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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, for story edits, 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, December 2012
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			A Night to Remember

			Sarah Pham

			As I was lying on the floor, I fell in and out of consciousness.

			The weight of my eyelids started to decrease and the dark gray fuzz appeared less frequently. While I started to stabilize myself, I noticed a wall. It was white but not really. The designer intended for the wall to be white but as the years passed by and age began to drown the wall, the color denatured into a creamy egg white. There was also this annoying splatter of crimson in the center of the wall. What kind of design is that? More of my senses start to trickle in and I am unsure how I feel about that. The tile floor was cold and unbearable to lie on. Despite the fact that I wanted to get up, my legs would not budge. I started to notice that feeling of dull needles stabbing at my limbs a thousand times per second. My blood was clotting since I probably had not done any muscle action for hours. The combination of my clotting limbs and lack of energy was petrifying. I could feel my energy slowly escaping my body. Something wet was making me warmer. It was drenching my body. Then suddenly it occurs to me—that crimson splatter on the wall was not some design. My blood was on the wall. The idea of lying in a pool of my blood terrified me. I was paralyzed by the thought of what was going to happen next.

			Having vision set on auto focus would be useful especially when blurry mounds were slowly inching toward me. Their rapid up and down motion was making me nauseous but I could not look away. As the blurry mounds were getting bigger, my vision was starting to come back.

			Feet. I was looking at someone’s feet running toward me.

			It was hard for me to realize what the mounds were since I had never seen feet from this angle. Everything was rotated 90 degrees. The feet reached me and then the person crouched down with their hand waving parallel to my face. I must have done some gesture indicating that I acknowledged them because the hand stopped motioning, pulled away, and a face appeared within the proximity of my own. Although I was able to see the action of lips moving, which is something that I see every day, this was different. All I saw were lips moving and that was a problem. The person was talking or perhaps yelling since their mouth was opening wider than usual. I didn’t know what they were doing or what they were trying to say. I couldn’t hear anything.

			I opened my eyes with discomfort and something caught my attention. It was colorless with thin strands of metal curving outward. Little crystals cover each metal strand in single file placement. The sight was beautiful and I wanted to enjoy it but it kept swinging in a pendulum motion which made it difficult to focus on. As it swung back and forth I began picturing a life size snowflake slowly gravitating towards me. I wanted to catch it, but this was not a snowflake. The object that caught my attention was a crystal chandelier. I was looking directly upward at the bottom of a crystal chandelier swinging back and forth. Chandeliers are not supposed to swing and that bothered me.

			I was in a daze with my eyes shut tightly like the shutters of an unwelcoming neighbor. I didn’t want to open my eyes or maybe I couldn’t. The top right side of my head was throbbing and as the minor throbs beat into a crescendo, the pain worsened causing me to clench my fists to try and channel the pain elsewhere. I wanted to attract my attention to something else but I couldn’t take my mind off the throbbing. Having my eyes closed prevented me from being able to concentrate on a physical object. If there was something in front of me I didn’t know. It was torture lying there, staring at darkness, and having that throbbing be the only thing I could think of. Suddenly, I noticed a displeasing smell. Although it was a smell that I don’t often encounter, I was familiar with it. Something was burning.

			Ring Ring Ring.

			A ring has never been more annoying. The ringing reminded me of unexpectedly waking up in the middle of a dream to a loud external noise. This was the same type of sound. I wanted to stop the constant ringing. Loud sounds warp time, making seconds pass as hours. Eventually I realized the ringing was an oven timer going off.

			I was heading toward my kitchen’s door in a rushed pace, while still trying to keep my composure. From the short distance of the dinner table to the kitchen I managed to make my mind run rampantly. Pressure for perfection pressed against my chest, the string of pearls wring around my neck, and regret for deciding to wear new leather heels becomes more evident with each stride. But I couldn’t slow down since I was competing against the oven timer. As I thrust the kitchen door open, my feet picked up the pace. Now, none was able to see what a mess I was. As the kitchen door shut behind me, I began to run. After dodging past the unusually low chandelier, I lost my footing and slipped backwards. I hit my head on a staircase sequence, bouncing off the kitchen counter-top then an open drawer, until I finally hit the kitchen floor. Ring Ring Ring—the timer wins.

			The timer still had five minutes left on it. Since it was apparent that I was ahead of schedule I decided to touch up my makeup. Making way to the vanity mirror, I rummaged through my purse reaching for my favorite coral lipstick. While doing gentle even strokes back and forth, I counted down from four. I know that it takes four strokes to make my lips look perfect. Things may appear perfect but nothing really is and looking into a vanity mirror reminds me of my imperfections. Both my arms were bent on the same level as my chest. As I was frozen in front of the vanity mirror, my eyes pinpoint all of my imperfections. As a child I had two bushy eyebrows—thick, undesirable, and embarrassing. Eventually I grew to embrace the thickness by shaping my bushy eyebrows any way that I wanted, except for that notch. I hated that notch a quarter length away from my tip mocking me every time I looked at it. Then, there were my short straw-like eyelashes. I wanted more than anything to have eyelashes that are naturally beautiful, long, and curled. Instead, I have to hide behind a layer of false eyelashes masking my insecurity. My lips are the only thing I can take pride in because those are the only part of my face that I have control over. Whenever I don’t like how they look I can disguise them with any shade I want. My lips appear perfect because of this and I am satisfied with how they look with a layer of coral lipstick on the surface. While placing the cap back onto my lipstick the doorbell rang. My guests had arrived.

			I could not help but stare at the ticking clock in Betty’s house. Tick tick tick. Every tick was mocking me by unhurriedly passing. As the small hand of the clock slowly budged clockwise, my patience dwindled nearly reaching its end. When I diverted my blank concentration, I switched from twirling to jabbing my fork at the bland salad in front of me. I did not expect that much out of Betty since she is a single mother of two and constantly working the night shifts at the hospital. Betty had no time to work on her domesticity. It was the right choice for the ladies to assign Betty salad duty because we thought “who could mess up a salad?” While I did wish that the croutons were not stale, I didn’t mind all that much. My mind was more focused on my course. I had prepared the main course and for years the ladies had always envied my succulent oven roast. Gearing my blank stare back at the clock, I observed that the time for the salad course was almost up. In creating the perfect oven roast, timing is important. I didn’t want to risk messing up my course following this bland salad so I graciously excused myself back to my house to check on the progress.

