly choked and turned his head like a startled dog scanning, scanning for the origin of Kali’s voice with the noodles hanging from his mouth. The noodles swung left to right, just barely passing the bottom of his chin, almost touching the white cotton table cloth. Mumbled and muted by his meal, Junior said, “huh?”

“The correct way Kali,” said Mr. Decca

“Okay, okay!” Kali stood up tucked in his shirt and wiped the toes of his black shined shoes.

Julius Maxamillion Junior’s eye was being iced by his mother with an ice cold soda can. As Kali approaches, she gazes at him with her light brown eyes like a momma bear ready to defend her cub. Kali walks up to them smoothly taking long and slow strides, his chin points upward with pride, and his nostrils grow in size, and he shows his canines like a wolf.

Kali bows, “Good-a-evening mizzes Max-a-million.”

Mrs. Maxamillion opens the cool soda can she used on Junior’s eye, giving the small carbonated bubbles a chance to escape. She took an ice cube from a glass, which she wrapped around a thin napkin and gave to Junior to hold. “Hello Kali, I’m sorry your mother didn’t make it, are you here to give my son another black eye?”

“Yeah me too,” Kali clears his throat. “Yes, yes I am.” The mayor’s microphone gives feedback right after he ends his small speech. “Ow!” Kali bites on to his own teeth and blinks hard with his left eyelid, “Actually, heh-heh, I’m here to apologize to Junior.”

Mrs. Maxamillion kisses the mouth of the can with her red soft lips and lets the liquid tickle her tongue. She leaves the two and goes to her husband. In the background all the guests start to get loud and begin to talk about the success of the election and how important it is for the city. Some just leave. Kali sits down in Mrs. Maxamillions seat. The seat was soft and warm.

Jokingly Kali pats Junior on the back, “Man, I still can’t believe your pops is mayor; you must attract a lot of ladies, being royalty and all?”

“My father isn’t a king, stupid! It’s only been a day!” Junior puts the ice covered napkin to his eye, “You see what you did to my face? My brains could’ve fell out, seesh!”

“Calm down, alright.” Kali taps the center of his chest with his index finger. “It wasn’t my fault, next time let me know when you’’re behind me,” he points his thumb behind him, “you should really stop looking down when you run, your face ran into my elbow not the other way, remember that. Anyways, I’m sorry.”

“Just watch where your swing.” Kali and Junior were teammates in the local elementary school basketball team. During practice Junior was running behind Kali when Kali swung his elbows back. It begins to rain as the event of the night closes.

#

After the speech Mayor Julius went to his office in City Hall to organize it. His office was simple with one chair, one table, another chair across the table, and two black filing cabinets in the corners. The rain slid down the window. As he was opening some boxes he finds a letter given to him a year ago. There was no envelope, just a paper folded in half. He unfolds it and reads:

The people don’t need any proof. Fulfill their primal wants and they won’t ask for the truth. Take away the people’s thought. And I promise you’ll never get caught. Put on a show and then they’ll never know.

Public Paranoia, James M. Coyle  





Public Paranoia

James M. Coyle

It was my first night out in San Jose, and Music in the Park at Cesar Chavez Park downtown had just ended. At the time I didn’t know what was going on, being that I was new to the area. My girlfriend and I were spending a few nights in town while I attended my transfer orientation at San Jose State the following day. After sluggishly exploring the downtown scene for a few hours, my girlfriend and I were craving some McNuggets. There was even a promotion going on where you could get 50 something nuggets for just ten bucks; we were ecstatic. So what did we do, we found a McDonalds of course. As we drove into the McDonald’s parking lot on San Carlos Street, just a stone’s throw from what was then my future campus, we saw a large group of about 45 people huddled around just 50 or so feet away from my truck. I, naïve and sheltered, growing up in one of the nicest communities in the country, San Diego, ignorantly thought they were break dancing somewhere in that huddle. But they weren’t the kids that you might be imagining right now; they were big. Their jeans were baggy enough to fit two people, and their shirts looked like bleached white twin size sheets with four holes in them. They weren’t the types of kids I would see break-dancing in my hometown, they were different, they were tough. Their Oakland A’s caps were clean and their yellow bills were as straight as a hardbound book. These kids weren’t White either, they were Black, Mexican, and Asian. It was a fight that we were about to witness. 

As my heart began to pound faster and faster, I forgot that my girlfriend was in the passenger seat. My seemingly rapid heart rate grew faster, much like a double-bass playing drummer. I was scared for myself, my girlfriend, and my small, but mint conditioned truck. The tension grew, my left foot on my truck’s clutch began to quiver, and my girlfriend’s face turned white. The crowd opened up, one punch was thrown, as far as we could see. A second, third, fourth, fifth punch was thrown, some landed. The crowd shrunk, people panicked, and my girlfriend’s face became whiter than the paint on my truck. My truck jumped, as my twitching left foot bounced on and off the clutch. The crowd shrunk to about 20, and they moved closer and closer to my truck. My first instinct as the brawl moved closer was to back up and speed away, until a car pulled up behind us, blocking us in. They couldn’t see into the cab of my truck, as the smoked out tinted windows of my camper shell shielded their view. We had three choices: stay in the car and tough it out, flee the car and leave it behind, or drive straight ahead and risk running over 20 plus gang bangers. We stayed, and though the brawl shrunk down to less than a dozen, we became even more scared. There was a reason for that, as someone changed the face of that fight completely. 

It was a knife, a dagger, probably about a foot long including the handle. I had never seen anything like it, except in slasher films. As the knifeman swung away like a kid beating a piñata, we became speechless. Our hearing seemed to become muffled, as we can only hear the drumming of our heartbeats. The piercing screams of the panicking people watching from afar then became louder, as they began to bang on our windows screaming at us to call 911. Our eyes were drawn wide open, even though we wished they sewn shut. The knifeman continued to swing away, coming just feet away from the others that circled around him. He was hopping and swinging the knife in the air simultaneously, it became hard to tell if he was making contact with any flesh. He then became cornered, somewhat. My truck was the only thing behind him, as the others were plotting an attempt to dive in and do who knows what to the knifeman. My left leg began to shake as if in a hypothermic state. The knifeman hopped closer to my truck, unaware of his surroundings as the others were still plotting an attack. Then I saw a body from the left come from behind. He was about to tackle the knifeman, who was just five, maybe ten feet away from the hood of my truck. Next thing I know, BANG, the knifeman had gotten blind sighted tackled, crashing into the far left portion of my truck. His arms raised in pain as the tackler speared him like a bull. The led-heavy handle of the knife slammed into my truck first, his head following. The 4-inch wide dent was obvious, the blood wasn’t. As I looked outside my side window, I saw the knifeman laying just inches from my left tire, I couldn’t tell if he was conscience or not. But I could tell that he was bleeding, badly. The brick-red puddle of blood grew from beneath his still body. Dirty imprints of panicking fists covered my truck like a children’s finger painting. The body still lay there coldly. The three-minute window of action felt as if someone had hit the slow motion button. 

My instincts were slowly finding their way back into my head, as a clearing of people finally allowed me to move forward and flee the scene. I couldn’t help but think, do I stop and help the guy? I just wanted to get the hell out of there to be honest, especially for the safety of my terrified girlfriend. So I drove, lunging forward as my left leg continued to furiously shake, depressing the clutch, up and down causing my truck to bounce like a low-rider in a parade. We had finally escaped that horrid experience and we didn’t care that we had to jump a curb to get out of that one-entrance parking lot either. And, the police zoomed into the lot just seconds after we escaped, we didn’t even care to give a police statement, we were just relieved to be free.

We were terrified like no other time in our lives, and it was by far the scariest thing we had ever experienced. It was probably only the third fight we ever witnessed up close, and definitely the first knife fight. As our goose bumps finally disappeared, we eventually became hungry again, and forgetting why we were at a McDonalds in the first place, to get our nuggets. We ended up going to a McDonalds thirty minutes away, I guess that’s how long it took for us to cool down. The first thing I did upon returning to the hotel was turn on the news. I couldn’t find anything until hours later. Apparently at least six people suffered stab wounds and were sent to the hospital. The brawl was reported as being a turf war between the Blacks and Mexicans. I still don’’t know who won, but I do know my truck suffered a good size dent and some splattered blood. There were no reports of my truck being at the scene.

Almost one year later, I still haven’t gone back to that McDonalds. Since then, I still haven’t gotten over my fear of the streets. I’m constantly looking over my shoulder, asking my friends where the safest spots are in town, and most importantly, I’ve learned to simply watch my back. Living in a new city, people should always be aware of their surroundings. Unfortunately, I had to learn that the hard way.
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Phuong Hoang

It all began with that fateful Sunday. It started with an unexpected phone call from Vietnam. At first, I was not sure who called or what it was about, but from the look of my mother’s eyes and her gestures, I saw a great sense of anger and dissatisfaction fill her heart. “What? What are you talking about? This can’t be true! No, no, it can’t be!” My mother panicked as she was pressing for more answers on the other line of the phone. I later found out from my mother that the phone call was from my relative in Vietnam. “Great grandma just passed away in her sleep last night,” she told me. My mother dropped the phone as she lowered her eyes to avoid making eye contact with me. “I just couldn’’t believe it. This can’t happen to us.” All I wanted to do as soon as I heard that news was to let out a terrifying cry, but I had to stay calm to avoid further disruption. At one point, I was so devastated at the news that I even had to reach out for my mother’s arms to avoid fainting. Being the fragile person that I was at that very moment, I tried every way possible to deny the fact that my great-grandma had passed away, but no matter how hard I tried, there was absolutely nothing I could do to bring her back. A sense of loneliness drifted over my soul as I contemplated on the gentle love that great grandma had for me and for everyone in the family.

Great-grandma was more like a second mother to me when I was a little girl. She would always be there to take care of my younger brother and me while my parents were at school teaching or when they were running errands around the town. My great grandma would never get tired of playing with us even though she was quite weak and old at that time. Her frailty didn’t stop her from washing us, feeding us, playing with us, taking us out to eat, and even walking my brother and me to school. During the nighttime she would always put my little brother on the hammock to rock him back and forth while I was lying beside her as she sang lullaby and read fairy tales to put us to sleep. She was so loving and gentle to me that until this very day I still feel ashamed for naively taking her love for granted when I was a little girl. 

I would have to consider my great grandma to be my very first and favorite teacher. Her gentleness and courage inspired me to appreciate even the smallest things people do for me. I can still vividly remember my very first lesson that I learned from her when I was just five years old. It all happened on one cozy night when she was rocking my little brother back and forth on the hammock while she was singing softly to put us to sleep when all of the sudden, she pulled me closer to her and whispered something into my ears.“ Child,” she whispered softly, “when you grow up and become successful, don’t ever forget your grandparents’’ and parents’ sacrifices and their unconditional love they have for you. You must always love and honor them no matter who you will be in the future. Remember your origin and come back to serve your community.” I pretended to be sleeping so that she could get some rest, but I heard her every single word, and still remember them this very day. Her wisdom has inspired me to mature as an authentic person with the eagerness to love and receive love from everyone so that my life can become more meaningful. The precious lifelong lessons that I learned from my great grandma are the skills that I need to be more confident and to believe that I can help make a brighter future for the world.

One of my fondest memories of her is how she used to make a practical Vietnamese dish so tasty for my family. Until this day, I still can’t name one person who can make a family meal so tasty like the way she did. I don’t even know how she did it, but she managed to make a simple thin noodle soup with pork and tomato my family’s all-time favorite. I would always look forward to coming home from school or piano lessons just so I can rush home just to eat her simple white rice with broiled vegetables and Vietnamese prime ribs. She was my family’s favorite chef because she always had the right taste for everything. My mother used to tell me that my great grandma loved cooking so much that she would forget about her fragile health condition and would spend endless hours in the kitchen trying to find the perfect recipe for the entire family. After her death, I realized that even though her dishes were simple and traditional, they were delicious and incomparable because she would always put her unconditional love for the whole family in those simple homemade dishes. Everything that came out of the kitchen was natural and was more like a work of art for her. I can still recall the exotic aroma that filled every room in the house whenever she cooked special meals for Lunar New Year, and how the whole extended family would gather on the floor to eat her food the traditional Vietnamese way. I would always look back at these moments with a smile across my face.

My great-grandma was the very first person to show me what it means to love someone so much. She had sacrificed all her life for her children, grandchildren, and even great grandchildren. Even though she was a very quiet person, her loving words still resonate loudly in my heart. My great-grandma was just an ordinary woman, but her love for the entire family was tremendous. Her loss has left a great dent in my heart, but at the same time it also helped me to reflect on the gentle love she had for everyone and to appreciate the times I spent with her even more. Not only that, but I also eventually learned from my great grandma’s death to appreciate even the smallest sacrifices from my grandparents and my parents have made, and that I have always taken for granted. I can never thank her enough for everything she had given me ever since the day I was born. It was at her funeral that I learned to value all the lifelong lessons that she taught me, but what I will remember most about her is her unique way of teaching me to love, appreciate, and value my grandparents, parents, and everyone around me even more after her death.
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Tracy Israde Torres 

After the news she began to draw again, a pastime she had given up a decade ago. She liked the way holding a pencil against a clean canvas felt. Like a warrior with a sword, every movement was precise. Her small, fragile hands would take charge of the pencil and canvas, one false stroke and the drawing was dead. She drew scenes from her childhood: the house she grew up in, the neighborhood park, and the lazy summer days. She drew the dreams she had of angels holding her, Christ in heaven, and the all-forgiving cross. On any given day after learning the news, you would find her outside in the yard drawing. She spent hours perfecting every piece. To her, the drawings were pieces of her that would live forever. Every shade and curve would remind her grandchildren of whom she was. 

I could sit for hours watching her work. She always had the expression of concentration, though she made drawing look effortless. 

She would ask for any requests. “What do you want to see me draw, mi hija?” 

I would simply smile and say, “Anything, grandma.” 

She wouldn’t hesitate and she would begin to draw her favorite beings, angels. She always told me they were out there. She also said they were always watching us, and as I sat there watching her draw them, I believed they were.

It seemed that after she got the call, all she thought of were angels. She drew them with big, feathered wings capable of providing protection, but also vulnerable to being broken. She drew them with smiling faces and open arms. Yet their eyes never really matched the expression on their lips. Their lips would smile, but their eyes seemed pain stricken. It was a reminder of the expression she wore herself. She rarely used color: white always seemed much more pure to her. Their robes were long and rarely touched by shadow. When she drew these angels, her vision seemed to drift. Her eyes would go somewhere far away. The pain she usually expressed with them was gone; it was as if she could see the angels appear in front of her. These angels were a comfort to her. A reminder of what she believed she would see soon. 

Towards the end, her drawing sessions became less frequent. There were days when the medication for her cancer would make her too tired to hold a pencil. In those days, she would let me in her room and tell me the things she would be drawing for me soon. With eyes closed and a weak voice, she spoke of seeing more angels and beautiful landscapes on her way to the hospital. She said she wanted to draw the entire family: her eight children, twenty-seven grandchildren, and eight great-grandchildren. She laughed when she thought of them all, and the way she would draw them. 

She told me stories of her childhood. She explained the pictures she had drawn and the people in them. They were friends from her past and her present, her sisters who had already passed away and brothers she had rarely seen. She also drew her mother and father, and explained why she drew them the way she did. She told me what every picture meant to her and the importance that person had in her life. She explained every funny or sad experience she had from her landscapes. Her sunken checks would plump up with every smile her memories brought her.

I rarely asked questions. I wanted her to talk and tell me about everything she had lived through and seen in her seventy-three years. I knew that this was my last chance to really know my grandma. I usually sat holding her fragile hand in mine with a smile on my face. She remembered stories of my father’s childhood and made me laugh about silly things he did, like bringing lizards in the house to scare his sisters, or the time he pretended to run away. She would also tell me how proud she was of me and her other grandkids for pushing themselves in school, an opportunity she didn’t have. 

On days she felt better, she was outside in the cool, fall breeze drawing. I would join her and she would try to teach me how to draw, but seeing that I had not been handed the gift, she smiled and promised to draw anything I asked for. She continued to draw pictures of angels. But these angels changed. They opened their arms wider and their eyes looked expecting. Their smiles matched the expression in their eyes. Now, her angels became a comfort to me because I knew where she would be soon: a painless place. 

In the month of October she passed away in a hospital, indoors and late at night, far away from a pencil and canvas. On her memorial, we displayed some of her drawings. She narrated every drawing for me. Her stories, her laugh and smile all came to mind with those drawings. I became thankful for the time I spent with her and the drawings she left behind. It was then that I realized there was something more important this past year than spending time with her. It was more than watching her accept her fate. It was about learning the importance of memories. I had watched her live her life again, the good and the bad, through her memories. I realized then, while looking at her drawings, that memories are that which keep us alive even when we go. She gave me the gift of memories that were once hers: this last year was for me to keep. Time on Earth is limited, and every second spent making memories helps us live on for generations. I treasure this last year with my grandma more than any other. Taking the time to make memories is what will carry us through.
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Kristina Lum

 “WHO ATE ALL THE CORNFLAKES?” I almost swallowed my toothbrush as my twin sister, Merlina’s voice blasted from the kitchen like a drill sergeant.

With my toothbrush in my mouth, I poked my head around the door into the dorm’s kitchen to see Merlina holding the empty box of cornflakes glaring at me very angrily because I had eaten the cornflakes.

“Um…I was hungry…” I said sleepily through the toothbrush and toothpaste.

“Yes, I can see that,” Merlina snapped.

“But did you consider that I, your dear twin sister, and our roommates Daniel and Jennifer would like breakfast?”

One of the bedroom doors opened and Daniel, a tall blonde guy, came in groggily followed by his girlfriend Jennifer from the other bedroom.

“What is this racket?” he grumbled. 

“Where’s breakfast?”

“Josh ate it all,” Merlina said curtly, “The last of our box of cornflakes and there’s no time to make protein shakes or go to the dining commons!”

“JOSH!” Jennifer shouted in a flaming fury.

“Why do you have to be such a pig? Now we have no breakfast and our classes start in an hour!” 

Normally she’s rather quiet but when she gets angry, it’s like a bonfire gone out of control. I seriously thought she was going to spontaneously combust!

And it’s Merlina and I who have magic, not Jennifer and Daniel. So it’s actually more dangerous for Merlina and me to lose our tempers because we could actually set something on fire. Or in Merlina’s case, turn someone into a toad, believe me, I’ve seen it happen. She’s yelling at someone one moment, then poof, she’s staring down at a warty toad.

This was how mornings at our dorm at Avalon University usually went: everyone running slightly late and complaining that I eat too much. After everyone had their turn yelling at me, getting dressed and washed, we all made a beeline for class on our empty stomachs—except mine—my stomach was weighed down with guilt and embarrassment.

“Ugh…I’ve got a full schedule today…” Merlina grumbled, looking her cell phone. “We have a big lecture in our King Arthur class, then a midterm in defensive magic, a performance test in P.E, and I still have to work on the outline for the story I want to write for creative writing!”

She snapped her cell phone shut.

“And now I only have thirty minutes to eat and get to class early because someone had to eat all the cereal!”

“Sis…” I said cringing, “I said I was sorry, I’ll even go into town and get some groceries!” 

She just told me I’d better and then rattled off a list of groceries I needed to get. 

I tried to focus on the Halloween decorations, mostly consisting of large cutouts of pumpkins and bats along with some fake spider webbing. They covered the hallway walls and dorm doors. They all looked pretty good; my favorite ones were the Harry Potter-themed decorations

“Nice decorations,” Jennifer said, “Maybe after classes we should get some decoration supplies, there’s going to be a contest right?”

“I think so,” I said, “But Merlina and I always lose at those kinds of contests….”

“Awww…come on,” Jennifer whined.

“It’ll be fun! Who knows maybe we’ll get lucky and win first prize, Amazon.com gift cards!”

After a mad dash for coffee we made our way to our Arthurian Legends class. I still don’t know why all of the students have to take that class. With Dad being an Arthurian professor, I thought we’d be excused from it because we know it all. But no, it is required and the teachers go on about it like it’s a life or death matter and that it’s somehow connected as to why some students get invited to Avalon University and some don’t.

Merlina kept falling asleep at her desk next to mine while the professor droned on and on about the Knights of the Round Table and what quests made them famous. Even though I was actually interested in the Arthurian Legends, this professor made the whole business dead boring. Not the way how Dad told them to us as bedtime stories. I barely heard what he was saying about Sir Percival and the Holy Grail and about how Lancelot was actually a fictional character made up by some writer in France. It just dissolved into a stream of: “Blahblahblahblahblah.” 

A few hours later we came out of that class and since I was worried for my little twin sister, I ran over to the nearest vending machine and got her some Pop-Tarts to eat before her defensive magic class. She didn’t say anything just started eating the strawberry flavored Pop-Tarts as she tottered to the magic arena. I turned and made my way to the science building for my calculus test. I had a pop quiz, and I failed miserably.

After an hour studying in the library I had my theatre class, we were doing a scene from Macbeth and somehow I ended up being one of the witches. After I managed to take off the ragged robe that was my costume, I had some time for lunch so I dashed back to the dorm for a quick bite.

After a quick lunch of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich back at the dorm and being reminded by Merlina to do the grocery shopping, I went to the rest of my classes, my last one being defensive magic, and at four when I was done, I groggily took the tram into the village to the market. On the list, aside from cereal, was pasta, chicken, vegetables, fruit, cake, and several bags of candy for the trick-or-treaters who’d visit Saturday evening. Exhausted and having to face at least six hours of homework, I collapsed on the sofa when I got back to the dorm. After a while, I got up and opened my laptop to start working on the essay on Sir Lancelot our professor assigned us.

I was slightly distracted by the smell of the lamb and dried plum stew Merlina and Jennifer were making for dinner, but I plowed through my homework and managed to get my calculus assignment done when the stew was placed on the dinner table. After dinner we all proofed our King Arthur essays, and then Daniel made some fudge brownies for dessert, and after a round of video games, we all went to bed.

Late that night, things began to grow very, very strange. Around midnight there was this awful, loud, and blood-chilling growling from outside. I tumbled out of bed and scrambled to the window to get a better look. I opened it and Daniel and I stuck our heads out looking over the quad for the source of the commotion.

I seriously thought I was hallucinating. Down in the quad was a huge, ugly, and tentacled creature! It looked like it was part tree; it was surrounded by leaves and rotted tree bark and had stone like fangs. How could I be seeing a tree monster unless I was hallucinating? Did Merlina put expired prunes into the lamb stew? Was one of the pieces of lamb raw? Did I bang my head really hard during my defensive magic class?

Then it struck me; it was almost Halloween. Was this someone’s idea of a pre-Halloween prank? Maybe someone from the animatronics department made a robotic monster?

At least I thought that until I heard the screaming in the tree monster’s tendrils; it was a squirming, blonde cheerleader in her uniform, a guy I saw in the dining commons and one of the girls from my physics class. They were all wrapped tightly in the monster’s tendrils and kicking and screaming. The monster shook its tentacles and roared and then there was a loud boom and a swirl of leaves. When it cleared, there was no trace of the monster or the students. Just some leaves and a dark spot on the ground.

“Did…did you just see that?” Daniel asked, sounding just as terrified as I felt.

“I wish I hadn’t,” I squeaked. None of us were able to sleep at all that night.

Within the space of overnight, wild rumors started spreading through the dorm building like wildfire. Some said one of the animatronics escaped from the engineering building, another said it was a prank, another said they were filming a movie, and lastly, some of the locals were saying it was the monster of the Old Castle.

“Okay, what the hell happened?” Merlina shouted over breakfast the next day.

“How did that monster kidnap three students and then just vanish into thin air? I’ve seen my fair share of weird stuff but this is the stuff you only see in monster movies!”

“And what’s this story of the Old Castle?” I asked. 

The castle was this old ruin near campus. It was fenced off because it was unstable and the locals believed it was haunted and that the Banshee occasionally frequented it. Also, parts of it were falling apart as well and there had been some unexplained accidents.

“I don’t know much…” Daniel said crossing his arms and clearly thinking hard.

“But I have heard that the Old Castle is said to be home to a monster, but that’s all I know.”

There wasn’t much we could do except to go to class and get our homework done. All our professors sent us their lectures for studying. Afterward, when I finished my essay on Lancelot, I fired up the internet and started a search on the Old Castle. All I could find was just schematics and maps and old documentaries on how it was one of the most haunted ruins in Ireland, rumored to have been built by a sorcerer. Three days later we were nowhere close to finding out about the monster.

“So, where do we go from here?” I asked, tossing a leaflet of notes on the coffee table. The tree monster showed up again and two more students had gone missing. By then classes were canceled and we were instructed to stay in our dorms and now there were talks of having us sent to London until this could be settled. Food and supplies were being shipped and delivered to our dorms or under close supervision we were allowed into the farmers market. The faculty must have been really worried because later several of the advanced magic students and some elite Warlocks as well were called over to help set up a barrier around the school at night to prevent the monster from coming onto campus.

“I don’t know.” Merlina said. She was sprawled on the couch next to Daniel.

“Go to the Old Castle? That’s out of the question. If we went at night, there is no way I could make a hole in the barrier without being noticed. And I don’t think my magic is anywhere strong enough to outdo all those Warlocks.”

“Then…we could go during the day,” Daniel suggested. “Say we need to go into the village, and then on the way back the tires on the tram could mysteriously blow out.” 

He had that glint in his eyes, the glint that meant he had a crazy idea up his sleeve.

“No,” Merlina said. “Whatever it is Daniel, no.”

“Why?” Daniel bleated, sounding quite like a goat.

“Why not? Someone’s gotta go rescue the missing students!”

“Because your plans never work,” Merlina snapped scathingly.

“They always end up with you getting hurt or in detention. I’m making the plans.” 

It was true. Daniel was just an idiot, he never thought things through. How he got invited to Avalon University I have no idea whatsoever.

“But why?” Daniel whined.

“Because I’m not an idiot,” Merlina said. That pretty much settled it. After a slightly crazy fight between Merlina and Daniel we began making plans to sneak into the Old Castle.

To be honest and a good big brother, Merlina’s plan actually had a better chance of working out. Daniel’s would have had a decent chance too but Merlina had taken some things into account that Daniel never would have noticed in a million years; he’s that oblivious sometimes. He could miss a detail that everyone could easily see, and he never admits it.

Two days later, the day of Halloween we got permission to go into town to go to the farmers market. Just to avoid suspicion, we bought some toffee apples and popcorn and milled around for a while. Once we finished our treats we began to head back to the tram station. Just before we made the turn for the tram station we ducked into an obscure corner. After waiting for a few minutes we rushed down the path to the Old Castle. It was visible from the village but it took a surprisingly long time to get there. We passed at least three herds of sheep and their Shepherd’s on the two mile trek to the castle. After vaulting a few dry stone walls, we were finally at the castle.

“Okay guys, that monster could be anywhere.” Merlina said taking off the purple pendant that she always wore around her neck.

“Best be ready for any crazies too.” She muttered a few words and her pendant turned into her fairy staff. I wished I had brought mine. All I had was a half eaten toffee apple and a bag of popcorn. Well maybe if this monster liked popcorn…it could be used as bait.

“Where do you think they could be?” I asked pulling a flashlight out and turned it on.

“Who knows?” Jennifer said, “There are tunnels under the castle that go for miles around underground.” 

I gulped in despair. How were we going to find the monster and the students it kidnapped? We searched for some time and the only living creatures we met were bats and rats. No tree monster and no missing students. Even Merlina’s Finders Seekers spell didn’t work, but it had only a ten yard radius, so I guess it couldn’t be helped.

“Where are they?” Daniel grumbled.

“In the tunnels? They couldn’t have vanished into thin air.” It was starting to get dark and foggy and the first stars were appearing in the twilight sky above us. We had been in the castle for some time. If we didn’’t go back soon, the fact that we weren’t in our dorm would soon be noticed by the R.As.

“We’ll look a half hour longer.” Merlina said, holding her staff aloft. Light was shining from the stone. “Then we’ll go back to campus and let the cops handle this.”

“Okay, maybe try using that Finders Seekers spell again?” I suggested.

“Maybe we’re in their range now.”

“Alright, one more shot,” Merlina said and held her staff up and recited the Finders Seekers spell as light flashed from her staff.

A small violet translucent orb appeared over us. It hung in the air for a moment then shot off towards a crumbled part of the castle we hadn’t searched yet. We all dashed forwards towards it and soon enough loud sounds could be heard—human and monstrous sounds. We were hot on the trail! I was at the head of our party and as I rounded a corner, we came face to face with the monster!

“Ready to have your tree barky butt kicked?” I shouted, thrusting my hand out in the classic spell caster’s stance, similar to a fencing pose.

“How do you like your fire? Smoky? Or extra hot?”

The thing just roared at me, sending bits of dirt and smoke at me.

“Okay, you asked for it.” I said then began charging up for an extra hot fire bolt. I thrust my hand forwards and a streak of red fire shot from my hand and struck the monster resulting in an explosion!

“WHAT THE HELL?” Merlina shouted from behind me. “How did that blow up? It was a wood monster; it should have just burned up or disintegrated!”

Daniel went forward coughing on the smoke to investigate. We heard him rummaging through the remains of the monster. There was some coughing from smoke and some slight swearing and I swear I saw one of the tentacles move. A few minutes later, Daniel came back holding one of the monster’s tentacles.

It was mechanical.

“So…” Jennifer said. “It was a fake monster? But who would…”

“AW MAN! There goes my Halloween monster prank!” A male voice whined, making all of us jump. We looked up and saw one of the missing students standing on the wall above us.

“A PRANK?” Merlina shrieked.

“THAT WAS A PRANK?” I could actually see electricity crackling around her; she was very, very close to losing her temper and all control of her magic.

“Yeah,” the guy said, “Perfect wasn’t it? Planned all year for it and Josh there, had to blast it to bits. That was my big project in my robotics class! I can’’t just snap my fingers and repair it like that!”

“The cops and Scotland Yard are at school thinking some monster is kidnapping the students!” Daniel shouted.

“AND YOU SAY THIS WAS ALL A PRANK?”

To make a long story short, we were able to return the missing students back to campus, and Harold, the one behind the prank, was put on suspension for a month, along with his accomplices. However, for the Halloween Party he was allowed to repair his tree monster, which became the highlight attraction for all the visiting trick-or-treaters. We attached candy buckets to the tentacles, and the kids loved jumping up to get their candy as the tentacles lifted up and dropped down with the candy buckets.

I didn’t know if all this should be a sign of things to come at Avalon University or if this was all just one bizarre event. Halloween passed and the rest of our first semester went by quietly. The only major events were campus parties, final exams, and Merlina accidently blowing up her homework. If there was anything strange going on, I never noticed it or something was just kept well hidden from us for whatever reasons. Maybe that was why Avalon University is described as being “anything but normal.”
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In the Shoes of an Immigrant

Jimmy Nguyen

I’m lost. Looking for a person who was nonexistent in my life. I can only imagine who she is, yet I am so far from actually meeting her. She’s the last piece to my family puzzle, my long lost sister, Tiffany Trang. It’s been 20 years since my family has seen her and yet her face still remains in their memories.

Here I am, on a quest to find someone that I don’t even know. But, how did it all start? It begins with my mom’s life story—Trang Nguyen. She’s probably the most amazing person I know. Maybe the best human being on this earth or even super human in my eyes. This piece is merely a dedication to my mother—the woman who gave me my life, my inspiration, and my world.

The story begins in Vietnam during Vietnamese American War. Trang became initiated in the so-called Mom’s Club at 21 when she had her first two children—a beautiful baby girl Natalie and a little boy Ryan. Having two babies wasn’t what she imagined, a basic walk in the park. It made her life a bigger struggle than it already had been. It was hard to feed two little mouths without any money. And that’s when she had to make a decision to stay in Vietnam or find an alternative for a better living.

She had heard of some of her friends fleeing to America by rescue ships, but she didn’t know if these rumors were true. “Was America as great as everyone had perceived it to be?” she thought to herself. Her intuition influenced her decision of her going. Days went by, she couldn’t sleep, tossing and turning in her bed with her two children—thinking. The day finally came when she knew that America would be best for her children—the main inspiration for the drastic decision. It wasn’t an easy choice. She knew that her pockets were empty and plane tickets were out of her budget, not alone food. Although she was poor and walked around with hollow pockets, she still had hope. 

Before she went on her journey along side with her children, she packed and said goodbye to the rest of her family that she was going to leave behind. Tears dripped down her face and left a streak of water running down from her eyes to her chin, like a river. Everyone held her tight and wished her luck because they knew she needed it. Trang packed a bunch of essential supplies in the two army duffle bags she received from her older brother. The bags were overstuffed—weighing about 10 lbs each. Some of the food and water bottles seeped out of the zipper. She didn’t care how heavy the bags were. The only thoughts she had on her mind, were the long nights she and her children would have to endure. The night came, the moon rose, and she began her journey in hopes of finding freedom on the other side of the world.

They reached the rainforest that was linked to the dock with the rescue ships waiting at the end. The only things standing in between them were time and the dangers of the area. There were trees, rocks, and animals everywhere—hiding in their natural habitats. She could smell the droppings of the large animals that were somewhere in the darkness. Trang held her children’s hands leading them deeper and deeper into the rainforest. It seemed to get darker. Her pupils adjusted to the absent light. She knew it was going to get tougher, so she picked up her two children and held them close as a mother kangaroo. She knew if she had lost their touch and warmness in the darkness, she would lose them forever.

She started to run at a fast pace. Her two feet were stepping every second. She was covered in mud and sweat from the terrain, but she started to get tired. Her survival bags were wearing her down. Trang ditched the duffle bags, leaving them for the darkness to swallow. She looked back and she couldn’t see a thing. She thought she wasn’t going to make it out. She felt lost and afraid for her children. In the darkness she could see the glow of her children’s eyes. She didn’t want to let them down and kept her faith.