			Every month the ladies of Lucil Lane hosted a progressive dinner party. Someone serves the drinks, another serves the salad, and the night ends with dessert. My favorite part of a progressive dinner party, and the most important attraction, is the main course. This month it was finally my turn to serve the main course. I had been up since dawn planning out my day. Checking what groceries I had, retrieving what was needed, preparing the meal, and planning out my outfit. In addition, my house needed to be cleaned for the event. I did a final inspection and I was displeased with all the toys scattered all over the floor of my house.

			“Kids pick up these toys! I’m not going to ask you twice. When I get back from doing my errands there better not be a single toy on the floor. Guests are coming tonight and someone could trip and fall on this mess!”

			Mothers have a sixth sense about these things, and something inside me just knew that those toys would cause a problem. What would my guests think of me if they saw how dirty my house was at that moment?

			While I was lying on the floor falling in and out of consciousness, my memory began to resurface. The roaring images haunt my hollow thoughts. I want to shut out these blatant Polaroids of a shattered chandelier, blood stained wall, and smoking oven. But I can’t. It is all coming back to me crashing down as waves during high tide. I don’t want to believe that the toys scattered along my kitchen floor would be the cause of my demise.

			Your story is very unique. You started out in past tense so I changed the rest of the work to past tense so that it would make more sense and be cohesive.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Deceit

			Beatriz Fernandez

			I was startled by the sudden screams of my parents. Instantly, I realized he’d done it again. My body went stiff and I felt numb. No pain or emotion surged through my body as I waited for the inevitable finale of the fight. Sitting on top of my bed, I stared at my wall looking at pictures of good times with my friends and family. I couldn’t help but think how happy I had been. I’ve grown cold and uncertain of that happiness that once resonated throughout my body. Then it happened, the moment I’d been waiting for. He knocked on my door and I instantly replied, “It’s open.” My dad walked into my room and he seemed uneasy, with a look of sadness and grief on his face. He immediately told me how much he loved me. He continued by saying those words I had been waiting to hear.

			“Me and your mom are getting a divorce.”

			That was not the first time he had told me this, or even the second for that matter. To be honest I can’t remember how many times they had told me they were getting divorced. I was not surprised or sad, as I expected this. It was like a bad dream I kept replaying over and over again, except it was real. But, this time what happened was very different.

			In the past, my dad would cheat on my mom, and she would always find out. The very first time he told me they were getting divorced was eight years ago, when I was twelve. Shortly after, my mom went on to explain to me exactly what kind of a man my dad really was: a cheater. When I finally found out the truth, I was very disturbed and upset. It was very hard for me to believe my dad could have been such a monster because I had never viewed him as one before. The very first time after hearing my parents were getting a divorce, I felt my world start to crumble in on me. 

			The next day, I was in shock to see my dad sitting at our kitchen table, eating. I didn’t understand it. He had told me he was leaving my mom, but there he was acting as if nothing had happened. For a second, I couldn’t help but think, “Was it all a dream?” I ran to my mom and asked her what was going on. She told me they weren’t getting a divorce, because she wanted to give him another chance. I was in utter shock! First off, I could not believe my own mom would stay with a man who betrayed her in such a disrespectful manner. Second, I was hurt that they had lied to me; it felt like a sick joke had been played on me. In my mind, I really had thought it was all over. Then in an instant, it was as if nothing ever happened. Even though my mom always took my dad back, he could never be faithful. I heard my parents say they were getting a divorce many times throughout my childhood and I grew distrustful of them, to the point where I became numb to the situation. My mom would tell me she was done with him but I knew she was not strong enough to leave him.

			Now going back to the most recent incident of his deceit, as he left my room I didn’t believe a thing he had told me. I knew I would wake up in the morning and he would be there like always. But I remember it turned out differently. I watched as he began to take all his clothes and belongings, which is something he had never done before. All I could think was, “Wow this is really happening.” Wide-eyed at the spectacle unfolding before me, I remember being in shock, but at the same time a surge of relief ran through my body. I loved my dad but I hated his unfaithfulness. I wanted him to leave because I was tired of seeing my mom cry every night. Her happiness was the most important thing to me and knowing this man would no longer be in her life made me feel relieved. I stood next to the door way as he packed his bag and left. All I could think about as he drove away was that it was finally over. All the lies, pain, heartbreak, and tears all were going to be a thing of the past.

			Later in the day, I walked into the kitchen and there he was, eating. I didn’t understand. He had packed up all his things and left. He left! So what the hell was he doing there? As I watched him sitting there with no sign of remorse on his face I began to grow angry and hurt. I walked into the kitchen and he said nothing to. He acted as if he didn’t tell me earlier he was leaving my mom once again. I left to my room and rested on my bed, thinking about how that man had not only betrayed my mom but my whole family with his lies. My mom was willing to take his deceit but I wasn’t, not anymore. I had had enough of him and his disrespectful ways. I walked back into the kitchen and sat next to him. As he calmly ate his food I sat there staring at him.

			He turned to look at me and I asked him, “ What are you doing here? You left so why are you back?” 

			He stared at me with a blank expression on his face, not sure about what to say. He then began to tell me how much he loved my mom and how he wanted to make things work. I didn’t believe a word coming out of his mouth. I leaned in closer to him and told him how I thought he was no good for my mom, because he was a liar who only cared about himself. He looked very hurt and asked me if I wanted my mom to divorce him. 

			I immediately replied, “yes.”

			He got up from the table and without saying a word to me he left. Seeing him leave made me feel accomplished, because I knew it was the best thing for my family. I knew my mom wasn’t strong enough to leave him, but she needed to if she ever wanted to be happy. I loved my dad and I always will love him. But I refused to sit back and allow someone to hurt my mom. 

			That same night he came back, crying. Telling my mom how much he loved her and that he didn’t want to lose us. I just wanted him to leave but that was out of my hands. The decision was my mom’s to make. She chose to let him stay. To this day I can’t understand my mom’s reasoning toward my dad’s actions. I chose to isolate myself from their arguments. My dad acts as if the incident in the kitchen never occurred. After years of being upset, I’ve grown not to care anymore because at least I tried. I spoke my opinion, and I know that my feelings are no longer hidden in the dark. I came to the reality that my mom is an adult and I must respect her choices. In a way their relationship shaped me into a stronger person because I never want a relationship like theirs. I have promised myself that I will never make the same mistakes as my mom. If someone does something disrespectful towards me, I will make sure they are no longer in my life. I want to be a strong independent woman that never has to rely on a man to support her. In regards to my parents, I love them both and I always will no matter how dysfunctional their relationship is.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Questions and Repetition 

			Amanda Morgan

			“Do you like to drive?” my great grandmother, Granny, turned to me insisting that I answer her simple question.

			She was sitting in the passenger side of my car. Her frail body was sinking into the seat.