After hours of running in circles, she finally reached the dock. The two toddlers were tired and restless. Even though she had made it to the rescue point, she knew it wasn’t safe. She knew she was in danger of being caught or being killed from the communist patrolmen, so she discreetly waited for the rescue ship by lying down on the dock. She covered the two babies’’ mouths with her hands and tried to keep them quiet. She looked out to the ocean and saw a big figure hidden behind the thick fog. It was the ship. She was ready to board and leave her old life behind. She excitedly scooped up her two children and went on the ship. 

Trang thought she was clear of any more troubles, but another whirlwind hit her. She boarded the wrong ship, but she knew it was better than being out in the open on the dock. She searched her open pockets for all the money and valuables she had. She had nothing but her kids, which wasn’t enough to keep her family stable. Although she was caught in a dilemma, she wasn’’t alone on the boat. There were more refugees like her with their families, cramped in a tight corner at the edge of the ship. As the boat sailed the waves of blue, everyone started to close their eyes, including Trang herself.

While she was sound asleep hugging her two children tight, one of the pirates snatched her baby Ryan from her arms. 

“I’m going to kill him if you don’t give me what I want,” the pirate said holding a sword next to the baby’s face. 

She looked at him frightened, but more worried about her child. She begged him to stop. “Please that’s all I have. My baby! Please have some heart. Spare the child and take me.” Tears followed after she screamed at the pirate. 

The pirate looked her up and down like she was a piece of meat. “Fine then! Follow me or else.” He said with a demanding voice. 

She knew that the only thing she had to offer was her body. So she sacrificed herself and followed him to the deck where he raped her at his own will. She cried and screamed resisting it while looking at her two children lying with the other bundles of people. After he was done with her, she returned to her children, once again holding them close while crying her heart out.

After a few days, the ship stopped and dropped off every refugee who was alive, in Taiwan. My Mom, Trang, picked up her children and continued her pursuit for happiness. She had to find a job fast to make money. She found a local restaurant where she obtained most of her money within a couple of months. The restaurant owner felt some remorse for her kids and offered her a job with very low pay. She worked as a busser in the restaurant, since that was the only job available. She did most of the cleaning and dirty work like taking out the trash, washing the dishes, and the sweeping duties. The job was tough for her because she couldn’t communicate with the customers. They spoke a different language that Trang slowly learned and pick up. She collected enough money to book a one-way flight to America for the sake of her children. They were ready to arrive on American soil with nothing in their hands except each other’s.

Twenty-seven hours after being in the air, they settled in San Jose, California where some of their friends and family resided. They lived in a small apartment with one room big enough for their family, including the new baby in her stomach. They had no furniture in their house. It was empty, but the material things weren’t important to Trang. She was pregnant and more worried about her children. It was too shameful to tell the world that her baby was conceived by rape, but she had no other choice. Her stomach was growing daily and it was beginning to be hard to hide. Abortion wasn’t even spoken about in her culture. As months progressed her stomach got bigger.

Finally she gave birth to her third child—Tiffany Trang on March 29, 1990. She was thankful for the doctors that helped bring her child into the world. After nine long months of waiting for the baby to come out, she couldn’t have been any happier. When she first held Tiffany in her arms, she started to cry. She couldn’t believe how pretty her new baby was and how perfect her life became. The two children, Ryan and Natalie were excited to have a new baby sister. Trang knew then that her life had become just how she imagined it. 

About a year later Trang’s perfect life turned upside down. While recording her children play together on an old camcorder she was hit by a drive by shooting. She heard the loud “BANG, BANG, BANG!” And everything else was a blur. All she remembered was rushing over to her children and using her body as a shield to protect them. The incident only lasted a few seconds, but everything moved in slow motion for Trang. She watched as the bullets struck her body and her arms while she prayed to God to keep her family safe. Her mind drifted away as she started to faint, hearing the loud sounds of sirens coming closer and closer.

The police and ambulance came after a call from the neighbors was made. The neighbors rushed into the house, checking on the three children. The neighbors screamed, “Somebody help! Please there are children hurt.” The whole family lied down unconscious. They were all rushed to the hospital immediately where they were placed in intensive care. Everyone in the family was struck by a bullet and was in severe surgery, except for her newborn Tiffany. Her two kids Natalie and Ryan were hit by small bullet shells and suffered from blood loss. But, my Mom had it the worst. The bullet was only an inch away from her heart. It tore through her chest and exited through her arms. She remained in a coma in the hospital. The doctors told her family members that had rushed to the hospital along with the ambulance, that they were unsure she was ever going to recover. They were in shock, especially Trang’s sister Van. Van took Tiffany home that following night crying. 

During her few weeks in the hospital, Her sister Van got custody of Tiffany. She was obliged to watch over the baby because nobody else could care for her. Van took the responsibility, but let her superstitions get the best of her. She believed that the bad luck came from Tiffany—the production of a deadly sin. Therefore, she went to child protective services and handed her in without any second thoughts. A newlywed couple—unknown to my family, adopted Tiffany at 14 months old.

Trang woke up one day and was outraged by the news she had heard. She had lost most of her blood and her most prized possession, her baby girl. She went to the child protective agency and demanded to see her child. But by the time she got there, it was too late. Tiffany was gone and living with another family. The agency couldn’t do anything to help Trang because everything was confidential. So no information could be disclosed to her. She tried arguing, crying, and pleading for her baby for hours until she was forced to be taken off of the property.

That’s when she realized that her life was meant to be like that. She finally gave up fighting the agency to get back Tiffany. She hoped that one day, that little girl would grow up and find her mom.

Nineteen years later, my mom told me about her struggles. It made me sad, but also made me determined to find my half-sister. I understood all the adversities that my mom had to go through just to get my family here. She suffered more pain than anyone I’ve met in my life. It changed my whole life perspective. Now my family is my main rock and inspiration. Although I am stuck and my search for my sister Tiffany is on a pause right now, I will always continue trying. I know that one day I can reunite my mom with her daughter. Therefore, this story is my brief dedication of words of how I feel about my amazing mother. And I will tell her how much I appreciate and love her everyday.
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Serena Ortiz

Susan had been working on her project for hours. It felt like days, but procrastination always got to her. Susan had to write an outline of her presentation for Social Studies. She hated work but she knew she had to do it. Susan was familiar with the massive amount of homework the school gave her. She was a junior and the whole routine wasn’t new. She would get the assignment, review it, put it in her bag, and forget about it until she was reminded of it by teachers or classmates. Then she would finish the assignment at the last second. Procrastination wasn’t good, but it worked for her. Finally by midnight, she was finished and she determined that her work was adequate, so she went to bed. She was nervous for tomorrow: Presentation Day. She would have felt more confident had she started working on the project last week when it was assigned. But she felt the relief of being done and was able to sleep the last six hours of the night.

When Susan awoke the next morning, she had thirty minutes to be at school. Luckily, the school was about five blocks from her house. She rushed to get ready and ran out the door with her bag and her project. Her project was a simple presentation about global warming, something she found interesting; because she saw herself as a “go-green” type of person. Susan wanted to be some type of environmentalist or something. She had great determination, but she was sometimes forgetful. She had waited until the last second to do her project because she loved the thrill of doing things at the last moment. She also forgot about the assignment after the first day. She found all her research a week before, but most of the information she used, she had previously learned. She was prepared and had concise information. The teacher had asked everyone in the class to choose a social, political, or economic issue. She chose global warming because it could be categorized as all three. She wasn’t the only one who had chosen that topic. Her classmates Jennifer, Aliana, and Kevin had chosen the same topic. The teacher said they could all collaborate, but the final work had to be original. None of them had contacted her, so she assumed everyone would find their own information. She was scheduled to present second to last, since she feared public speaking. She would wait it out and observe everybody else’s presentations before delivering her speech. Her class was 6th period, so she had most of the day to prepare.

At break time, after second period, she ran into Aliana.

“Hey Susan, did you finish your project for Ms. Smith’s class?” Aliana asked.

“Yeah, did you?” Susan asked. She wondered how Aliana’s project had turned out. Aliana always had unique and colorful posters for speeches.

“Kind of, but not entirely. I have most of my information written down, but not on the poster. Can I borrow your project just to get an idea of how it should look?”

Susan thought about it for a second because she needed to practice her speech a little more. Then she remembered she had her note cards.

“Yeah, sure you can borrow it. Just give it back to me in class,” Susan answered.

Susan had always been nice enough to help people out if they needed it. Susan wasn’t really worried about not getting her poster back or having it get lost. She had let Aliana borrow some of her homework before and she knew she could trust her.

Susan went about her day, going to all her classes including Math, Spanish, Science, English, and Art. Finally, it was time for Social Studies; the moment she had been waiting for all day. Aliana had already left Susan’s work on her desk and there was a little ‘Thank You’ card. Aliana had always been so nice making cards for people because she was an artist. Class started and everyone started giving their presentations. Aliana was scheduled to go a little after the first person went. Susan was very interested to see how her project came out. Aliana went up and took her little poster board, which showed a sun and the earth. You could tell it was last minute because there wasn’t much detail, but somehow it still turned out great. She began her presentation and Susan listened to her speak. Aliana was midway through her introduction when Susan’s mouth opened wide and there was complete shock on her face. Susan felt like crying. She was nervous, scared and dumbfounded. Aliana had literally copied Susan’s own words and recited them. Susan was furious, but she managed to keep composure. Luckily, her turn was towards the end. She had hoped the teacher would have forgotten Aliana’s presentation by the time Susan’s came around. Unfortunately, that was not the case as Susan would later find out.

Susan’s turn was up and she was nervous. Nervous because she hated presentations and nervous because she knew Aliana had copied her words. She went up, introduced herself and began her presentation on global warming, explaining its causes and effects. She also gave statistics and other information that would be useful to the class. But unfortunately, they had already heard the exact same presentation not that long ago. Susan felt her chest tighten up. She finished the presentation with a poker face but she was furious inside. After each presentation was over the teacher handed out their grades. Susan read hers and it said ‘See Me after Class Please.’ She knew what it was about and felt herself burning with anger. She shot daggered eyes at Aliana, but Aliana didn’t see because she was faced towards the front.

Class ended and everyone was free to go, but not Susan and Aliana. Susan’s heart fell and she felt she would have a panic attack. The teacher looked at both Susan and Aliana.

“I know you guys are friends, but plagiarism is not accepted in my class.” Ms. Smith said she was not angry but disappointed.

Susan started to speak.

“Uhh...” but was interrupted by Ms. Smith.

“No. I don’t want to know who copied and who allowed that to happen. Let me say that I am very disappointed in both of you. We believe in academic honesty here and this is not acceptable. I am not going to report this, but if it happens again, I will have to. Also, I am not a mean teacher and I know this was not done intentionally, so I will give you both a chance to redeem yourself. Choose a new topic and write an essay on it. You will both keep your speech grade because I focused on the presentation itself, not the information. The grade you will receive on your make-up essay will go towards your speech outline. You guys have until tomorrow. I’ll see you then.”

“Thanks,” Susan said.

Aliana kept quiet and that really irked Susan, but she kept composure. At the moment Susan could have punched Aliana in the face. How could someone do that? Why would someone do that? She had trusted Aliana for the longest time. They had a cordial friendship, and at their school everyone was respectful. Obviously, Aliana didn’t understand that what she did was wrong and didn’’t have enough respect for Susan. She had never distrusted someone until now. She was furious.

Susan walked out of the room after the conversation and didn’t even glance over at Aliana. She walked down the hall in anger and wanted to cry, but knew she couldn’t because she didn’t want anyone at school to see her. Her two best friends, Lucy and Patty, were waiting for her at the front of the school. They could tell she was really upset and asked her what was wrong. She tried so hard not to cry, but she just let it out. She told them everything about how she trusted Aliana with her work and how Aliana had betrayed her. They were furious and they comforted her. They told Susan that they were sorry that had happened to her and they encouraged her to write the paper about animal rights. She had agreed and went home to write it, seeing as it was due the next day. She spent a couple of hours working on her project and finally finished. It was great, probably even better than her last project.

The next day, she went to school still upset, yet relieved because she had finished her essay. She avoided Aliana even though they had two other classes together. Finally, she went into Social Studies class. She took notes, but she wanted time to go faster because she was eager to turn in her paper. When class was over she stayed after to turn it in. She walked up to her teacher and gave her the paper.

“Thanks for giving me another chance to turn in my assignment. I know I made a mistake and I have learned from it.” Susan wanted to rat out Aliana, but she decided not to because she had loyalty, even to people who would betray her.

“Thank you and I’m glad you learned a lesson. By the way, do you know if Aliana did her make-up assignment?” Ms. Smith asked concerned.

“No, sorry, I haven’t talked to her all day.” Susan replied. She was surprised Aliana hadn’t done the make-up assignment.

“Well that is her loss because today was the last day I was going to accept this paper.” 

As Susan walked home she started to think about the whole situation. She realized that she shouldn’t trust people with her work because some people are untrustworthy and will take other people’s words and claim them as their own. She realized Aliana was not a good friend or acquaintance. Because Aliana did not turn in her paper, she owned up to her wrongdoings. But she never got the apology she deserved. She started avoiding Aliana because she knew she didn’t need people like that in her life. Susan also learned that she had two very supportive and encouraging best friends. Even though bad things happen and there are untrustworthy people out there, you can always find caring people who will be there for you.
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Morgan Parks

He ran faster with every step he took. His toes dug into the mixture of sand and twigs on the ground, and every tree he passed was nothing more than a blur in his vision. His peripheral vision was obstructed and he began to squint. He glanced behind him for a quick second and saw the light from the torches through the thin forest. As he sprinted he wished he had eyes in the back of his head, or at least a rear view mirror. He stopped, breathing heavily. “Shit,” he mumbled softly as he debated what to do next. Disoriented and confused, his vision bounced around, up, and down, left and right. He faintly heard the sound of waves crashing on the shore——he was close. Without wasting any time catching his breath he continued to sprint towards the shore. He heard a voice yelling, “Over here, here he is.” Then, a moment later a shot rang out, hitting a tree beside him. Thinking of his uncle who shared war stories with him, he remembered that running in a zigzag pattern while being shot at would throw the shooter off. Bullets whizzed by him, raising his pulse to a life-threatening rate. His heart felt as if it was about to break out of his chest; when he was about to give up, he saw the light reflecting off the ocean. He continued at the same pace, launching out of the thick forest and on to the open beach. Looking left and right, he saw nothing; his boat was nowhere to be found. Out of panic he turned right and sprinted down the beach, on the verge of falling with every step taken on the uneven sand. This would be the only time running on the beach would not be enjoyable for him. Finally he gave in, falling face-first into the grains of sand that were once at his feet. He saw movement behind him; they are close, too close. Feet throbbing and knees aching, Kyle decided to make the desperate move of leaping into the ocean. He swum further and further. They finally reached the shore and watched Kyle swim, torches ablaze. They watched until he was out of sight, in awe at what he just did.

#

It was bright; Kyle couldn’t open his eyes from the buildup of dry salt from the ocean. His eyelashes stuck to his cheeks, only making him more confused as he finally pried his eyes open. He felt water running up his feet and legs every so often. To him it seemed like he was lying in a chair at the dentist’s office with a bright light shining directly into his eyes. He soon realized that it was the hot, yellow sun. Rolling slowly onto his stomach, Kyle lay there for a few seconds due to his throbbing legs and arms. He felt like he had overdosed on muscle relaxer, and felt numb from head to toe. After what seemed like an hour, Kyle made his way from the shore to the tree line. “Where am I?” he said to himself in a dehydrated, raspy voice. His lips were white, dry, cracked, and bleeding. He knew that he needed to relax and collect his thoughts, but relaxing seemed unreasonable in these circumstances. Kyle tried to think how he ended up in this situation, and then a memory fell into his head.

Kyle was on a family boating trip with his college roommate, Shauny. Both Shauny and Kyle fell off the tube that was pulled by the boat. However, Kyle’s father, who was driving the boat, didn’t notice until miles later. Kyle and Shauny sat in the water, bobbing there like buoys for a while, only to find that Kyle’s father didn’t notice their absence. They decided to swim to the shore of a small island nearby, and waited for rescue. Kyle remembered what he was thinking, did my family just leave us? What if they don’t come back? He remembered the panic that rushed upon Shauny and him as he thought about the worst-case scenarios. Hours went by and, still stranded on the shore, they were panicking.

Kyle snapped back into reality, now knowing how he ended up in this situation in the first place. His thoughts bounced all over the place in his disoriented mind; he thought back to the last thing he remembered. His eyes widened as he jumped up in panic, forgetting about his aching limbs. “Shauny!” he yelled out. Within seconds his memories returned: the forest, the other people, swimming away from the beach, all of it. Kyle wondered if he had washed up on the same beach that he was almost killed on.