			I answered in an animated tone, “Yes I do!” 

			The light turned red, and I brought my car to a halt. I glanced to my right and considered her emotionless face. She was perfectly oblivious to the white hairs taking over her upper lip and the wrinkles that consumed her face. A small glimmer of green caught my attention; I redirected my focus to the road and continued to drive. My gaze at the approaching overpass was interrupted by my Granny’s confusing next few words. 

			“Do you like to drive?”

			I stared at the road ahead of me in silence waiting for her to laugh or regain the memory of asking me that same question three minutes prior. There was no recollection. 

			About two years ago, I had a run in with denial. I was dismissive to the news that my great grandmother was experiencing Alzheimer’s, until I had proof. It was a challenge to accept that a close family member of mine was falling victim to a disease that harmfully controls one’s ability to physically and mentally function. My reluctance was towards seeing her in a dimmer light and losing sight of her once-radiant character. The thought of her memory reducing and her forgetting the times we shared scared me. I did not want her to forget my love for her endless supply of sweet lemonade and peppermint patties. I feared that I would forget how much I looked up to her strength and beauty. This battle between my denial and the inevitable realization that my granny was forever changed would soon come to an end.

			On Easter Sunday when I drove Granny home from my uncle’s house, I had my first interaction with her disheveled mind. The five-mile drive felt like being stuck in bumper-to-bumper traffic. I was trying to maneuver away from the problem in front of me. Her repetitive questions caused me to grow sensitive and even more empathetic. How could someone’s mind be so aged that it lacked memory?

			My life revolves around memory. Memory is what I turn to when I need to feel happy, to prove someone did something wrong to me, or to simply feel. My thought process was scurrying and was then blocked by a great wall of selfishness. I began to question if she even knew who was driving her? Or where we were going? How could she trust me to take her from one place to another? Suddenly my Granny went from the wise lady who always knew what to say, to a vulnerable and dependent ninety-five-year-old woman. 

			“So tell me, do you like to drive?” I finally noticed the weakness in her voice.

			I sympathetically responded, “Yes, do you?” 

			She took a few seconds to calculate what I had thrown at her. It simply was a question, but to her it was a challenge to feel and create a response. It required her to retain a question and match it with clouded memories that she may not even have. 

			She computed a response and slowly said, “I cannot drive anymore. I am too old. But I liked it.” 

			Her response was dull, but to my surprise she turned and shared a laugh with me. For a second, I felt like I was with my Granny. Her once goofy personality was finally sprouting out. This was solely due to her statement about being old. I hopelessly believed it was because she remembered that when I was younger I would lightly pinch the unrestrained skin around her elbow and tell her she was old. I clung on to this belief, although she most likely lacked any recall of my younger days. I was desperate for a sign of personality coming from my Granny and was relieved by her giggle. It assured me that though she lacked a memory, she still had personality. It was like muscle memory but in her brain. Somewhere deep in her cortex she maintained her identity. 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Next Time

			Alyssa Inocencio

			In room number five, Beryl was a kind old woman who resided in my mother’s care home. She had been a client for a couple months. She had fluffy white hair that stood out against her pale skin. The only color on her face was her natural rosy cheeks. Every day after school, I had come home to help around the house when I finished my homework. It was on a nice autumn day that I had returned from school and I wanted to show her my story that I had gotten an A on in my English class. Just the other week, she had read it and given me her feedback about it. She promised that if I got an A on this paper, as an award she would tell me another story about her life.

			I greeted my mother and father as I put my backpack down in my room before pulling out my story from my binder. The hallway to her room was dark. I was too lazy to turn on the lights since there was light coming from the bedroom at the end of the hallway. Walking to Beryl’s room, I heard muffled noises through the slightly opened white door. Being as quiet as I could, I took a peek. I saw Beryl and her grand-daughter, Stephanie in the room. Stephanie visited every Friday when she was doing her weekly check up on her grandmother, since she was an occupational therapist. I was a bit surprised to see her on a Thursday. The door made a creaking sound as I quickly hid in the shadows. If Beryl and Stephanie knew I was there, they didn’t make any indication and continued with their conversation.

			“The end of next week?” I heard Stephanie say. Her voice sounded shaky. She was crying. I furrowed my eyebrows. What was going on?

			“The end of next week?” Beryl repeated. Her voice strained as if she was having difficulty speaking and was out of breath. I heard the familiar squeaking of her black rocking chair as she shifted. I decided to take a peek again. “That’s what the doctors believe”.

			“You won’t be able to talk or walk soon”. Stephanie cried. “It’s not fair.”

			Beryl made a noise, signaling that she was listening.

			“My wedding is next month, grandma.” I watched Stephanie rake her fingers through her blonde hair. “Kenneth wanted you to be there for the wedding. He loves you like you were his own grandma. He’s going to be devastated. I’m going to be d—”

			“—I’ll be there.” Beryl interrupted.

			The chair screeched against the maple wooden floor as her grand-daughter got up from her seat in anger.

			“Don’t you dare make any promises you can’t keep.” I watched Stephanie break down into sobs as Beryl took her hand in hers and rubbed it.

			“I may not look like it, but I’m a tough cookie.” The old woman replied. “I won’t let death take me that easily.”

			I felt the familiar stinging behind my eyes. Tears were forming as my hand covered my mouth. I found that it was hard to breathe. I could feel my heart tumble down to my stomach. I felt my blood turn cold as I took a step back from the door. This kind lady who treated me like I was her own grand-daughter was dying.

			“Alyssa, you can come in.”

			I felt my heart beat quickly as I almost jumped in my spot. My fists tightened its grip on the paper. How did she know I was there? I slowly opened the door and entered. I was met with the cheerful yellow walls and white curtains. The room had a beige wardrobe and matching dresser. There was a full size bed in the upper left corner of the room. Looking back at the two people in the room, I saw Stephanie trying to stop crying while trying to smile in my presence.

			“Hello Alyssa!” Stephanie greeted me, spreading her arms open to hug me.

			“Hi…” I said meekly, walking up to her. I hugged her trying not to crumple the pages of the paper I held in my hands.

			“What do you have there, hun?” Stephanie asked as she backed away in our hug.

			“O-Oh this?” I stuttered.

			I was still embarrassed for getting caught. My cheeks felt warm. I found the strength to talk, as I took a deep breath to keep my emotions in check.

			“I-It’s my story that Beryl helped me with for my English class.” I said slowly, unsure of how to go about the situation.

			“How did that go?” Beryl asked with a tilt of the head. “What grade did you get?” 

			Her expression and tone was that of happiness, as if she had not been talking about her death just a few minutes ago. I walked closer to Beryl. I felt my nose stinging, as I forced a smile to form on my lips. 

			“I got an A! Just like I promised I would.”

			Beryl’s grayish blue eyes widened with surprise, before letting out a cheerful laugh. She patted my left forearm, and gave me a wink. 

			“Just like I knew you would kiddo. That means I get to tell you another—”Beryl wheezed as she went and took a deep breath, “—I get to tell you another story. However, can you wait until next time? My doctor decided to keep me very busy this week with appointments and all that jazz. I’m also going to have to get ready for this missy’s wedding next month.” 

			She nodded her head towards Stephanie who stayed quiet. Her glassy blue eyes were staring at everything except her grandmother.

			“Next time?” I questioned.

			I must have had a disbelieving expression, because Beryl gave me a forced grin before nodding.

			“What, you don’t believe me?” The old woman teased.

			“No!” I said quickly, as I shook my head.

			Beryl let out a small chuckle as she winked at me. “I promise, cross my heart, hope to die…” She trailed off as she weakly raised her right pinky towards me.

			“…stick a needle in my eye.” I finished the line for her, entwining my right pinky with hers.

			“That’s right kiddo”, she said as her hand shook slightly. “Look forward to it.”

			The next day, there was no next time to look forward to.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			The Jester’s Game

			Phillip Yoon

			A slight breeze was blowing autumn leaves across the gravel walkway as I closed the car door behind me. Ravens roosted on top of the church, watching me. Their eyes, unblinking, judged me as if they knew what was going to happen. The shadows encroached closer and closer as the sun set. I made my way to the church door; I just wanted to get this over with. As the door closed the last sliver of sunlight on the crucifix at the altar disappeared. The church sanctuary was dark and damp; the sound of dripping water echoed throughout the room. Muddy lights passing through the dirty mosaics barely lit the room. There was the occasional scurry of rat feet across the stone floor and the creaking of the aged wooden pews. The smell of dust and mold lingered in the cold air. The floor cracked as I made my way to the confession box. That “thing” sat in the booth over and spoke in an eerily calm voice.

			“How may I help you fellow brother.”

			“Don’t give me that crap, I know who you are,” I said. I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. “I’m here with a proposition.”

			The man behind that wooden veil, a criminal psychopath, was Daren Crux. Street named the vigilante Jester, he was known for always “finishing jobs with a smile”. Seeking out anyone he deemed “a criminal,” he tortured and murdered them all while laughing and joking, as if it was a game. The rest of the force had all given up on this case; every time we’d have him cornered, he would slither out of our grasp. But I have finally done it. After all the months of tracking and chasing, I’ve backed him into the corner. I hated everything about this man, so just hearing his voice made my blood run ice cold. We lost a lot of good men because of him, but I wasn’t here to arrest him. No, I needed him to get the people that still lived outside of the law. I want to clean up this city. There are too many criminals in this city running around immune from the law. Every time we’d ‘cuff one, another one walked out on some bullshit excuse. Whatever evidence or testimony we had meant nothing in the corrupted courtroom, and the boys back at the station never did anything about it. They were all either paid off or threatened into keeping their mouths shut and hands tied. Those that spoke up disappeared; all that was left were their empty chairs I wanted nothing to do with this, I wanted to get up and leave, but this was the only option I had left: to do what needed to be done. 

			“Oh?” his nonchalant voice woke me from my thoughts. “And what kind proposition are we talking about, Detective?”

			“I need you to work for me. I need you to take care of some people for me.”

			“I’m sorry Detective, I don’t involve myself with that line of work anymore. I think I have finally found peace here and--”

			“I need you.” I could barely get those words out of my mouth. “I don’t have the authority to arrest these people, and I’m too good a man to use other means. But you’re different; you don’t have morals to hold you back. You can find these people and make them pay.” 

			He let out a sigh of boredom, as if he’d heard all of this before, “And what people would I be taking care of?”

			I slipped a manila folder through a hole in the veil. His first target was a priest at this church, known for the torturing of young women and children. The boys and I had caught him multiple times, but he was under the protection of the church. By “donating” thousands of dollars to the court, he was exempt from prosecution. Evidence was burned and any accurate claims were dismissed as rumors and the priest continued to walk the streets a free man. I needed something tangible to convince the psychopath to accept my proposal. He was the perfect incentive to satiate that thing’s hunger. There was a moment of silence, but eventually the manila folder was pulled out of my hand. I felt a chill run down as if his “disease” would slither its way into me. The rhythmic shuffling of paper came from the other side; it was stopped short as he slammed it shut. In the darkness a quiet chuckle came from the other side. The chuckle grew louder and louder, and then mutated into a blood curdling cackle. I shoved my hands deep into my pockets to stop the shiver. He ripped open the wooden veil, and looked me in the eye. His eyes were piercing, unwavering, jubilant, as if someone woke him from the dead.

			His voice was excited, joyous, “All of this is true?! You’re not pulling my leg are you?” he asked.
“Yes,” I replied. Another chilling giggle leaked out of that “things” mouth. 

			“However, you can’t kill him,” I said. “This is part of our contract; you leave them alive, you understand? And you are to be invisible. No one sees you or hears you.”

			I was expecting him to object, but his reaction only made me feel sick.
“Oh yes! That only makes it more fun! You have yourself a deal! You know, I’ve been studying up on anatomy, could even call myself a doc—,” 

			The sound of an opening door stopped his sickening rant. It was the priest. He made his way to the confession box. 

			Knocking on the door, he said, “Who’s there? I heard a noise and came to check on you.”

			Silence. Cold sweat dripped down my face, waiting. For a split second doubt began to sink in. If I stopped this now, I could just go back to a simple life. It’ll be ok, I’ll just run, I’ll move somewhere else. This was my last chance to forget about this crazy idea. I wanted to yell, to tell the priest to run from the hell that awaited him. The sound of snapping wood erupted; I burst out of the confession booth. A hand covered in blood and splinters was wrapped around the priest’s neck. That sickening laugh again, it was all over the church now. I could see an ebony smile contort in the darkness of the booth. The priest’s eyes widened and bewildered turned to me. For a brief moment, I looked at him, and left. There was no turning back now.

			“Oh, I’m doing great Father!” I heard him say, “Just wonderful! However, I’d like to make some confessions!”

			The priest, finally realizing what was happening, began to scream, praying for mercy, begging for his life.

			“No dear God, please, have mercy. I did nothing but serve you! You can’t do this to me! Heavenly Father save me! Why have you forsaken me?!”

			Daren laughed at the priest’s pleas to God, “You know, it’s ironic how all of you turn to God when I come around!”