The sun was now descending from the sky and Kyle still had no idea what to do or where to go. The sun started to burn his shirtless back and unprotected feet, making him even more anxious than he already was. He finally concluded that walking through the forest to find answers was his best bet. The rugged ground tormented his tender, sunburned feet as sticks scratched them relentlessly. Making out shapes and objects was difficult because he was still disoriented, and the forest’s colors blended together too well. There was, however, an occasional, colorful flower that caught his attention, reminding him of his childhood adventures in his mother’s garden. He almost could hear his mom telling him to pick fresh flowers for the dinner table vase. He used to love helping his mother pick flowers. Despite his happy thoughts, Kyle attempted to keep a level head and stayed quiet in case of unknown danger, but he could not help the breaking sticks beneath his feet.

The sun was now out of sight, and the light in the sky had almost faded away. He was growing hungry and tired; his mind raced about what happened to Shauny. Is he even on this island? Could I be wasting my time walking around aimlessly? he questioned himself. Kyle had been walking for what felt like days and decided to take a break, squatting and pressing his back against a massive tree trunk. “Hmm, a redwood?” he asked to himself, wishing he wasn’t alone in this situation. He rested his eyes softly, planning to move on shortly. “Kid, wake up,” Kyle hears from an unpleasant voice as he regains consciousness. “Hey kid get up.” He opens his eyes and sees a man standing over him. Kyle quickly attempts to get to his feet but realizes he was strapped down on what seems to be some sort of metal table. The strange man was wearing a mask, one that a surgeon wears. Kyle’s heart immediately started to race and yelled, “What the fuck! Where am I?” at the top of his lungs. “Who are you? Where is Shauny?” 

The man just stared at him for a couple minutes until Kyle lost the energy to yell anymore. “Calm yourself,” The man said, “both you and your friend will not be harmed……yet.” Then the man exited the glass-walled room, leaving Kyle clueless and in restraints.

Kyle struggled to escape the restraints during his hours alone in the room, but it was useless. They had him. His mind raced with thoughts about the past, present, future; he felt like he was lying on his deathbed, all freedoms stripped from his hands. He started to accept the fact that he would never see his family or friends again. Still lying on the table, Kyle’s tears ran down his face only to be lodged in his ears. The cold metal beneath him warmed quickly as it adjusted to his body temperature. Kyle’s elbows eventually became bruised from rubbing on the silver metal, which was most likely steel. All hope was lost, and then through the walls he heard a scream, a scream of agony and pain. It sounded like Shauny. “Shauny!” he shouted over and over, but there was no response, just the initial scream. Soon after, the same strange man entered the cold room, but this time with a woman dressed in courtroom apparel. She was an older woman, most likely in her late fifties judging by her excessive, gray hair. She set a leather briefcase at the foot of the metal table that Kyle was bound to. The man asked Kyle if he knew who the woman was. “No,” Kyle simply replied. The woman said she had a proposal—a very important one. “I am from the government. The branch and organization is irrelevant. I have a proposal that could possible save your life; do you accept? If not, I guarantee you will die on this very table.” Kyle was confused and began to question her, but she stopped him abruptly. “Yes or no, Kyle Richardson.” She knows who I am, Kyle thought to himself. “Yes, yes I accept, but—” He was cut off again, “We are going to inject you with a substance called Hydro-Polyurethane, and we will proceed from there.” Before Kyle could question anything, the strange man was already sitting beside the table, filling a massive syringe with the substance. Kyle let out a scream of pain and agony. The three-inch needle injected the substance into his thigh, and he was helpless. Before he knew it, the government woman and the strange man were no longer in the room. His mind was boggled from not knowing what just happened. After a few minutes his thoughts were collected and he made a connection. If there was one good thing that came out of that, it was the scream. Shauny had the same scream, so that must mean he accepted the proposal as well. Maybe they will see each other again…maybe. Suddenly, Kyle’s vision began to blur and he became nauseous, very nauseous. He blacked out.

The sound of an alarm clock woke Kyle up. As usual, Shauny was cramming his unfinished homework before his twelve-thirty class. Kyle rubbed his eyes, and then again. He looked around his dorm room in confusion. “Was that a dream?” he whispered to himself. “Did you say something?” Shauny stated. “No, never mind,” Kyle replied. Shauny went back to doing his homework while Kyle lay back onto his bed, flabbergasted at how vivid and real the dream was. Kyle glanced at his clock: it read twelve o’clock, sharp. He hopped out of bed, realizing he had psychology class in less than an hour. He asked Shauny if he had eaten breakfast, but no reply came. Whenever Shauny did homework, he zoned out and seemed to go deaf in both ears. Kyle left his room and went to the bathroom to wash his face. He stared at himself in the mirror for a good while, thinking about what he had just awoken from. The bathroom door flies open. “Breakfast, anyone?” yelled Alex, a kid who lived a few doors down from Kyle. “I’m game, just give me a second,” Kyle quickly replied. He finished up in the bathroom, taking one more look at himself in the mirror before exiting. He went back to his room and threw on some sweats and his slippers. As Kyle and Alex walked to the bagel shop, Kyle asked Alex, “Have you ever heard of Hydro-Polyurethane?” “Are you serious? I’m an English major,” replied Alex, being of no help to Kyle’s question.

Breakfast was enjoyed as usual—how can a cinnamon raisin bagel with cream cheese not be enjoyable? Kyle returned to his dorm with plenty of time to shower before class. He undressed, wrapped himself in a towel, threw on his shower shoes, and walked down the hall to the bathroom to shower. Excited that the last shower on the right was open, he hopped into it. This was the only shower with good water pressure. His axe body wash made the whole bathroom smell of early manhood. He reached down to wash his right leg, moving his hand up and down the outside of his thigh, when he felt a small bump. When he applied pressure it began to bleed. He thought nothing of it at first, and then it clicked. Hydro-Polyurethane—the syringe. Kyle froze, dumbfounded at what was going on. Was it really a dream? Am I some sort of government experiment? Kyle quickly finished up in the shower and stepped out into the cold, glass-walled room. The only thing in the room besides him was a metal table with four straps. A voice chimes in over an intercom system, “Welcome back, Kyle Richardson.”
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As the sun rays beat down on her sun-kissed skin, Lizzie sat there contently. The cool, soft breeze of the wind blew through her long locks of hair. The sand fell in perfectly between her toes as she dug her feet deeper into the ground. The waves of the ocean created a peaceful sound to her ears. It was a slow day at the beach since most children were not on break yet. Middle-aged retired couples held hands and talked as they walked their dogs. Lizzie sat on her pink beach towel waiting patiently. Of course she did not mind waiting because that meant she had more time to prepare for the news she was about to be told. 

Her mom, Anna, had called her earlier that day and asked her to meet her at the place they both love. Lizzie instantly knew her mother was referring to the beach. Since she was a little girl, Lizzie and her mom always went to the beach when they needed a place to get away and think. That had been the first place they went when Lizzie’s father walked out on the both of them. It brought a lot of sweet and bitter memories back for the two of them. Lizzie now wondered why her mom wanted to meet her at such an important place. All kinds of thoughts were going through her head. What should she expect? Was the news good or bad? Lizzie was becoming crazy just thinking about what her mom had to tell her. Finally, she saw her mother pull up and park her car. Lizzie’s heart started to pound as she heard her mother shut the car door and watched her slowly walk over to her. Anna was not her happy, jolly self Lizzie knew her mom to be.

As her mom walked up, she smiled and said, “Hello, my beautiful daughter.”

Lizzie smiled and replied, “Better now that you are here.”

Lizzie and Anna had a very close relationship. They were each other’s best friend, and since Lizzie had gone away to college they hardly ever saw each other. 

“How has your day been?” asked Lizzie.

“Well…I’ve been better. I had a doctor’s appointment today,” Anna replied.

“Omg, don’t tell me you are pregnant.” Lizzie laughed.

Lizzie had a feeling that what her mom had to say was not going to be good. She tried her best to lighten the mood as much as possible. 

“No, I’m not pregnant.” Anna laughed. “I would never be able to handle another one of you. That would be crazy!” 

They were the only ones to understand each other’s sarcasm without getting their feelings hurt. 

“Hold my hand,” said her mom. “A few weeks ago the doctor found a lump in my breast. I had some tests done and when I went back today they gave me the results.”

Lizzie sat there in silence as she gazed into her mother’s eyes waiting for her to go on.

“I have cancer, sweetie. Not just in my breasts, but it has taken over a majority of my body. I decided to tell you right away because the doctors predict I do not have much time.”

As tears ran down Lizzie’s face she shouted, “No! You are lying! That is a cruel joke. Why would you say such a thing?”

“Calm down, Lizzie. We are going to do all that we can to fight this disease and beat it.”

“Why the hell do you keep saying these crazy things? Stop talking about it right now!”

Anna could tell that Lizzie was very upset, so she said, “Okay, fine. Well then, how has your day been?”

“It’s been great! The beach is real nice today. I love it here,” said Lizzie as she wiped away her tears.

“I love it too Lizzie, I love it too,” Anna said as tears formed in her eyes then slowly ran down her cheeks.

Lizzie gazed out into the ocean. They sat together in silence as they watched the sun set. Lizzie acted like everything her mom just told her was a dream and that she would eventually wake up. They did not talk about Anna’s sickness for the rest of the day. 

The next morning, something inside of Lizzie told her that she needed to talk to her mother. She needed to figure out what she was going to do about school, because now she did not want to leave her mother’s side for one minute. Although Lizzie only had a month left of college, she did not want to go back. 

After Lizzie spoke with her best friend, they both figured that it would be best if Lizzie went back to school and finished that last month. Lizzie knew her mother worked extremely hard to put her through college; so, for her mother she decided to go back. Since Lizzie only lived a few hours away, she had decided to drive back every weekend once she was done with class. Lizzie wanted to spend every moment that she could with her mother, because they did not know how much time she had. 

Later that day Lizzie walked up to her mother and said, “Mom, can we talk?”

“Yes,” her mom answered with a smile. She saw the determination in Lizzie’s eyes, and knew instantly that whatever Lizzie was planning was going to help keep her strong and fighting her disease. 

As they sat down on the couch Lizzie said, “Okay, Mom, so I have been thinking. I was finally able to digest the news you told me yesterday, and I have concluded that I am not going to lose you. I am going to go back to school then drive down here every weekend after class. We are going to fight this disease that is trying to take you away from me. I will not allow that to happen. I need you too much to have you taken away from me.”

Tears filled Anna’s eyes. Partly because she was happy Lizzie has accepted the news, and partly because she never wanted to leave her daughter.

“Okay,” responded her mom.

“Okay? That is it? That is all you have to say?” said Lizzie.

“I am going to leave it in your hands to start making all of the decisions. I am not going to spend my time telling you what is right and what is wrong. But, I will tell you that I am so proud of the young woman you have become. Do not ever forget that.”

As Anna raised her hand to gently touch Lizzie’s face, tears streamed down their faces. They wiped each other’s tears away and then held each other tight.

A few days later, once Spring break ended, Lizzie went back to school like she had planned. She called her mom whenever she had a chance and Skyped her every single night before she went to bed. Lizzie went home every Friday morning like she had promised her mom, and was even able to take her mom to her Friday afternoon chemo session. 

The month went by extremely fast, and all Lizzie could think about was finishing school so she could move back home with her mother. 

Graduation day came, and half of Lizzie’s family was able to drive out and see her receive her degree. Lizzie could tell that Anna felt like the happiest mother alive, because her daughter was able to focus and finish school even after learning about her condition. Lizzie did not waste anytime packing. She was able to move back home, spend time with her family, especially her mom, all in one day. 

Lizzie and her mom were having the time of their lives living together again. It reminded them of the times before Lizzie had left for college. 

The doctors were amazed at how well Anna was improving. They could not believe that she was still alive.

Lizzie told the doctor, “I told you I wasn’t going to let that horrible disease take my mother away!” They all laughed. 

Later that night, Lizzie and her mother decided to stay in and just talk. Their conversation led to Lizzie asking her mother, “Are you scared?” 

Her mom responded, “Well of course I’m scared. I think about it every day. But what I’m most scared about is leaving you. I know that you may think you will not be okay, but I raised one strong girl who can overcome anything.” 

Lizzie said, “But Mom, I really do not know what I would do without you. I tell you everything that happens in my life. You are the only person I tell everything to. You get me through life. You are the one who keeps me together.”

“Let me tell you something, Lizzie. I told you from the beginning that the doctors said I did not have much time, but I am still here. Do you know why? It is because of you. This entire time you have kept me strong and helped me believe that everything will be okay. You gave me the hope I needed to keep on fighting.”

Lizzie looked down at her lap. She nervously played with her fingers while trying to fight back the tears that were forming in her eyes.

“Look at me, Lizzie. Whenever there is a time you need to tell me something or just talk to someone, I will be there. I will always be with you. When you are scared, I will be there to guide you through. When you get married, I will be there to watch you say ‘I do’. When you have my grandchildren, I will be there to welcome them into this world.”

Lizzie looked into her mom’s eyes and said, “Okay, Mom. I believe you. I know I will be okay without you, but I will miss you every single day of my life.”

A few days later Anna was having trouble breathing. That morning she took her time getting ready as Lizzie waited to take her to the hospital. Lizzie wanted to hurry and get her mom to the hospital, but for some reason Anna did not feel the need to rush. Because of their long talk a few nights before, Anna felt at ease and was not as scared of leaving Lizzie, because she knew everything would be okay. It was as if Anna knew she was not going to come home.

When they arrived at the hospital doctors realized that trapped fluid was causing Anna to stop breathing. The doctors went in to do a simple procedure to relieve some of the fluid, but while Lizzie was in the waiting room she heard “Code Blue 214” over the loud hospital speakers, “214” being the same room her mom was in. Tears ran down her face and she started to tremble. She had no feeling at all. Instantly, her body went numb. 

Shortly after, the doctors came out and spoke with Lizzie.

“Your mother is stable right now, but she is now breathing on a ventilator. We don’t know how much time she has, but we suggest you go and spend as much time as you can with her.” 

By the time the doctors asked if there was any family they could call Lizzie had already tuned them out. All she could think of was that she was not ready to say goodbye.

When Lizzie walked in her mom’s room, she noticed her mom looked really swollen. It was because Anna’s organs were shutting down. Lizzie sat next to her mom’s bedside, held her mom’s hand and just cried. There was nothing else she could do.

Shortly after, the rest of Lizzie’s family arrived and they all slowly said their goodbyes. Even Lizzie’s father, who had abandoned them about five years ago, came to say goodbye. He also apologized for all the pain he caused the both of them.

A few hours later, Lizzie and her family noticed that Anna’s breathing had started to slow down. It was almost as if she was struggling to breathe, as if she wasn’t ready to let go: Anna was holding on for something.

At that moment, Lizzie wrapped her arms around her mom and stroked her head. Lizzie whispered into her mother’s ear, “It’s okay Mom, you can go now. Don’t be scared, I’m right here. I will be just fine. Just like you said, you raised one strong daughter. I love you.”

A few minutes later, Anna took her last breath. Lizzie and all of her family members surrounded Anna’s bed and cried while they said a prayer together. 

Later that day, the cool, soft breeze of the wind blew through her long locks of hair. The sand fell in perfectly between her toes as she dug her feet deeper into the ground. The waves of the ocean created a peaceful sound to her ears. Lizzie had gone back to the place where she knew her mom would be. The place had helped them escape their problems and think. The place that they both loved.
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Love, Drugs and Infected

Kyle Walker

She haunted his dreams. Every single night, she would find her way inside his head. His dreams were always about her and they were all relatively the same. No matter how fast or how hard he ran, he could never manage to reach her. Sometimes he would get close, so close he could almost reach out and touch her. Other times he was like a hamster stuck running in a wheel and he would never get any closer. Every single night, it was always the same. Trapped in a world of darkness, he would spot her from afar. He rarely could see her face, but he always knew it was her and so he would run. He would run and sprint in her direction; he would shout and scream to his love, but she never spoke and she never moved. That part of his dream was always the same, but sometimes she wasn’t. There she would stand, beautiful and tall with her hair curled and her make-up done. Her long, black prom dress went down past her feet, hiding her fancy heels and her hot pink toe nails. The fake diamonds in her ears sparkled, yet the white rose petals of her corsage slowly began to die and fade into the darkness as he ran to her. Her attire was always the same, but sometimes she wasn’t. Sometimes he would run and run and she would remain every bit as beautiful as he remembered. Those were the good dreams. Other times, however, the closer he got to her, the more her face and her skin began to change. The closer he got to her, the more infected she became. Those were the bad ones…

Morgan awoke in a panic. He was covered in sweat and tangled in blankets as if he had just challenged his bed covers to a rigorous game of Twister. It took him a moment to realize where he was and what was happening. His heart was beating so fast, he was sure his mother could hear it in the other room. After a few still moments, Morgan freed himself from the bedding that bound him and reached under his bed for the Refreshe case of water he stored there and downed the entire bottle in one go. His room had but one small window that was placed at the east end of the house. It was almost entirely boarded up by wood and nails except for a small crack in the top right corner that allowed for a sliver of sunlight to enter the room. It must be getting close to sun rise, Morgan thought as a tiny bit of sunlight began to enter the room. The small, AA battery powered digital clock next to his bed read 5:51am. The bad dreams, his nightmares, were becoming more and more frequent. Each night, it was becoming harder and harder for him to fall asleep. He hated the darkness. He hated being trapped inside his own thoughts and fears. There’s no fucking way I’m going back to sleep now, Morgan thought. He got up, walked across his room to his desk, grabbed the old portable CD player he had gotten for his 7th birthday, laid back down on his bed and hit Play. Morgan would lay in bed for hours listening to the Blink-182 CD his girlfriend had burned for him on their anniversary, mindlessly singing along. He knew every lyric of every song. As his mouth sang, his mind would wander. He imagined finding her one day bunkered down in some house, waiting for him to find her, just trying to survive. He tried not to imagine his girlfriend as one of the infected. He tried to think of happier times but sometimes his fear got the best of him. Sometimes his nostalgic memories would turn into his worst nightmares. Morgan was not a man of God, but at times his fears and frustration would get the best of him and he needed someone, something to blame. At such times, he could be found face down in his pillow, screaming incoherent words to Lord above. Curse words and anger, followed by tears and a prayer. It was always the same. Bitterness and hatred followed by sorrow and utter desperation. Wiping away his tears, Morgan began to get dressed for the day ahead. The summers were warm, so he put on his favorite camo shorts, a black Hanes t-shirt and his lucky pair of Jordan 11’s that he attributed his championship game-winning 3 pointer to last year during his final season of high school basketball. “Today could be the day” he whispered to himself as he laced up his sneakers. “Maybe today I’’ll finally find her.” The clock read 8:42am. His mother should be up by now. 