			I ran out of the church, the ravens took flight, startled by the screams that began to echo from the church. Even through closed car doors I could hear it, the sound of a grown man screaming for his mother, the screams of agony, and the sound of true terror. It grew silent again. I phoned for a dispatch. As the ambulance took the father and the boys returned to the station, that thing waltzed out from the church. His hands were covered in blood, his face lit up like a kid on his first Christmas. He came up to the window and tapped on the glass. I rolled the windows down.

			“I told you not to kill him,” I said.
“Sorry, I just got a little too excited” he said “I’ll try to keep myself in check next time.” 

			He grinned. I wanted to leave him there, to just sit there smiling, never to see him again. Reluctantly I opened the passenger door. He got in. I revealed my firearm. He only laughed.

			“Remember we have a contract,” I said.

			“Of course.” He paused, “You know detective, you and I are alike in some way.” 

			“We are nothing alike!” I snapped.
“On the contrary, you and I both want to clean up this city, we just have different means of doing it.”

			“No, you are a psychopathic vigilante who enjoys killing his victims, I’m a detective I protect the citizens of this city and enforce the law. I am bound by morals to keep people safe.”
“But it seems like today you have left those morals behind when making this contract with me.”

			I stopped. Without a word I turned and began to drive. He started to hum a tune. 

			A few weeks later, we found one of the priest’s cohorts at our steps. His eyes were dead, he was a mere shell of a human. We didn’t have to do anything, he confessed to everything, not a single detail was left out. He gave himself up, pleading guilty and was later sentenced to imprisonment. But right as I was about to leave the room he rushed me and pinned me to the wall. The other officers got him off me and dragged him away. 

			“You call yourselves cops?!” he roared. “You made a deal with the devil! It’s all over!

			You let that thing out of its cage. It’s over you hear?!”

			I dusted off my jacket and made my way to the door. The chief stood in front of it.

			“What was that about?” he asked.

			“I don’t know sir, he was found pretty beat up. I’m not sure if his head is working

			straight.” 

			He had a look of disdain in his eyes. “Rumor has it that the Jester case has become hot again. You wouldn’t happen to know anything would you?”

			“No, sir.”

			“You did good work with this case, but I’d be more careful if I were you. Don’t want to 

			upset the men in the big chairs.”

			“Yes sir.”

			He gave me a firm pat on the shoulder. My heart was racing; I made my way back to my office, my coffee held tightly in my right hand, another manila folder in my left. Daren was there sitting, twiddling his thumbs. He had snuck his way into the office. He looked up at me and grinned. It was a sickening grin. I took out my badge and laid it on my desk. The words “TO PROTECT AND SERVE” carved across the middle glistened under my desk lamp. I turned the badge over and walked out the door.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Living in the Shadow

			Kristen Meskimen

			 

			“Hi,” he said blankly to her as he walked in the bathroom. “How was your day?”

			Teresa had enough of always playing catch–up. “Well you would know if you talked to me more than once a day, or actually came home.”

			“Work has been busy; I barely have time to breathe there.”

			“It is always busy!” She finally snapped, “But people still make time for their families.”

			“I would if I could,” he said, exhausted, “when the quarter ends, I will take time off and spend it with you. We can go to St. Bart’s for a couple of days and relax.”

			Nights like this were becoming common. A glass of wine or a bottle tended to be the answer to all fights. Richard slept in the guest room so he would not wake up Teresa when he got up at 4am the next morning. Passed out from the wine, she fell into a deep slumber. 

			Teresa never thought her life would come to this point. Depressed, alone, and furious, she stared at the dark and cloudy tears that fell from her eyes. One year earlier, her life had been completely different. After her husband Richard found out he was being promoted to CFO of an investment firm and the family moved from Kenosha, Wisconsin to the heart of Los Angeles, Teresa went into panic mode and looked at herself in the mirror. Bad roots, overweight, sweat pants and preparing twin teenage boys for college, she was a hot mess. Worried that she barely saw him then, she feared that she would lose him to his job once they moved to L.A.

			Richard always traveled for work, in the states and internationally. Sometimes for a couple of days or even weeks, depending on the work season. He took pride in his work and spent more time traveling than with his family, and this hurt Teresa’s feelings. He recently worked in Chicago, but they lived in Kenosha so they could enjoy the quiet nights and remove themselves from the busy city. Richard was tall with a strong jaw line, black hair that was combed over and teeth better than any orthodontists’. He wore meticulously tailored suits, shiny, scuff–free shoes, and walked with pride. 

			Teresa was his opposite and that was why they became instantly attracted to each other. Teresa was quiet and shy, but her eyes were a mystical deep blue that one could get lost in. They were in their late twenties and Richard was an assistant at a bank and Teresa was working her way through college. She was so genuine and naturally pretty, that was what Richard loved about her. He was charming and goofy and she fell hard for him.

			“How in the world did I end up like this?” she said to herself. 

			“Oh, don’t worry,” Richard said quickly walking past her, “people won’t care about how you look.”

			“But they will.” 

			“Never mind them, I am going to work, I’ll be home late.”

			He kissed her on the cheek and was out the door before he heard her say quietly, “I love you too.” 

			The move happened so quickly and in just a few short weeks, they said goodbye to their family home and headed for the Golden State. They decided to live in Calabasas not only because it was a safe neighborhood, but it was also quiet and away from the city. Soon enough they found themselves surrounded by an influential community full of politicians, socialites, CEO’s and celebrities. 

			It was now a month into the move and everyone transitioned well. The boys, Caleb and Noah, were preparing for college, Richard spent most of his time at the office, and Teresa kept looking at herself in the mirror. The moms in Calabasas were blonde, thin, had plastic surgery everywhere and were perfect. She felt like she couldn’t make friends because of her appearance and she had to do something about it. 

			Richard was focused on climbing the corporate ladder and hardly spent time at home. When he was with Teresa, it was because they attended a gala, event, or fundraiser. Networking was extremely important to him and she would catch him wandering off with the other men having serious conversations and ending them with a strong handshake and a pat on the back. His office phone was forbidden for anyone else to use and he was quiet about work. Slowly he was spending more time with the other businessmen in the community and they had private, late–night discussions. Teresa glanced through a crack in the door and saw countless spreadsheets, heard deep discussions, and felt the tension in the room. It was important for Richard to be somebody and to be respected by his fellow community members. When the other men invited him to meetings, he was more than excited and went to all of them. 