Downstairs, Morgan’s mother had prepared him a small bowl of freshly cut fruit. She was sitting at the small, circular wood table solving her crossword puzzle like she always did. Morgan leaned his crossbow against the front door and sat down next to his mom and began to eat his breakfast. She looked up for a brief moment at the crossbow that he had stolen from the local hunting store. It was Morgan’s weapon of choice. It was silent so it didn’t attract the infected and it was accurate. He could hit one of the infected from fifty yards and he needed to be accurate. Nothing short of a perfect placed head shot could stop them. Before the news coverage went out, broadcasters informed all watching civilians of how to kill the infected. 

“The parasite resides in the brain of the dead,” a government scientist said during one of the last newscasts. “You need to kill the parasite in the brain in order to immobilize the infected.” The infected were slow, creatures of basic instinct. They could see, hear, and smell but not think. They were like herds of mindless beasts, wandering the country in search of any living creature to eat. “The parasite uses the human body like a puppet,” the scientist continued. “It can utilize the human body’s ability to see and hear in its search for food. Once a human is deceased, the parasite, in a sense, seizes control the human body and uses it to eat and survive.” They weren’t very fast or coordinated. One or two or three could easily be out maneuvered and out run. Morgan knew he had to be smart though. Just one infected could be easy managed, but they had numbers and if they trapped you… Morgan didn’t like to think about that. He knew he had to be smart. He couldn’’t let his emotions and impatience get the best of him. He had to make sure he came home every night, for his mother’s sake.

“That’s the fruit you brought home yesterday” Morgan’s mother said, keeping her eyes on her crossword. Everyday Morgan would bring home fruits and other groceries that he could scavenge from the neighbors as well as local supermarkets.

“The pears are good,” she continued.

“Thanks,” he replied quietly. Still, his mother kept her eyes down on her crossword. Morgan took no offense. She was always this way in the morning, quiet and awkward. She knew what he was about to go out and do. It was the same thing he did every day, search for his girlfriend. It wasn’’t that she disapproved of his love for her. She just couldn’t stand the thought of losing her only son. 

“What will I do if you don’t come back, Morgan?” He could still hear her yelling at him. “What will I do if you don’t come back tonight? And after your father became infect—” she broke out into sobs.   She missed his father terribly and Morgan was all she had left.

Months passed and his recollection of that day was still as vivid as ever. Morgan finished his food, kissed his mother’s cheek, and left with his crossbow, his key and his map.

“Be safe” she yelled after him. He looked back and said with a small smile, “Always Mama.” Morgan had a map of the city. It was covered in small red lines where he marked off houses and buildings he had cleared. It was a good hour’s walk to the next house on his list. He handled every house the same, slow and cautiously, one room at a time. Closing the door to every room as he checked them for the infected. They weren’t smart enough to open doors or turn handles, but Morgan had once seen ten of the infected claw through a wood door, in about two minutes. They were dumb, yes, but very relentless and they never gave up.

Morgan loaded his crossbow as he approached the front door of his destination, the next house on his map. Silently, he turned the door knob and crept in. Almost immediately, he spotted an infected. He took aim as the creature started to move toward him. WACK! One clean shot between the eyes and the infected dropped. He went deeper into the house, checking every room as he went. Suddenly, he heard a loud groan, the only noise the infected ever made. He turned around and saw the silhouette of one of the infected hobbling towards him from the darkness in the kitchen. He took careful aim with his crossbow and set his finger on the trigger. “Closer…” he said. “Closer……” Morgan was patient. He waited for a perfect shot because he couldn’t afford to miss. “Just a little closer,” he muttered to himself. As the creature slowly moved out of the kitchen into the light, the features of its once human face became noticeable. He started to pull back on the trigger, and just then his heart dropped. Instead he turned to his right, opened the closest door, ran into the room, and shut it behind him. He dropped to his knees and began to tear up as the infected creature began to claw at the door. He couldn’t believe what he had just seen. 

“Fuck!” Morgan exclaimed, as he hit the white tile floor with his fist. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” Three more swings to the tile. Overwhelmed with emotion, Morgan stood back up and ran his already swollen knuckles through his hair and began to pace sporadically in the small bathroom, constantly bumping into the walls and door. “Are you fucking kidding me?” Morgan looked up to the ceiling and continued. “You son of a bitch! Why are you doing this to me?” 

Morgan grabbed a small ceramic soap dispenser off the sink and threw it at the far wall and it exploded on impact like a Fourth of July firework. Trembling from head to toe, Morgan backed up to the wall opposite of the door and slid down, until his butt touched the cold tile floor. He was starting to break down, and could hold back his sorrow no longer. As tears began to pour down his face, he took out his wallet and looked at the picture of his girlfriend he always kept in there. “How did I let this happen,” he managed to mutter through his sobs. “Jesus Christ…”

Morgan remembered how beautiful his girlfriend looked the day he picked her up for their high school prom. It was only about a year ago, but it felt like decades had passed since then, before humans became infected and the whole world changed forever. He remembered seeing her standing on her front porch as he pulled into the driveway in his mom’s ‘‘66 bench seat Mustang convertible and the way her hair and dress seemed to float in the wind as she turned to look at him. Hours passed as Morgan sat there crying, dreaming and gripping the picture of his girlfriend in his left hand. However, the infected were incapable of pity or sympathy and the one outside the bathroom was still trying to get through the door. Swollen eyed and covered in snot, Morgan finally stood up. He knew what he had to do. He made sure his crossbow was loaded and faced the door. He was ready. The infected creature had almost clawed all the way through the thin, hollow wooden door. “Cheap ass family” he muttered to himself preceding a huge sniff. Morgan slowly picked up his crossbow and tried to prepare himself for the kill. Several times he tried to take aim and shoot, but his arms seemed to be stuck there at his sides. Finally with the creature mere minutes away from forced entry, he knew it was time. It had to be done. “It’s an infected” he murmured, as if he were trying to convince himself. “Just another infected.” He took careful aim, trying to ignore the face of the creature and with one shot, the infected dropped. He sat back down in the room for a moment in silence. He felt like crying some more, but alas, he had no more tears left to cry. He wiped his nose and face one more time, stood up and walked to the door of the room. He had found what he was looking for. The infected creature that lay at his feet was the lover he was searching for. However, it was just a dark shadow of what she once was. What lay at his feet was no longer his girlfriend. The beautiful girl in the black dress that he had once fallen in love with has passed a long time ago. This was an infected creature. The closest thing to a zombie the world would ever see. He knew it was time, and so with one deep breath, Morgan bent down, kissed the creature on its forehead and uttered a faint “goodbye baby.” As he turned to leave, he noticed a sparkle that glistened off of her finger. It was the infinity ring he had given her for their anniversary. He pulled it off the finger of the creature and put it on his pinky, the only finger that would fit it. 

Morgan returned home that night with two handfuls of groceries and supplies he scavenged from the local supermarket. After locking up the house, he put the groceries away appropriately, kissed his mother’s cheek and proceeded to go upstairs.

“Any luck?” his mother asked from the other room. Morgan froze. His feet felt like cement and his eyes instantly began to burn and fill with tears. After a few seconds, he managed to utter a faint “No” and continued up the stairs.

Morgan’s nightly routine continued. He cleaned off all his arrows and his crossbow and returned them to their resting place inside his closet. He undressed and then washed himself with a bar of soap and a couple of his water bottles in the upstairs shower. After his shower, he put on his sweats and did something he had never done before. He reached deep under his bed and pulled out a small Jordan shoebox covered in dust, brushed it off and left the room with the shoebox in one hand, his wallet and CD player in the other. Morgan walked to the west side of the house, climbed out of a window onto the roof and headed to the red brick chimney. He outstretched his legs and leaned back against the brick and placed his shoebox on his lap. He sat for a moment and remembered the first time his girlfriend and he had come here together. It was perfect. The way the roof slanted right next to the wide, brick chimney, kept them hidden from anything less than a plane or a satellite. It was their escape from the world. Morgan imagined for a moment that she was sitting there next to him, wearing her long black dress from the high school prom, looking just as beautiful as she always did. Tears began to fill his eyes again as he opened the shoebox. From it, he pulled two champagne glasses, a bottle of apple cider, a bag of gummy bears, and a small cigarette wrap full of medicinal herbs. He poured himself a glass of cider, opened the bag of candy, and lit the end of his joint. For weeks upon weeks, Morgan searched for his love. He wanted so badly for her to open the shoebox with him. He wanted so badly for her to crawl into his bed and hold him every night. “Maybe the world has gone to shit,” he used to say, “but it wouldn’t be so bad with her. We could make it together.” That night, as Morgan looked to the sky and all the beautiful stars, he noticed one that shined brighter and more beautiful than all the others.

“There she is,” he said aloud to himself as he briefly touched the ring on his pinky. “There she is. She made it out of this shithole.” As silent tears fell down his face, he was overwhelmed with sorrow, yet a strange sense of peace began to arise in him. For hours he sat, listening to music, eating candy and drinking cider with his girlfriend’s picture in hand. Exhaling sorrow with smoke, Morgan humored himself with all the thoughts of where his girlfriend was now. Not the infected corpse that lay in that bathroom, but her soul. He imagined her on a sunny island somewhere, kicking back in the sand, waiting for him to join her someday, someday when his mother no longer needed him. He knew she was in a better place and that someday he’d see her again and there on that rooftop, with Blink-182 playing softly in his ear, he finally felt something he had been longing for, for far too long…peace. “Roller coaster, favorite ride,” Morgan sang as he kissed his girlfriend’s picture, “let me kiss you one last time…”
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Too Little

Brian L. Houts

The Cinnabon in her stomach was what threw her off her game. One whole roll was too much for a small girl like her, and it was showing itself through her waning enthusiasm for shopping. She looked at the bags in her hands, then up at her friends, who were growing a considerable lead on her. She couldn’t keep this up, she was tired and the budding stomachache was making the bags feel heavier and heavier. She scolded herself for feeling unwell; she was going to have to sacrifice a ride home in favor of getting home early. Knowing her friends, they would be here for a few more hours, and the bus would have her home long before they would get around to it.

“Hey girls, I don’t feel very good, I think I’m going to head home,” she said.

They were shocked, and replied disdainfully, “What? That sucks! We totally have, like, a bunch more stores to hit before we leave, just stick it out?”

“No, I’m done for the day. I really need to lie down, maybe just sleep it off.”

“Aww fine, see you later girlie!” 

They turned and weaved their way through the crowd, laughing like they had already forgotten she had been there. She followed them for a while, and watched them turn into a store filled with candles and soaps. The strong aromas of the store made her all the more nauseous. She headed for the door that some guy had been holding open for her. She spared herself the time of sticking to the sidewalk and cut straight through the parking lot, some cars swerving around her, and others waiting patiently for her to get out of the street. She crossed through a small play area and waited for a break in traffic. She jaywalked briskly, making for the bus stop. It was a long ride home, but the ache of her stomach told her it was a necessary displeasure. 

There were a few other shoppers waiting for the bus like her. All of them seemed to have little interest in anything but getting to wherever they were headed. A few minutes went by, a bus came and took everyone besides her, but it was the wrong route. Three buses stopped here throughout the day, according to the sign. 

A man came around the corner and leaned against the wall of the bus stop shelter. She watched him out of the corner of her eye. He was staring at an ad on the wall behind her. It showed a lineup of young men in hospital gowns, they were each leaning on one of those poles that held IV bags. At the bottom of the ad, it read “SMOKING KILLS.” The ad was tacky, she thought, but it got the job done. The man chuckled under his breath, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a mostly empty pack of Camel’s. He slipped one out of the pack, slapped it shut, and crammed it back into his pocket, sliding a lighter out in the same motion. He flicked it open, lit the cigarette, and flicked it closed. He was very smooth in this movement, as though he had practiced this ritual many times a day for longer than he could remember. It seemed very theatrical to her, the way he held his cigarette between his thumb and index finger like a miniature cigar, but that didn’t take away from her interest in him. Everything he did had an arrogant glamour to it, which made him more intriguing than most. He took his eyes from the poster and glanced at her, causing her to turn away in fear of being caught staring.

“You know, I enjoy riding the bus in my spare time, it’s a great way to people watch,” the man told her, in a gravelly low voice. 

Suddenly, she was having none of this creep anymore. As much as she wanted to be a friendly soul, this guy’s voice, and choice of words, made her skin crawl, and as far as she was concerned, the bus stop was no place for small talk with peculiar people. 

The man pressed on, stammering slightly, “You know you should try it some time, it really makes you realize what kind of people you like, and what kind you don’t.”

She shifted in her seat and brought her gaze up to survey the man in detail, with every intention of passing judgment. He wore a pinstripe suit, but it was tattered and worn, as though the man had worn it longer than it was intended, and what had once been black now seemed more of a grey. Above that was a mess of unkempt hair on his head, with moderate stubble on his face. Leaning on the wall, he had crossed legs, revealing the worn sole of his Doc Marten boots. He seemed like he had once seen the high life, but had hit a rough patch. She felt for him.

“Thanks for the tip,” she replied, slightly more condescending than she intended to be, with a hint of sadness.

Deciding she had seen enough of this guy, she turned back around and focused on what she saw across the street. Contrary to her side, which was composed of dull brick and mortar apartments that seemed to encroach on the sidewalk as you walked past, the other side was a plaza with a mall hidden far in the back. It looked to her like a bubble of fresh air in a vast sea of pollution, people, and potential for claustrophobia. She noticed a bench near the playground bathed in sunlight and fresh air, and she longed to be there.

The man was mumbling something just quiet enough to be inaudible. She didn’t really want to know what he had to say, but his incessant mumbling put her on edge. Instead of asking him to be quiet, she chose to board the first bus that came along. When it came, she picked up her bags, scrounging in her pocket for her bus fare. It wasn’t hers, but that was okay, she was in no hurry. 

She found a seat a handful of rows from the back of the bus, which was far more cramped and stuffy than the bus stop she had abandoned. She noticed, with relief, that the grungy creep hadn’t followed her. She gave the bench in the play area one last yearning look as the bus pulled away from the curb. She didn’t want to be leaving her friends, and the bus always made her uncomfortable. By the time the bus reached the first stoplight, she was already rerouting her way in her head. She didn’t see the two college guys at the front who were staring at her. She did, however, see her friend Nate board the bus at the next stop. He was an old friend, the kind that you are close with as a young child, but grow apart from as you mature. His need to constantly play by the rules split them in middle school, leaving them as little more than acquaintances. She felt that he would still be there for her if need be. She knew she wouldn’t do the same for him, but she would be pleasant nonetheless.

He went to sit a few rows in front of her, either he didn’t notice her or was avoiding her. She lived in her childhood home, and he visited his mother often, so they had enough contact for him to be able to pick her out of a crowd much larger than the one occupying bus number twenty-four.

She called to him, “Hey Nate, it’s crazy seeing you here!” 

He replied halfheartedly, “Oh hey, how’s it going?”

“It’s going good,” she said, maintaining her cheeriness, “So, where are you coming from and where are you headed?”

“Just got off work, stopping to get flowers for my mom. She isn’t doing well.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she paused, feeling the tension set in, “You know, I’ve always loved your ma like she was my own.”

“Yeah, I get that a lot. Well, this is my stop.”

He got off the bus, although there were no florists for miles. 