			Teresa joined the local sports club and hired a trainer. Wearing sweats and a baggy t–shirt, she was already self–conscious seeing life size Barbies effortlessly running on the treadmill. Motivated, she worked hard with her trainer, focused on a strict diet, and devoted every second to fitting in. She wore designer clothes, made sure when she went to the store she was dolled up, and tried to be like her neighbors whose beauty and elegance were effortless. Her clothes started becoming looser on her and her confidence was higher. She would spend an hour on a cardio machine and then forty minutes lifting lightweights to gain muscle. As her confidence blossomed, she got her hair colored and took a make–up class. She used her husband’s new promotion as a reason to get new clothes and became the kind of person that she always made fun of, but longed to be. Still, she felt like she was never good enough or pretty enough for Richard. Now that he had a higher job title and was attending galas, she wanted to look the part and feel the way of the other women when he smiled at them. 

			Six months after the move and Teresa was hosting parties for her neighbors, going to private luncheons with the elite and attending black–tie events. The boys had graduated high school and were attending UC Irvine. Close, but still far enough for them to have their space. But she was still lonely. Richard was absent most of the time, coming home at random times stressed and quiet, locking himself in his office. Sometimes Teresa would find him passed out with an empty bottle of whiskey next to him murmuring stuff about money and people. 

			As time went by Teresa’s weeks consisted of eating over-priced salads with girlfriends, shopping for clothes she did not need, and restocking her wine collection. Her attitude was down and she was spending countless hours staring into the sky. She missed Kenosha and her friends there. People there were real and no one competed with each other over everything from over-priced shoes down to the quality of their toilet paper. However, she really missed Richard. 

			“Is life like this really any better?” she thought. 

			She had turned into a person who she thought she wanted to be, but was more miserable. Her marriage was going down the drain and she didn’t want to lose the Richard she met when she was younger. To her, divorce was failure and she did not want to fail once more. She wanted to set a good example for her boys suggesting that when times get tough, you work through them. All she wanted was affection and love from Richard but he had been so busy with work. Quickly she thought of ways to spice up her marriage. She went to the lingerie store and bought a couple of outfits to model for Richard, hired the best chef to make a gourmet dinner for two, and wrote a love letter to remind him of their roots. 

			She called Richard to ask him when he planned on coming home. The phone rang three times and then she heard, “Hello?” from a women’s voice. 

			Weird, maybe he got a new assistant. In the background there was shuffling and voices that she could not hear.

			“Hi, this is Teresa, I would like to speak to my husband.”

			“Who?”

			“My husband, Richard. What do you mean who?”

			There was a brief pause for a moment then, click. The phone hung up. Teresa called again but after two rings, she was sent to voicemail. Worried all night because Richard had not come home, she began to think of the worst–case scenario. Teresa called their lawyer, Adam, to see if he knew anything, and began to panic. He has been both Teresa’s and Richard’s mutual friend for many years, and she knew she could trust him. As the sun started to rise, she was frantic and had not slept. Teresa heard a knock on the door and it was her lawyer. Worried she started to ask a million questions, he quickly stopped her and apologized for what he was about to tell her. Her heart sank. 

			“It has been discovered that Richard played a part in the Madoff scandal and people are looking for him, they want their money. Not only has he fled the country, but he emptied the bank accounts and transferred the money to an offshore account. The woman you talked to was an investor who got ahold of his cell phone and is looking for him. As your friend, and lawyer I am giving you a message from him,” He said. 

			He handed her a note and walked out the door. Teresa was stunned and speechless. She stood still for minutes trying to capture everything that had just happened. In the note, Richard apologized and wanted the boys and her to get on a private plane so they can leave the country together. Their lives were in danger and he wanted them in a safe place. If she wanted nothing to do with him he understands, but wants them out of the country regardless.

			Teresa thought about the life she had made here, the person who she had become, and the person she was, not sure if she really likes any of it. Then she thought of Richard and how he could to do this to her. The late nights and lies would make her become a laughing stock. And the danger he put her kids in, how could he do that? In the midst of thinking Teresa found herself packing a suitcase, but didn’t know if she was going with him or fleeing from him. 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Bastion

			David Nguyen

			With a sudden spark, it was awake. The bitter darkness collapsed from the bedazzlement it caused. Bewildered, it looked around as far as a lantern could band, “purpose,” it crackled aloud.

			As shape and form started to conspire, the flash that illuminates from the intensity begins to come at ease, etching the terrain on the topside of the cliff. To which, they agree that there was something captivating about it.

			“Has it always been still?” 

			“That is impossible! The way it sways can easily charm the wind into frolic.”

			“That is true, although, it is apparent that only the wind accommodates to the situation.”

			“Not true at all. Are we all not fascinated by the warmth and arcane desire it encompasses?”

			“I agree.”

			“Then let us get closer,” as the night surrounds the flame.

			The concentrated glow was fluorescent through an empty field of grass revealing what appears to be a tall, strong, and leafy tree off in the distance. The flame, ever so brightly, shined to reach the tree’s rustling leaves caused by the wind. Infuriated by the lack of mobility for better listening to the tree’s rooted music, the fire began to flare, intriguing the wind’s attention, along the tree as well. Unaware, the fire continued blazing as it began to lose control. With a simple breath, the wind hurriedly calmed the flame from disrupting any more of its embers of thought. The distance was convenient—the flame only took two flickers for the wind to draw closer to the essence it fumigated. In every direction, there was a faint smell of pyre only to be repressed by an untamed nature the fire possesses. With such ferocity and life, there will be those bounded by the unforgiving viciousness it may ensue or the nurturing passion when tended upon by it. 

			“Oh my, how you burn so intensely; Astonishing as you are, what are you doing here all by yourself,” the wind whistled.

			“I’ve got nowhere else to be, there was nothing and now there is me,” the fire flicked back.

			“Surely, you can remember what you are. I traverse all around this world and have interacted with many beings of whom which, all had somewhere to be.”

			“All I have is this desire to burn even hotter and brighter, but this exhausts me of my fumes to breath. That is the reason why I am still conscious.”

			“And what if your desire to stay ignited comes with repercussions to those around you? With great comfort, your desire to burn even hotter and brighter may transition to warmth and security. Wouldn’t that be a sure way to last even longer?”

			“Nothing will be affected by my being,” the flame flared up. “As you said, I am a sight of astonishment, notice how the darkness overwhelms me with tremendous glee.”

			“You are mistaken my friend, you are still young, yet you possess the potential to establish your reason of nature. I for one enjoy free flowing across the land in search of those that enjoy my company. Do you wish to do the same?”

			“Yes,” the flame naively gestured. 

			“Then listen for what I am about to blast,” whiffing from the wind.