She rode the bus for a few more minutes, got off, and walked a few blocks east. She passed a handful of beggars, but tried to avoid eye contact, she always felt awkward in denying them. Her money would not do them any good anyway, she thought. She didn’t even have enough for herself. She arrived at another bus stop, for the route she originally intended. She sat down and picked at the chipped paint on her nails, thinking she needed to repaint them soon. People were starting to get off work, and the traffic was growing accordingly. She hoped her bus would get there soon, or she would be stuck in rush hour traffic. 

The bus arrived about five minutes later, leaving her uneasy about the traffic situation. She got on the bus, found a pair of empty seats and took them for herself, sitting with her legs laid across both seats. She rubbed her temples, her stomachache was going away, but a headache was forming in its place. This day had been getting worse and worse since the Cinnabon. 

The bus turned a corner, and ran into the back of a sea of yellow cabs stretching all the way to a bridge many blocks down the road. Just across that bridge, she thought, would be home. Patience was all she needed. 

Some time later, the bus reached another stop, and two people got on. Stunningly, the smoker from the bus stop put a dollar in the machine first. She looked around and realized to her disdain that the only available seat had her legs draped over it. She looked at him again, and realized the transformation he had undergone. He had a fresh new suit, although not tailored like the worn old pinstripe he wore earlier. He was clean-shaven and his hair was cut and styled. He was a new man.

She swung her legs off the seat and smiled at him, hoping he would reciprocate. He didn’t, instead he rolled his eyes and walked past her to stand in the back. The rejection cut her to the bone, leaving her open mouthed and feeling foolish. She realized in that moment that she hated who she had become. The sickness she had felt came back to her, but this was from the shame, not the food. She was too much like her friends, who were likely still at the mall shoplifting tee shirts. 

“Do you know that guy?” A familiar voiced asked, breaking her out of her trance. 

She turned around and saw Nate. He was carrying flowers in his hand; apparently she didn’t know the city as well as she thought. It took her a moment to realize that he was staring at her, waiting for a response. 

“Oh, whoa, twice in the same day, must be some kind of record, uh, yeah I don’t know that guy, looked familiar, but I must have been mistaken,” she patted the seat beside her, “here, sit down, please.”

“Sure,” He replied.

They sat in silence for most of the ride across the bay. He set the flowers across his lap so he could twiddle his thumbs. She looked out the window, watching the people on the sidewalk pass them by. She tired of this quickly, so she turned to her cell phone to comfort her the rest of the way home. 

They got off the bus twenty minutes later. She walked alongside him into her neighborhood, breaking the silence as they turned onto her street.

“Look Nate, I know we don’t really talk like we used to,” she confessed, “I’ve become a bit of a bitch, I realize that, and I want to change.”

“What does that have to do with me?”

“I want our friendship back. I know it’s been a really long time, and we have both changed quite a bit since we last really knew each other, but the point is, I’m not going to go out again tonight, so maybe once your done visiting your mom, you could come by. I’ll order us some pizza and we can just hang out for a while, if you’d like that?”

He scratched his head, “I might be able to do that, we’ll see how it goes.”

As they approached her house, she said, “Cool. Well, tell your Mom I said hello.”

“I will.”

She walked up her driveway, opened the door, waived at him as he turned to continue down the street.

He never came.
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Makenzie Mann

“The closer you get to something, the easier it is to see. The more you try, practice and work towards something, the closer you are to obtaining it. At least that’s how it should be. My life is not like that. My life is the opposite. I don’t see anything in my future. The closer my future gets to me, the farther it seems. I don’t see myself ever being successful in anything. It all may be possible but it’s impossible for me to believe that. 

I love you. I love you all. I always have. Behind every “I hate you” there always was an abundance of love. You don’t have to worry about me being dramatic anymore or anything else I did that always made you so mad. I promise you; I didn’’t do it on purpose. I’m sorry. I just felt everything so much. It got to the point where I reached my limit, even though my heart stopped hurting, it also stopped feeling anything. I have no purpose, no reason, and no motivation to be alive. I don’t know which was worse. I’’m sorry. Even though I’m gone, I love you.”

I watched my mom fall silently to her knees and then like a bullet out of a gun, reality seemed to have hit her and she screamed. Catching her breath, she collapsed to the tile floor. She was alone, just her and my last words. For 15 minutes I just watched. No one came and she didn’t go. She never even moved a muscle. 

I reached out and touched her face; trying to wipe the tear that was making its way down her cheek. Just like she used to do for me. She couldn’t see me but it seemed as if she could feel me because as my finger grazed her face she mumbled, “No baby, don’t go, you’re making my heart hurt. Come back.”

That’s when I realized what I had done. I could never go back to her. My brother, sister and dad came in and out but no matter how much they pleaded, she wouldn’t budge. 

Three hours later, at 12am, she got up and went straight to my bed. When I was alive my room was my favorite place to be; it was my own sanctuary. I had spent hours upon hours painting my walls and finding the perfect frames for my pictures. My mom just lied there, under all my blankets tucked in around her. We stayed up all night that night. 

Around three in the morning, she scrunched her petite 120-pound body into a ball and her crying got louder. She didn’t open her eyes but I brushed a few strands of brown hair out of her face as she cried, “Why?” It was hard to make out the word through the tears but I also knew the hardest part for her was not knowing the reason I had to leave her. I wanted to tell her; I tried many times when I was alive. I thought she would have known since she watched what I went through this year. 

It was my senior year of high school and I was told endless times that it would be the best year of my life. It wasn’t. Every day, I tried to put on an act in front of my friends but if I wasn’t happy in high school, I didn’t want to imagine what my future was going to be like. I had nothing but four rejection letters on my desk. Those letters threw away everything that I had been working three years for. College was out of the question. I barely got 15 minutes of play time all season in volleyball so there was no hope for me to play at a college level, so my back-up plan wasn’t possible either. I knew she felt bad for me but I can’t explain to someone how it feels to not feel anything. The worst was that I wasn’t even scared of anything. It sounds weird because nobody really wants to be scared but it’s actually a good thing. Being scared to lose something means that it has value to you. What happens when you’re not even scared to lose your life? I don’t remember the last time I felt scared of anything. I felt like I had nothing to lose. 

After the sun came up, news of my suicide began to spread quickly. My high school closed for the day and grief counselors were brought in to help my friends cope. As I listened to them talk I realized that they all blamed themselves. They were feeling guilt for something that wasn’t their fault. 

For over two hours my doorbell didn’t stop ringing for longer than five minutes at a time. Every table in the house was covered in flowers and comfort food by noon. Still, I hadn’t seen much movement from my mom. She refused to see anyone and there would have been no evidence that she was in the house except every once in a while, she would scream at the top of her lungs. Everyone that was downstairs would fall silent; no one was able to think of a reaction that was even slightly appropriate. 

The next two days leading up to my funeral, I sat on my front porch swing most of the time. I was surprised by some of the people who walked up to my door; my kindergarten teacher, my sister’s ex boyfriend, people like that. 

That night I lied in my bed with my mom. She slept for a couple hours but only while I held her. It reminded me of when I was 15 and my boyfriend Erik broke up with me. My mom had stayed in bed with me all day while I cried. Just like this but now it’s me holding my mom instead of her holding me. Every once in a while she whispered, “I miss you baby.” That hurt every time. I was there but at the same time I wasn’t. I missed the way she would hug me. 

My funeral took place on January 16th, just three short days after my suicide. My mom got out of bed at 6am. For the first time there were no tears, in her face there was no emotion at all. I knew how she felt. When there is so much pain, all feelings just go away. I realized at that moment what I had done to her. In order to get rid of my pain I put it on her. I didn’’t mean to but I gave her all the hurt I hated to feel. I stared in her lifeless eyes as she put on her black flats. I used to see those eyes every time I stared in the mirror. People often told me that my mom and I had the same eyes. Yes, they were both the same dark shade of blue but unlike mine hers used to always radiate. I wish I could take that pain back from her because that look in her eyes hurt me more than anything I had ever felt before.

We left to go to the church at 8:30am. I sat in my usual seat which was right behind my dad who was driving. It was the first time that there was silence in that car. I don’t remember one time when I was alive that there wasn’t any constant conversation or at least the casual argument. My sister had planned the funeral. Just what every twenty-one-year-old wants to do—plan a funeral for her 18-year-old little sister. 

I went inside before my family and it was everything that I had dreamed my wedding to be, except the white had been replaced with black. Everything was black besides accents of lavender and deep purple ribbons, flowers and frames everywhere. It was like I had decorated it myself. People filed in and tears fell. I watched as people stopped one by one at the huge picture of me on the entryway table with text saying, “In loving memory…” It was my school picture from freshman year and I looked different. Not just because my hair was a lighter shade of blonde and I was only fifteen at the time, it was different because I looked happy. I think that’s why my family chose it. The pasture spoke for at least a half an hour and I could tell people started to drift off, especially my friends. It was as if they were in a daze. 

Then the room fell dead silent as my mom approached the podium in a trance. She walked up to the microphone, stared for two minutes and then broke down. 

“There will never be a second where I don’t miss Tessa. Every day on my way back from work I will wish she were home safe. She’ll be there in my dreams every night and she will never, every leave my heart.”

I watched her collapse onto the podium and I wanted to badly to reach out to her and comfort her but my sister did instead. She had a piece of paper covered in black ink.

She spoke to me, “Tess, You annoyed me almost every day since you were born but I have never been as mad at you as I have been these past days. Don’t you see what you did? Don’t you see what you broke? We were a family and life is hard sometimes but that doesn’t mean that you can quit. Don’t you remember how much you hated volleyball? You were the only fifth grader on the sixth grade team and mom made you go to every practice. You were so annoying when you cried every day but then when you went to high school, you made the varsity team because you were used to playing with the older girls. Remember how happy you were? The toughest most miserable times make you stronger and better. You weren’t supposed to quit; your life wasn’t over yet. I’ll love you forever Tessa. You’’ll always be my little sister and I’ll always wish I could have protected you from whatever it was that hurt so much.”

I had to get out of there. I left the church and hated myself even more than I did when I was alive. How could I be so selfish? How could I not see the love that I always had in my life? I didn’t just kill myself; I killed my family. I wish more than anything I could take those lifeless eyes back from my mom; I’d wear them for her any day. I went back in as my little brother was talking. 

“… I barely talked to my sister. She took me to practice and to school or wherever I wanted but I didn’t talk to her that much. I’m not good at talking but she always tried to talk to me still. When my girl friend and I broke up a couple months ago, she didn’t try to make me talk either. She just let me drive her car even though I didn’t have my license.” For the second time in over five years I saw my brother cry. “I never told you Tessa but I do love you.” I felt more love for my family in that room than I ever had in my life. 

Forty-five minutes passed and they went to bury my casket. I watched as my family sprinkled dirt over the box. 

I screamed as loud as I could, “Stop!” 

The more dirt, the less I could see. I was scared. I screamed and screamed and screamed. Then it went black.

I kicked, yelled and begged for my mom to help me. Then I felt my mom, my bed and my room. 

“Tessa wake up. Everything is okay, wake up.” 

I came to life and I shot out of bed. She laid next to me for a minute and then said she left the room to get me water. I got straight out of bed and went to my desk. I grabbed the note out of my book, ripped it up and threw it in the trashcan. My mom held me all night and as I fell asleep, I heard her say, “I love you.” I felt it.
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Lauren Kwan

Throughout your life, you hear about many common hardships that you and your family may possibly face somewhere down the bumpy road of life. We hear stories about things that others are suffering from like divorce, death, disasters, and accidents. You listen to the stories and feel pity and sadness for the one suffering from the hardship. But do you ever stop to think that these things can happen to you, too? I, for one, never had and when it was my turn to be the one suffering when my parents wanted to get a divorce, I didn’t know how to deal.

Throughout my entire childhood, up until I was about fifteen years old, my parents seemed like the epitome of the perfect couple. They had been together since their freshman year of high school, barely ever argued, worked successful jobs, and had two children to whom they showed so much love and support. Experts always say communication and compromise are the keys to a successful marriage, and my parents never had a problem with that. It never crossed my mind that they could possibly be having problems getting along. Why should they? Everything in their life was stable and nothing was changing anytime soon. As far as I could see, everyone in my family was perfectly happy. Little did I know that as far as I could see was probably all that I wanted to see. 

I woke up one early Saturday morning in July to the sounds of yelling and crying. Today was the day of my cousin’s twentieth birthday barbeque. On a day that was supposed to be filled with celebration and happiness, already my morning was drowned in sadness. My brother and I would never dare to yell at my parents the way either my mother or father was yelling at the time. I kept drawing conclusions about what the yelling was for, thinking that I was going to be in big trouble for some reason. Did I do something to upset my mom so much that she had to yell to let her frustration out? Did my brother make my dad so angry that he had to make a huge scene like that? My heart started beating faster when the yelling and crying still didn’t stop. I kept thinking to myself, “Did I do something wrong? It is probably my fault. I’m scared to go outside.” I lay in bed for a few more minutes, desperately hoping that the tensions would cease so that I could leave my room and find out what was going on.

What seemed like an eternity finally ended; the yelling ceased. I waited just a few extra minutes to step out of my room. I got out of bed, brushed my tangled, bed-head hair, and mustered up some courage to walk outside. I peeked my head outside my door but no one was around. My parents’ room door was closed so I snuck to my brother’s room as fast as I could, taking stealthy footsteps, being careful to not make a sound. I opened my brother’s door and before even checking if he was awake, I asked impatiently, “What is going on!” My brother was sitting up in his bed. He couldn’t sleep over the yelling, as his room is right next to my parents’ room. He had heard enough of the words my mom and dad had spoken to each other to know that this was not a simple fight they could move on from. “This isn’’t working … can’t do this anymore … not happy anymore … careless asshole,” played like an annoying song that was stuck in my brother’s head, but he couldn’t bear to tell me these words he had heard. Apparently, neither he nor I was in trouble. 

My brother was very tense. He almost seemed scared and didn’t want to move. I asked him over and over again what was going on. “Stop asking, it’s nothing. You’re making such a big deal, c’mon. It’s fine,” he reassured me. “Nothing is going to happen,” he repeated as if he was a stuffed animal that replayed the same recorded message every time you squeeze it. I didn’t know whether I wanted to believe him or not, but he was my older brother. Why shouldn’t I believe him? I had a bad feeling in my gut that something much bigger than “nothing” was happening, but I didn’t want to hear about it. If I wasn’t in trouble and my brother wasn’t in trouble, there was only one possibility left: my parents were arguing with each other.

Before that day, an argument between my parents was almost unheard of. They rarely ever fought, and if they did, they went an extra mile to make sure my brother and I didn’t hear it. They had little disagreements as all couples do, but a fight like the one that morning was shocking to my ears. I knew something serious was happening. My gut told me to be prepared, but I ignored its warnings and tried to act like everything was fine and dandy. “My parents aren’t fighting, nothing is happening,” I convinced myself. So I went about my morning as if nothing happened.

I went out to the kitchen to make my usual Saturday pancakes for my family. I always made them breakfast when I woke up early enough. Everything seemed calm for a few minutes. I thought to myself, “I overreacted. How dumb of me to worry myself.” I made my pancakes smiling and jolly because the overcast of my morning had lifted and the sun was shining again. But much to my dismay, the hardships were just beginning. 

I heard my parents’ room door open. My mom’s footsteps are distinct from my dad’s so I knew it was her walking down the hallway towards the kitchen. My mom was coming out to eat breakfast, I thought. I set a plate for her and put a freshly-made pancake on it. She walked into the kitchen and looked at me like I was a ghost. Did she not know I was awake? I got a sinking feeling in my stomach. Something was completely off. My mom could barely look at me. I couldn’t take it anymore; I needed to know what was going on. I begged her to tell me what was going on. She opened her mouth but no words came out. Tears began streaming down her face. 

“Just tell me what is going on!” I shouted at her furiously. My confusion turned into anger and I held nothing back. I just wanted to hear that everything might be okay. Maybe it was just a small fight that I turned into a big deal in my head. 

She looked into my eyes and must have seen how angry I truly was. And then she let out the words she couldn’t bear to let me hear. “I asked your dad for a separation. We don’t get along anymore. We just act like it in front of you and your brother because we didn’t want to hurt you. It’s too hard to keep pretending.” 

I didn’t move. I couldn’t speak. All I could do was stare at her. It was like I lost consciousness. My brain was sizzling with angry thoughts. Was this really happening? Could she really be doing this to my brother and me? This was not like my mom. She would never do this to me. The shock finally passed through and I regained some feeling. Only that feeling was anger and hatred. I was angry at myself for thinking this would never happen to me, for trying to push away my gut feeling, and for trying to pretend everything was okay when I clearly knew it wasn’t. I kept thinking that there was something I could have done had I just been braver and faced the yelling instead of ignoring it. 

I hated my mom for doing what she had just chosen to do. “What happened? You and dad have always been happy, what is so different now! This is bullshit!” I screamed at her, the first time ever swearing in front of my mom. 

“Your dad and I are just not who we were before. I want different things, a different kind of life. We do the same thing every day and when I ask to go out or do something new, your dad gets mad at me! How can I live like that?” She had a right to feel the way she did. My father always rejected her requests to do something with their day. But she should understand, he worked twelve hours a day for six days a week. He needed relaxation time. 

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “What the … that’s so stupid!” I shouted at her at the top of my lungs. I wanted people to hear my scolding her because I was so angry at what she had just decided to do. All I could think about was how our family would be shattered if my mother really went through with the separation. I didn’t care the least bit if it would make her happier in the long run.

She tried to hug me but I pushed her off of me and ran to my room. My brother had heard the whole thing and came to console me. My mother tried to do the same, but I rejected her over and over again. 

“Leave me alone! I don’t want to see you, I don’t want to talk to you!” I cried out at her as she tried to take me up into her arms and coddle me as if I were her newborn baby. 

“Shhhh, come here. Let me fix this,” she tried to say as calmly as possible, yet the fear of losing me was so clearly heard through her words. I wouldn’t let her have me and she finally gave up and left me alone with my brother. I lay back in bed crying in my brother’s arms. 

What I never thought could happen to my happy, solid, perfect family was in fact a reality, and I was forced to face it. Things like separations and the breaking of a family happen every day. But when you are blinded to reality like me, you never expect that it would happen to you. I could have been more prepared and faced the problem head-on, but instead I lived in fantasy-land for years. My parents’ potential separation was the first time reality took a really big bite out of me. Although they stayed together in the end and are still together to this day, I will never forget what happened. I now know to always be prepared, because life can throw anything at you at any time when you least expect it. It happens all the time; that’s just reality and we all have to face it some time.
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As an adult I can tell you with certainty, there are a couple of things that I hate: bugs, general uncleanliness, and sleeping on hard surfaces. So, looking back on my seventh summer I cannot fathom why I was excited to go camping for my father’s work getaway. Actually, that is a lie, I know exactly why I was excited. Camping to me, at age seven, meant one thing: continuous play time. I did not factor in that I was not going to have my wonderful bike or my friends but instead, I would have a lake I was not allowed to go in and the whining of my little sister to keep me company. Had I cooled my jets for all of three-seconds, I might have put up a fight for this father-daughter extravaganza I was headed towards.

The trip started off with a very bad sign: a long car ride in a very cramped seat. Seven year old me needed constant entertainment and constant movement, neither of which were provided during this ride. I was not at all fond of sitting for hours on end with my long, lanky legs cramping up every five minutes from growing pains, soon the lack of space made me restless.

Eventually we arrived. As soon as the car stopped, I was jumping out of my seat and climbing out of the car at impossible angles. The freshness of the air stunned me. There was no smell of car smog and no burnt tires. The sounds were amazing! It was like the mornings in my neighborhood, when the sun was new and the birds were chirping happily, but instead of the songs being drowned out by cars squealing and honking, these birds were still happy and loud at 3 o’clock in the afternoon. 

I was brought back to reality by some nagging from my father, he gave an order to help unpack the truck and watch my sister. It was such a burden when all I wanted was to explore. I hastily grabbed anything small enough for me to carry to the campsite. Everything was taking too long. I could see water sparkling out from behind the rows of trees in front of me, and every other direction I looked I saw trees. Tall as the sky and thicker than cars, the trees were magnificent. That was where I wanted to be. I was done with the boring unpacking. When the truck bed was empty, my father was building our tent, and my sister was distracted, I made my move. I snuck off into the woods to see what my home away from home had in store. 

It was amazing. The trees shot into the sky relentlessly, the air was clean, and every footstep brought about a satisfying crunch. There were trunks to jump over, and branches to pull on, and no one to tell me not to. Nature was amazing; camping was amazing. I had no idea why anyone would ever choose to go back to the crowded, unfriendly city. I wandered farther and farther until I saw nothing but lush green and brown surrounding me. 

I should mention one more aspect of my seven year old self, I was awkward. Not awkward in the sense that I had no people skills, more like awkward in...being. I was tall and lanky with knobby knees and big feet that held me down—which, more often times than not, tripped me up. So, here I was stumbling around the woods, running with no coordination, throwing things, tripping all over the place, and having the time of my life until my feet took me down. I fell. Nothing odd for me to fall, but this was hard. I tripped over my feet and landed on a thick branch. My palms stung from the impact. I rolled onto my side, away from the branch and saw the scorching redness of my knobby knees. I picked the twigs and leaves off to discover blood was slowly pooling up and dripping down my leg. I looked up and saw nothing but trees. They loomed overhead. The bits of sky that seeped through were a darker blue than when I’d started my adventure. How long had I been gone? It had to have been longer than I’d intended. I looked at the sky again, were stars already coming through? I looked around and everything I saw was tree trunks. Which way had I come from? I swallowed the lump that had risen in my throat and stood up. My knees burned, my hands ached and I wanted to be with my dad and sister. Which way had I come from? The question lurked in my mind. My head whipped around, searching for some sense of direction. I took off, running blindly in a random direction. Which way had I come from? I tried to listen for a familiar sound but nothing was familiar here. There were no cars braking for the stop sign at the end of my street, no trains chugging along the tracks from downtown, and no kids screaming from the school two blocks away. The sounds I was so accustomed to hearing, the sounds I’d grown up with, the sounds that told me I was home were nowhere to be heard. Instead I was stuck. I was lost. Lost in an overgrown, unpopulated land. The trees I’d thought to be so magical now taunted me terrifyingly. They scrutinized me as I ran helplessly trying to manage my way back to safety. Branches whipped out in front of me, stinging my face. Twigs stuck into my legs as I ran through the endless piles. I tripped, I fumbled, I stuttered in my steps.

What was I even doing? Where was I going? Where was I? Which way had I come from? My brain was filled with nothing but questions. I didn’t stop, I couldn’t. If I did I would be faced with having to figure out a plan, something I was no good at. I kept running, my heart felt like it was going to burst out of my chest. I tripped, again. Another skid appeared across my aching knees. As I got up, more slowly this time, I heard a song. Not another of those stupid birds’ songs, but a real song, complete with people singing and bursts of static. That meant one thing: a radio. My legs started moving before I could even think. Running at a sprint, faster than I had ever gone before, my heart bursting with each pump of my legs, I saw colors, other colors. Clothing through the trees. I pushed faster. The trees were thinning. I broke through the last layer with a scramble of arms and skidding legs. Safety. 

When I broke out of the trees, I expected my dad to run up to me, ask me where I’d been and if I was okay, to baby me a little bit. But, I was with my dad. That reaction was one for my mother, who was at home. When I got up from my daring skid out of the woods and walked up to my dad, he looked me over, pulled a branch out of my hair, and asked, “What happened to you?” In a rush of words, I told him of being lost, of falling, and of being all beaten up by the trees. He looked at his watch, then back up at me with a slightly amused face, and told me I’d been gone for ten minutes. 

My dad later told his friends of my story in a much different light. He talked about how his kooky daughter walked off looking normal and came back ten minutes later hair a mess, all cut up and covered in dirt and leaves. As they sat there, laughing and having a good time, I looked over my shoulder at the trees that had swallowed me up. They glared at me, taunting me, reminding me of how they had tricked me earlier. I wouldn’’t fall for their lies again. The woods were not my friends. From the moment I broke through the trees, all I wanted was to go home. I wanted to go back to my familiar city, away from all the unknown nature.
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He closed his eyes and remembered how things used to be. It was always like this. He would constantly stop and think about the past. His past was where he found his fondest memories and feelings, the place where he would escape to before the harsh reality would vacuum out every bit of it and make him remember that he indeed lost it all. Al’s jacket couldn’t cover all the goose bumps that spread throughout his body as he was fighting another cold evening on the streets. He envied the people inside the warm buildings. He stared through the windows and wondered if the people inside were judging him as they would stare back. But he had no right to be envious. He used to be one of the warm ones inside a building, sheltered and safe. Al huddled in the corner outside of a convenience store, wrapped his arms around his knees as he sat down, melting into the cement. He shut his eyes to distract himself from the cold invading his body. As he closed his eyes, the cold wind passed by and brushed the bare skin his jacket didn’t cover. He wanted to distract himself from the sharp weather. The creases in his eyelids deepened while his eyes were forcefully shut. “Happy thoughts…warmth…Kayla…” Al’s mind tried to keep his focus on happier times. Finally, he fell into a flashback. 

“Good morning, Daddy!” His little girl greeted him as she ran to hug and kiss her father on the cheek. 

“Good morning sunshine, time to get ready for school.” Al loved the fact that he was a father. He was a man, a provider, a protector of the family. He looked at his little girl and smiled. He would never let anything harm her, he swore it. He prepared her cereal and milk, readied her backpack and lunch bag, setting it aside where she could see it. He was in awe seeing how fast his daughter was growing up. She was already in her second year of elementary school, but the image of her as an infant in his arms was still fresh in his mind. 

“It’s show and tell today Daddy, and I want to show them my pink Power Ranger that you bought me!” She had that smile on her face that Al kept imprinted in his heart. He loved her smile.

“Oh yeah, kiddo? I’m sure that will be fun. It’s time to eat breakfast now; your favorite cereal is waiting for you in the kitchen.” 

With the same smile she replied, “Cinnamon Toast Crunch? Yessss!” He lifted his daughter onto the high stool in the kitchen so she could have her breakfast.

“Hurry now, I don’t want you to be late for school; Mommy is going to drive you today.” 

Kayla munched and crunched on her cereal, and with the last slurp, she wiped the milk mustache off her face with the sleeve of her favorite yellow outfit. “Okay Daddy! All done!” 

Al’s wife was waiting by the doorway of the front of their home. She was struggling to put the backing of her earring on, she never felt fully dressed if she didn’t have earrings on. “Alright, time to go! I’’m almost late for work!” The little girl skipped to where her mother was. Her mother helped her into the back of the car and buckled her seatbelt. Fran walked over to where Al stood at the front door. “Hey Al, don’t forget, you’re getting the groceries tonight.” 

 Al looked down at his shoes and replied, “Yeah, umm…can you get it instead? I kind of already spent the money on the car parts I needed to fix the van.”

“Are you serious?” she replied in return. “So what now, we’re not eating tonight? You don’t want to buy groceries?” 

Al shrugged his shoulders, not making eye contact, and said, “I needed the money to fix the van, you can get groceries tonight, I’ll get it next time.”

Fran rolled her eyes and went back to the car to drop off their little girl. With a smirk to hide the small argument he just had, Al waved good bye to his daughter. 

Kayla pressed the button to roll down her window from the backseat. “I love you Daddy! I’ll see you later!” She blew a kiss from the car window. He grasped the thin air as if he caught the kiss Kayla sent him. 

Shaken by the roaring streets of San Francisco, Al opened his eyes. Reality hit him again. It slapped him as hard as it did every time he woke up from another memory. It was back to the cold. He let out a big sigh, releasing all the energy he had left in him. “How did I get here, to this point?” He was constantly at war with himself. He looked down at his hands and palms; he scratched them as if he could scratch away the wrong he’d caused himself and his family. He questioned his role as this so- called man, provider and protector of the family he claimed to be. The truth was that Al was an addict. His addiction was not to any type of drug or alcohol. Money was the root of the evil in his life. Money drove him crazy. Money drove him to the corner of a convenience store battling the cold air. Gambling was his addiction. This compulsive gambling turned him into a man he couldn’t even recognize anymore. 

It all started with a chance. He took a chance with his money and placed a bet on red in Roulette one night at a casino. Fifty dollars turned into one hundred, one hundred turned into two, and so forth. An electric signal sparked the light bulb in the imaginary cloud hovering above his head. How easy it was for him to double his money. Al was on a hot streak. Lady Luck escorted him to every gambling table he walked to. He thought of all the things he could buy for his little Kayla and wife Fran with all the money he was easily making. Al never had much trouble financially. His family was well off with him and his wife being employed. But there was something about gambling that excited him. He felt rushes of power every time he placed a bet. Dollar signs were practically visible on his pupils. He was more social and enjoyed the attention he was getting from the new friends he made at the casino. 

He was at the top of his game. Since his realization of “easy” money, Al would purchase the lotto and, scratchers, and place bets on sporting events. He thought of these things as a hobby or just something to do when he had the time to do so. It wasn’t a big deal, or so he thought. 

One day he came home with a very large, very expensive bouquet of roses for Fran and a brand new bicycle for Kayla. “Al! These are beautiful! Aghh, they’re gorgeous!” Fran exclaimed with bright eyes. “Wait...what’s the occasion?” 

Al answered with a laugh, “No occasion. I saw these being sold in downtown San Francisco, knew how beautiful they were, and thought of you!” How lucky Fran felt to have a husband like Al. And of course, Kayla couldn’t hide her excitement. At just the site of the new bicycle, she squealed and giggled. She hopped right on it and cycled her way to the kitchen. “Kayla, baby, please no riding in the house. You’ll scratch the floors!” Fran said in her motherly tone. She nudged Al’s elbow, wanting him to agree with her. 

He replied, “Aww, let the girl be. She’s just having a little fun.” 

Fran gave into her husband’s and daughter’s smiles. “Alright…” she said, “I’ll let this one slide. Just this once!” She grabbed her bouquet of roses, inhaled the scent of its freshness and looked around for the perfect place to set it. At that moment, Al realized how happy his family was because of him. Al’s winnings allowed him to buy happiness for his family. 

Al’s gambling increased gradually throughout the years. He found himself staying out later than usual at the local casinos. Kayla would anticipate her father’s presence, but by the time he got home, she would already be asleep. Growing up, Kayla was used to telling her father how her day went or what she learned in school. Fran was grateful for all the things Al provided for her, but through the years she grew curious to where he was getting this extra money. She had a gut feeling that something was wrong. Al’s late nights were becoming unacceptable, and Fran began to worry. Al was secretive and never spoke of his spending. He thought if his family was financially stable then there was nothing to worry or stress about. Al’s luck was about to change. His need to win money grew more important than the priorities he had before. He would leave work early, call in sick, or tell his family he was working overtime so he could get his hands on the dice. He itched to gamble. Gambling was no longer a hobby; it became a part of his daily routine. 

Fran wasn’t buying into Al’s late night homecoming. Her curiosity turned into suspicion and her suspicion led to assumptions. She hated the thought of invading his privacy, but she needed to know what was going on. She scavenged through his side of the closet, checked pockets, and even looked through his laundry. She found nothing. “This is silly…what am I doing?” she thought. Then there she saw a white envelope peeping out of Al’s sock drawer. A wrinkled white envelope folded in half. She was expecting to find the numbers of other women. “What is this?” They looked like receipts rubber-- banded together. She scanned through the receipts and read numerous “I owe you’s”. She left the envelope right where she found it and walked away in confusion. 

Al had lost track of his money spending. He had forgotten how much money he owed to who. He started borrowing money from relatives and friends. After a while they refused to give him anymore. His mind set was that the more he gambled the more money he could win back. The problem was he had no more money left to gamble. Fran and Kayla caught on to Al’s secret and confronted him. “Daddy,” Kayla whimpered, “What happened to you?” She cried, “You need to stop. Please Daddy; we know what’s going on. You’ve gambled away all your money and Mommy tells me we’re having a hard time paying for rent…” 

Al looked into her eyes in denial. “No. I can’t. I can’t.” This was the only way he could reply to his daughter’s plea. It was like there was no emotion on his face. Fran stepped away in tears to the other room. Tension filled the room like the sands of an hour glass falling and piling up at the bottom of the glass. Kayla stood awkwardly in disbelief. Anger, disappointment, and sympathy rushed onto her face as her cheeks immediately turned red. Al was no longer the superman for his daughter; he was transforming into a villain. The way he looked at her wasn’’t the same way as he looked at her as a little girl. For a second, Kayla did not recognize her own father, the man she loved and adored. 

Was feeling the power of money worth pushing away his family? This thought faintly passed through Al’s mind. Family was no longer his priority, and he was still thirsty to gamble. He was craving the power that money had once given him. With money he was happy, his family was happy. Al’s dignity slipped away through his fingers; there was none left of it to grasp. He became almost completely broke. With limited cash in his pocket, he began having anxiety attacks. It went downhill from there. Al’s attitude led to a chain of unfortunate events. Friendships were lost in and outside of work, relatives ignored his calls, and even worse, he was losing the positive relationship he once had with his family. Yet through this downfall, it took still one more event to kick him out on the streets. 

It was Kayla’s sixteenth birthday. Sweet sixteen. Al’s daughter was growing up right before his eyes; he just couldn’t see it. Fran had been planning a special event for Kayla, with the help of other family, friends, and even friends of friends. Her family’s bank account was basically bankrupt. She needed all the help she could get to make this party a dream come true for her daughter. Al was like a ghost through all of this. While people were running around making party plans, excited and stressed, he only seemed to be floating around. No one asked him for advice, opinions, and certainly not for any favors. He was out of the loop, even during the day of the party. 