			Still as the night, waiting to see what the wind has to offer the fire, the flame projected motionless anticipating a tune that may soothe its destructive tendencies. Moments pass by and nothing is to be heard, not the fire’s flicker, nor the rooted music, not even the night’s snicker—the flame feels insulted by the strange and pleasant sound with thoughts like violence can only break the silence as rage permeates inside. Retaining what was gusted to the fire, the flame flinched for the loss of its concentration—at that second, a familiar breeze swooshed in, embracing the fire and to the flame’s astonishment, felt its own soul. The wind oscillates toward the cliff and back to the tree’s direction as the flame slowly sways along with the wind like the lazy ocean hugging the shore nearby.

			“What is this? I don’t even…” fiery queried, as the flame burst with a curious excitement.

			“Let me tell you a story of a boy who had a personal legend accomplished through the misfortunes and obstacles this boy had to ordeal. Unbeknownst to him, I ventured with this boy from the very beginning and made myself know when he asked the desert for its help.” Zigzagged the wind.

			“And the desert, what did it do for this boy?”

			“The desert could not help this boy, in turn, the boy asked for my assistance. As a proud being that is a force to be reckoned with, I could not fulfill his request due to the lack of knowledge I admittedly possessed. I was curious to see where his heart may take him as I once helped carry a voice from a loved one to this boy.”

			“What did you do?” The flame questioned as it still swayed with the wind, shifting the night perpendicularly with its rhythm.

			“I listened just as you are to me at the moment. I assisted him by blocking the heavenly sun’s light, in order for this boy to ask of its help, as the sun too could not reprimand what he wanted of us. We all listened intently to his conversation with the world’s soul, which directed back to his very own where we are all connected to, just as you and me are. Do you wish to know of what this word I did not know is called?”

			“Yes,” the fire quietly exclaimed.

			“Love,” as tempest flowed with the wind

			The fire flared up upon hearing the word, as it could not contain the sensation that fueled it even more. The two beings danced wildly, fluttering in a sequence as if it were of a flap of a butterfly’s wings. The tree observing from the distance suddenly became overwhelmed with such ecstasy that whenever the flame fluttered in its direction, the tree would wave back in hopes of grabbing the fire’s attention. Grounded, the tree beheld patiently enjoying every flitted movement of the dualistic nature had to endeavor.

			Everlasting, the wind can sense everything. Knowing that the tree is eager to converse with the flame, the wind brings down its gust gently. “Would you finally like to speak to the tree now?” The wind whispered. “I would very much like so,” the fire replied burning brightly. 

			There and back again did the wind instantly transmit the discourse between the newly acquainted beings with personality as the tree stood its ground, while the fire barely contained its enthusiasm of this experience of being alive. The tree empathized with the flame of the loneliness that ensues.

			“I have lived for almost centuries and through the solitude I have I endured, I have not yet taken granted of the amusement of those that find enjoyment by my company,” the tree proudly said.

			“Then you must be one of the wisest there is,” the flame digressing from existence.

			“That is particularly true as I have lived for so long, yet yearn for new experiences. I remember the day when a young woman rode her horse nearby and decided to let her horse roam free as she sat next to me reading a book aloud. Her horse galloped and frolicked freely in field as she leaned against my body, making me feel a warm sensation such as you are showing. I realized from this heartwarming memory that I am not alone in this world. I know you do not have much more time, but I would like you to know, your wild tenacity with the wind is what I will cherish most. All I ask of you is to remember what the wind had told you and not be frightened by your excitement.”

			“I will vow what you have spoken and would like to say, I am glad to have befriend such beings. Accept my friendship and I will be at peace.”

			“It is our pleasure,” the wind interjected.

			Fulfilled by a promise as the flame dwindles nearing its end, only this time did the tree and wind dance for the dying flame in hopes of remembrance of their everlasting companionship. As the wind stirred left, so did the branches of the tree, when the wind blew right, the body of the tree rocked in motion. Synchronized as only what is to be described as a pair of tambourines flailing according to the pulse of the flame, shaking as hard as it could, leaving trails of its leaves as bells to be carried by the adagio of the wind, the tree resonated through its roots to the grass blowing a slight kiss extinguishing the flame. The twilight faded in silence as the wind howled, puffing away the ashes that remained on top of the hillside summit into the now diligent ocean waves echoing of its resurrection as the sun from the east rose.

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			A Sense of Escape

			Ann Tran

			As it blew in the air the night breeze felt cool against my face. It wasn’t as cold as I thought it would’ve been for a December night. The aroma of our food filled my nose as we ate outside the patio of the restaurant. All four of my closest friends were able to make it to my birthday dinner. I was about to become a legal adult once the clock struck 12, but I still had five more hours to go. The night had only begun and it was about to get even better.

			Dinner was soon over and the five of us, lightly bundled up, were about to head over to Christmas in the Park since it was only a few blocks away. People scattered the streets around this time, when usually it would be desolate. Lights were strung up on buildings, illuminating the sidewalk as we walked towards the festivities. All of us were chatting about how we wanted to go back to certain places. I said that I wished we were in San Francisco right now and in that very moment we all stopped in our tracks and stared at each other. The light bulbs above our heads immediately turned on one right after the other. 

			“Let’s do it,” one of my friends screamed. 

			“Let’s leave right now while we have time!” That’s when I knew that that night would be unforgettable. 

			All tightly packed in my friends little hatchback, music blasting so loud you could feel the vibrations, and with nothing but good times ahead of us, we were off in a matter of minutes. The freeway was fairly clear so the drive was extremely short; more like flying than driving. Song after song we rapped, sang, and screamed the lyrics at the top of our lungs. Shortly after, the lights of downtown San Francisco started to glow and they got larger as we neared the city. The feeling of freedom never felt so good. Knowing that our parents thought we were still in San Jose made me feel powerful and sly because I actually fooled them. My last night of being rebellious and having no responsibilities was going to end on a good note, but at the same time I felt so foolish and naïve for being so illogical. What if something happened and no one knew where we were? Worries started to overwhelm me, but there was no turning back now. I might as well just enjoy the moment. 

			The night life of San Francisco had a different feel than it would have in the daytime. It seemed more carefree and relaxing. The huge steel buildings towered over us as we drove through each district before we reached Twin Peaks. Twin Peaks is the name of two hills that tower above San Francisco. There is an amazing view and it’s much less touristy than Pier 39 or the Golden Gate Bridge. It was my first time going to Twin Peaks. I had heard about it before and seen photos of the view, but being there in person was absolutely astonishing. My worries seemed to wash away as the twinkling lights below sparkled in my eyes. Being up there and looking down at all the twinkling lights gave me a feeling of escape from all the fusses and worries below. I looked over at my girls and thanked them for being such great friends and for doing this. I wouldn’t have changed a thing about that moment.