The event took place in a hall that was decorated beautifully in Kayla’s favorite color, yellow. Fran was in awe and was humbled by all the help she received. Kayla’s guests arrived in bundles. It was obvious that she was loved by so many. There was a table beside the entrance of the hall specifically for presents. Kayla never really expected anything, but her mother insisted that there would be a table for gifts and a money box that was later filled with envelopes. Kayla walked around gracefully greeting her guests. As she went around saying her hello’-s and thank-- you’-s, she bumped into Al. “Hello Daddy…” she said in her sweet voice. 

“Happy birthday, baby girl, you look beautiful tonight.” Kayla smiled his favorite smile that was imprinted in his heart. He meant what he said. He missed his little girl, and she missed her father. The party was a success. Kayla could not have imagined it being any better. 

The next morning Fran was fixing breakfast for everyone. A few guests had spent the night after cleaning up from the big party. They were chattering about their favorite part of the night; no one seemed to notice Al being around. He looked around to see if Kayla was awake. She was still asleep in her room. He didn’t want to wake her. Al grabbed the keys to the van, still being unnoticed, and walked out the door. He turned on the engine of the van and it roared and coughed like it hadn’t been driven in years. The familiar sound woke up Kayla. She knew right away that it was her father’s van. She jumped out of bed and opened her bedroom window to look out for her father. “Daddy!” she yelled from her window with her sleepy eyes and bed hair. “Where are you going?” 

He rolled down the van’s window and yelled back, “I’m going to buy some milk! I’ll be back!” 

Kayla rubbed her eyes and said, “Oh…okay…” As Al started to roll his window up, Kayla yelled, “Wait! I love you Daddy!” She blew him a kiss from her bedroom window. He grasped the thin air and held on to the kiss that Kayla sent him. Al drove off, not looking back, with the money box from the party sitting in the backseat.
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No Control Over

Rafia Summan

Although four hundred and fifty two hours have passed, I have still not overcome the fact that I will never be able to see my grandmother again. Losing a family member is difficult to cope with because we, as a family, are dependent on each other; thereupon, we are suddenly forced to become independent. Before January 20, 2012, I had never experienced a loss of someone very close to me. I did not know how difficult it is to deal with. I am surprised that nature takes only a second to switch a life from happy to sad. Life seems like a tire, which takes instantaneous turns unexpectedly. No one knows how the next second of life will result. 

A minute of January 20, 2012 turned my life around. I was sleeping, and so were my parents. Around 4:30 in the morning, my dad’s phone rang. I heard my dad crying over the phone; however, it all seemed to happen in my dream. I could hear the door open and shut. Eventually, my mom came to wake me up. I saw tears rolling down her cheeks. I held her and frightfully asked, “What happened, mom?” I had to repeat myself a few times. Then, she said in a low voice, “Your grandmother passed away.” As what she said reached my ears, I felt as if my soul was pulled out of me. How could I believe her? Two weeks before, my grandmother left California along with my grandfather to visit India and she was well. She was not sick at all. She was under no medical treatment. She had no disease. She was active and healthy. I had also talked to her over the phone a few hours before going to sleep, and she did not sound sick. Anyhow, if she would have been sick, she would have mentioned it. If not, my grandfather would have mentioned that she is sick. 

I forced myself to get up from the bed and walk to the living room, where my dad, uncles, aunts, and cousins were gathered. I quietly sat next to my dad. I could hear everyone weeping. No one had anything to say to one another. Everyone was acting as if we had been stunned by an electric shock. Every moment that I had spent with her was played in my mind like a film. She was more than just close to me; she was part of me. Since I was born, I had been with her. I grew up under her presence. Every past moment of my life is connected and related to her. I questioned God: how could you take her away in a minute? How am I supposed to veil over the time that I spent with her?

That same evening, my dad and uncles were going to fly to India for the funeral. Before leaving to the airport, I saw my dad and uncles crying like kids and made me burst into more tears. Why would they not cry? Although they are grown ups, they are still her children. My dad and uncles are in their forties and fifties, yet they still want their mother to be alive. Although we, as human beings, become adults, we desire to have our parents alive in our lives forever. Our family friends, relatives and neighbors started coming to mourn at our house. They tried to comfort us by considering my grandmother, who at the age of 83 had no disease or any physical or mental difficulty, as lucky. More importantly, they mentioned that she died so peacefully and in her homeland. A few gave examples of elderly people they know who are unable to walk. They stay on the bed. I was relieved a little. As I had a flashback, I remembered a time when my grandmother mentioned to me that she wanted to die in India. At that time, I got mad at her and told to never say such. Now that she has really died in real, I could not do anything.

Soon the day came when my grandfather, dad, and uncles came back from India. I had no ability to see my grandfather without my grandmother. That was when we realized her absence the most. When my grandfather was at the door of our house, he was crying loudly and did not want to enter inside the house alone. When I see my grandfather crying, I feel numb. They were married for the last 60 years of marriage; I can imagine how hard it is for him to endure. 

While I am at my house, no moment exists when I do not remember her. When I go home from college, I see her sitting on couch and calling me in. I go in kitchen and I see her cooking lunch for me. If I go a little further in, I see her room where her bed was. I burst into tears. Since then, no one from my family has tried to enter my grandmother’s room. Instead if any of us see the door open, one of us closes it. None of us have the emotional strength to enter or look in that room. I had never imagined my house without my grandmother. Since my grandmother’s death, my house does not look like my house anymore. Everyone stays quiet. I don’t hear my grandparents’’ dramatized fights anymore. Every evening, I would sit with my grandparents for hours. I learned so much about my ancestors from them; I also learned life lessons from their life experience. They would tell me about their past. Then they would randomly start arguing on one thing, and I would try to stop their unstoppable debate. Eventually, they would drag me into their fight as well. At last, three of us would end up laughing. 

In addition to physical effect, my grandmother’s death also changed my perspective towards life. Now, life seems unreal and temporary to me because of my grandmother’s instant death. Every person works hard for a better future; in spite of the omniscient fact that the next second of life is not guaranteed. Before my grandmother’s death, I did not acknowledge the saying, “Live in the moment.” Now, I understand it very well. Death is the only fear, which is among every human being. Although we have discovered so much through science and technology, we fail to oppose death. We, as human beings, do not have control over death.
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Good Day Gone Bad

Brittany Ginwright

It was beautiful day in Long Beach, California and the sun was striking down in the most pleasant way.

“What does this day have in store for me?” Donna asked herself as she lay in bed, meeting the day a little before the clock struck 7:45 a.m. As she lay in bed, staring at her four walls that are plastered with her favorite music artists, school awards, and never-ending trophies that she earned over the years, ideas were bouncing in her head. Should I head to the pool, go to a friend’s house, visit family, or go shopping and grab lunch with my mother? These were just some of the possibilities she was coming up with. After about thirty minutes, a mini road trip dawned on her and sounded like the perfect idea.

Donna began to text, call, Facebook, and tweet her friends to see who wanted to join her. Her plan was to drive around Los Angeles and hit the main attractions first. She wanted to go to Hollywood Boulevard, Universal City Walk, and finish up by grabbing some lunch. After that, going to a beach party in Santa Monica would be an entertaining way to end the evening. The more Donna thought about her idea the more excited she got and was anxious to know if her friends would be down to join her.

Around the nine o’clock hour Donna was receiving responses left and right. Within twenty minutes, two cars were needed to make this trip a success. Donna couldn’t have been any more ecstatic. This mini road trip was the perfect way to kick off the summer. Her friends were open to the cause and were getting ready for an adventurous day.

After confirmation, driving arrangements, hotel fare, gas money, and all other business relations had to be taken care of. Donna decided that she wouldn’t mind driving her car, but she needed help and was in need of one more driver. Her first choice was her friend Tiffany. Tiffany’s twenty first birthday recently passed and she got a brand new 2013 Camaro, and her sound system had bass out of this world.

When Donna called Tiffany, she asked her, “Tiff, would you mind driving today since you’re one hundred percent for sure coming, and I know your sound system in your car is amazing?”

Tiff told her, “I would definitely drive, but my sister went to Vegas for the weekend and she paid me to let her drive my car.”

Donna was a little disappointed but she knew she had other options. The next driver that came to mind was Micah, but she had forgotten that Micah broke his right arm the other day while he was attempting an Olympic dive into his girlfriend Tanya’s pool. Donna didn’t give up on her search though. Out of the seven people that were joining her on this trip, someone had to be able to drive. After some brainstorming the perfect candidate came to mind. Recently, Tiffany had told Donna that their friend, Michael, liked her and she figured he would most likely say yes. Donna quickly dialed his number because she noticed it was now close ten o’ clock, and she and her friends needed to get on the road soon so they wouldn’t run into traffic. When Michael answered the phone she could hear the shower and loud music in the background muffling his voice.

“Hello, hey Donna!” Michael yelled through the phone.

“Turn your music down, dude, sheeesh,” Donna replied holding her phone away from her ear. As Michael’s voice became easier to hear, Donna went ahead and asked, “Hey Michael, I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind driving today since we need two cars and Tiff and Micah aren’t able to?”

Without hesitation he said no problem and told her to hurry and get ready so they could get the day started. Donna was relieved that Michael said yes. Now it was time for her to get cute, since today was definitely a day that was going to go down in the books.

The plan was to be on the road by 10:45a.m., or 11:00 a.m. at the latest. Right on cue, the clock read 10:55 a.m. and the sound of cars honking filled the air surrounding Donna’s house. Micah’s older brother, who seemed to be in a huge rush because he left tires marks in the street when he sped off, dropped off Tanya, Micah, and Tiffany. Right behind them Michael pulled up with their friends Roger, Chantel, and Shawn. Everyone was looking their finest and excited for what lay ahead them.

As planned, Donna and her friends missed traffic and had an easy 45-minute drive to Los Angeles. The day was absolutely flawless. The sky was blue like a newborn baby boy’s blanket, with clouds so fluffy Donna and her friends wished to lay on them. The scorching sun was beaming down, but the combination of heat combined with a brisk breeze was perfect. Music of all genres blasted out of the windows along with the smell of french fries and Big Macs. The day started off great and could only get better. Michael was following Donna on the freeway and he noticed that she was signaling for him to get out of the carpool lane because their exit was coming up. Donna and Michael were now on a search for parking along Hollywood Boulevard.

After circling the same block a few times Tiffany yelled at Donna, “There’s two parking spots right there! Hurry!”

“Finally, damn!” Donna screamed with relief. Donna signaled Michael where to park and they both swooped right on in.

Hollywood was definitely a scenery change from Long Beach. Instead of the beach, in Hollywood the buildings, lines of palm trees, and hundreds of people walking the streets were the attractions of the city. Donna and Tiffany had their cameras ready, and the rest of the crew was already posing. Donna and her friends first walked Hollywood Boulevard. There were characters from movies all down the street taking photos with people. They saw Shrek, Captain Jack Sparrow, Spider-Man, Catwoman, and other random characters. Micah and Roger wanted to take pictures with some of the characters to be funny. Shrek and Spider-Man saw them walking their way so the characters waved them over to take photos. Roger and Micah were posing as if they were super heroes and showed off their wannabe muscles. The four of them combined made this photo a Kodak moment. After a couple of shots with Shrek and Spider-Man both stuck their hands out.

Micah asked the characters, “It costs money to take pictures with you guys?”

The guy dressed as Spider-Man replied, “Yeah, it’s two dollars each,” as he and Shrek both waited for their money.

Roger laughed and said, “I’m not paying you guys. You guys should have said something when you waved us over.” Before an argument erupted between the boys and the characters over four measly dollars, Roger, Micah, and everyone else ran off laughing. They looked back when they got a little further up the street and Spider-Man was flipping them off.

“Oh my gosh, you guys are funny. I can’t believe they wanted money.” Donna laughed.

While everyone was still laughing and catching their breath, Tiffany said, “I know, right? Maybe they will get some money from someone else. They’re crazy.”

Donna and her friends were still laughing and cracking jokes about Spider-Man and Shrek as they continued walking Hollywood Boulevard admiring all the stars on the sidewalk. Donna took pictures of her friends bending over the ground above the stars. They took pictures with Michael Jackson’s star, Mickey Mouse’s star, Whitney Houston’s star, Elvis Presley’s star, and a few other really famous people’s stars. It took about two hours to walk down Hollywood Boulevard and back including taking pictures and checking out a few shopping booths along the way, so everyone worked up an appetite. There was no question where they wanted to eat lunch at. Whenever Donna and her friends went to LA they always had to stop at Roscoe’s Chicken and Waffles. It was an absolute must! Everyone climbed back into the cars and they were on their way to go grab some grub before they headed down the freeway to Universal City Walk.

It was now around 3:30 p.m. and the line was sort of long at Roscoe’s. Chantel and Shawn got out of the car to go stand in line while they found parking. Chantel took the initiative to go ask how long the wait was. The person manning the door and directing the line told her the wait was from forty-five minutes to an hour. Once she got back in line and told Shawn, he called Donna and Michael to let them both know so they didn’t have to rush to find parking. Just as they found parking and walked to meet Chantel and Shawn in line, it was time to be seated. They all were happy to finally be eating and inside with air conditioning.

Tanya went to the bathroom before she sat down with her friends and ordered her food. As she was walking back from the bathroom she noticed Kobe Bryant with his wife having lunch in a secluded corner. She was instantly star struck because she was a huge fan. She made her way over to their table and introduced herself with all the confidence in the world.

“I am so sorry to interrupt you guys today, but my name is Tanya, and you played an excellent game last night.”

Kobe smiled and said, “It’s okay, and thank you. We needed that win last night.” Tanya agreed with him and asked him, if it wasn’t too much trouble if, she and her friends could take a quick picture with him. Kobe seemed to be in a good mood because he didn’t have a problem with that.

Tanya quickly got back to her friends and said, “You guys aren’t going to believe this! I just met Kobe Bryant and he said it’s okay if we take a quick picture with him. Come on, get up!”

Everyone got up and made their way to the corner where Kobe and his wife were. When they got to his table they all introduced themselves and congratulated him on the game last night. He laughed and thanked them as he waved a waiter over to take the pictures. Tanya and her friends were so happy. They thanked Kobe as they headed back to their table to eat and wished him luck on the next game.

While everyone was eating and discussing the day so far, they were getting excited to finish it. They all finished their lunch and were ready to hit the City Walk. The City Walk was most likely going to be a quick trip because Donna and Michael wanted to get on the road for Santa Monica soon so they could miss the traffic again. Donna and her friends piled in the car and was cruising the freeway. The City Walk was only a few exits up on the freeway, so it took about ten minutes to get there. When Donna and her friends got there they headed straight to the stores. The City Walk had interesting stores such as the sock store, where there were all sorts of crazy styles, and the magnet store, which had more magnets than you can fit on ten refrigerators. Everyone bought something from somewhere as souvenirs for themselves and their family. After shopping around the beautiful City Walk for an hour and a half, it was about six o’ clock; time to head down to the beach party in Santa Monica.

Before Donna and her friends headed to Santa Monica, they stopped at the liquor store to get some snacks for later that night. While there, Micah thought it would be a good idea to buy their drinks for the party so when they got to the beach all they had to worry about was parking and searching for the pier. Everyone grabbed their favorite drinks and was even more pumped to get to the party.

Donna and Michael were on the road again with their friends cruising down the Interstate 10. Luck had been on their side today because they had missed traffic once again. They had a little ways to go before they reached their destination, so everyone decided to start pre-gaming in the car—except the drivers, of course. No one actually drank out of the bottle because they didn’’t want to risk getting pulled over by the highway patrol. Luckily, their McDonalds cups were still in the car from earlier that morning, so everyone poured their drinks in the cup. The music was pumping through everyone in both cars and you could just tell the evening was going to end on a good note. Donna was enjoying the drive while laughing and listening to music while her friends were drinking. There wasn’’t much traffic so Donna asked Tiffany to make her a mixed drink. Tiffany questioned her if she was sure she wanted her to do that, but Donna insisted that it was okay because she didn’t think the alcohol would effect her driving. After about fifteen minutes Donna had sipped almost more that half of her drink; Tiffany had mixed some soda with Strawberry Smirnoff. As they were drove on the freeway they came to a deserted stretch.

Michael pulled up beside Donna. “Hey Donna, I dare you to race me, but I bet you won’t because you know you’re going to lose!” Michael yelled to Donna through the passenger window.

She yelled back, “You’re on!” She never, ever turned down a dare.

Both picked up speed and eventually were going over one hundred miles per hour, and everyone was laughing and having a good time. Donna and Michael were head to head and still had a little more time to race before a lane merged and allowed traffic to slow them down. Donna started to feel a buzz and wanted to prove to Michael that she could and would beat him. She pushed the pedal to the metal and went as fast as her 2003 Mustang would allow. 

“Donna, you need to slow down!” Tiffany yelled, “I think I see something ahead!”

Donna wasn’t listening and kept going. Tanya, Roger, and Tiffany were now freaking out and tried to get her attention. Before they could say another word Donna she slammed into the back of a diesel truck that merged. She tried to gain control but the car stalled and crashed into the divider. The diesel truck bed spun out of control and before Michael had time to slow his c