			I realized that it was good to let loose every once in a while, to let your worries go and live a little, and enjoy the simple things. It took me until my 18th birthday to figure out that always being focused on your school work or career can be stressful and it’s good to get out and get away from those things. 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Time to Go

			 

			Michelle Rojo

			 

			Owen flipped the metal lock on his bedroom door and dove on his bed, letting his body collapse onto the cool sheets. Damn those twelve-hour shifts, he thought. Owen, who was twenty years old, worked as a merchandiser for a soda company in San Francisco. It was a good-paying job, and he was lucky to have gotten it right after high school ended two years ago. With his father passed away and his older brother, Stephen moved out of the house, Owen felt good about finally being able to help his mom, Elena with the bills. 

			Thud, thud, thud. Elena knocked and yelled from outside his door, “Dinner is ready, kiddo!” Owen smiled and pushed himself up from the bed, amazed at how his mom managed to make dinner every night, despite how exhausted she was. She woke up every day at six in the morning to work at the local post office, and came home to take care of his ten-year-old brother Andre, clean the house, run errands, and have food for her sons at the end of the day. She wore a loose T-shirt, linty sweats, and two thick kitchen mitts on her hands, as she bent over the small round dining table to set down a steaming pot of gumbo. 

			***

			200,000 views! Owen stared at the computer screen with a huge grin on his face. He was brushing his teeth and getting ready to go to work that morning, when he got a text from his friend Jordan telling him to look at his YouTube account. Owen loved the track that Jordan had sent him last week. He free-styled to it, recorded himself, and put up that new song on his YouTube channel three days ago. Now, he had more than 200,000 views on it, and was ecstatic. Bruh come on what else r u waiting for! Come down to SD with us! I showed ur songs to my boss the other day, bruh he’s digging u, it’s all good,” Jordan texted him with smiley faces 

			Owen swiveled the computer chair around to look at Andre, who fell asleep on his bed last night. He wanted to share the good news with his little brother before he had to leave for work, but didn’t want to wake him up early on a Saturday. He fumbled for a post-it on his desk, scribbled Dre, there’s waffles in the microwave. Mom will be home at 2. Don’t watch too much TV! and stuck it on glass face of the TV on his way out. 

			***

			Elena, who was tidying up the house, entered Owen’s room to take out his garbage. She scanned around, and her eyes laid on a picture taped on his wall above his desk. It was a picture taken four months ago of Owen and three of his old high school friends when he went to visit them down in San Diego, where they had moved for college. In the picture, a huge grin was planted on Owen’s face, and images of headphones and stereo speakers were in the background. He had gone down there to record some of his songs since his friend Jordan worked at a recording studio, and then bought equipment for his own little studio in their apartment. 

			Elena touched the picture and felt the familiar guilt she had been hiding for two years since Owen graduated from high school. Barry, her husband, passed away from a car accident three years ago. Since then, Elena and Owen have been putting their paychecks together to keep the family going while Stephen also sent extra money once a month. Barry was a musician who was passionate about his love for music and instruments. He believed that everybody was destined to do something great in their lives, but had to work and chase after it when opportunities arise. After Barry’s death, Stephen moved out to New York City for art school knowing that was what his father would have wanted for him. Barry was also the one who encouraged Owen to pursue music. Owen had plans to go to San Diego State with Jordan and work on his music down there, but he decided to stay at home to help the family out. 

			Elena let go of Owen’s picture and brought her hand over her mouth to muffle a soft cry. “Where are you, Barry? I need you,” she whispered to herself. “This isn’t fair for Owen… I don’t know what to do.” 

			***

			“How’s she doing?” Stephen’s voice was barely audible through the phone. Owen could hear the lively sounds of the train station in the background better than his brother’s voice.

			“Mom’s same as always, y’know… Busy, tired, she still makes gumbo every Monday night. Your favorite, you’re missing out,” Owen chuckled. 

			“Yeah, man, I’m gonna try to come home real soon. Two years… it’s been a long time. I feel like I’ve missed so much of Andre growing up—”.

			“You’re planning to come visit? You know, it’s cool Stephen. The plane flights can cost so much, and you have your school to pay for. Your gallery should be starting up soon,” Owen said sincerely, remembering all the things his brother had going on in New York. Stephen had bills, rent, and school loans to pay for. On top of it all, he was finally starting to put together his own art gallery that he had been talking about for years. Owen hated when Stephen tried to worry about the rest of them back home. “I don’t want you to feel like you’re obligated to visit.”

			“I mean, I know, the gallery should be up and running soon, but I really wanna try to come back and visit. I gotta give mom some money…”

			“Give mom money for what? Don’t worry about it, bruh, we got it control back here. We’re good. Just keep your money—we know you got your apartment to pay for too.” 

			“My apartment… Uh, right, right. So, how’s the music going, Mr. Famous! I see you on YouTube, man. Good shit! Really, you sound great…” Stephen would always be the first to critique Owen’s new songs, and he had said some harsh, yet honest things about his music over the years, which ultimately led Owen to become a better songwriter. So, Owen, who valued and respected his brother’s opinions, of course got excited when Stephen told him he loved his music. 

			“I uploaded my song two weeks ago, right,” Owen leaned from one side of his desk, stooped over the black keyboard where his fingers are tapping at, his cell phone tucked under his chin. “Now, I have half a million views!” Owen scrolled the small ball in the middle of the mouse, and a page opened up on his computer screen. Lines and lines of people’s comments flashed in front of him: “Wow.” “Talented, new artist.” “Can’t wait for your next song!” The comments were endless. Stephen laughed and congratulated him from the other side of the phone before hanging up and ending their conversation. 

			Earlier that day, Owen spoke with Jordan, who told Owen that his boss from the recording studio would love to meet him. Jordan also told him that there’s room for him in their apartment in San Diego if he ever decides to move sometime soon. Owen’s friends have been calling him all week to congratulate his song’s success online. He was finally feeling confident about his music again, after taking a break from song writing when his father passed away. Now that he is back at it again, and other people are recognizing him for his new songs, it was absolutely amazing. He knew that if his dad was still here with them, he would completely support Owen with his music. It seemed like the perfect time to move to San Diego and finally pursue his dream. But…

			“Whatcha doing, Owen?” Andre poked his tiny head from outside Owen’s bedroom door. His tight, brown curls framed his face, and his big eyes stared at his older brother, waiting for an answer. 

			“Nothin’ lil man, what’s up,” Owen closed the YouTube page, and shut his computer off. 

			“Was that Steph on the phone? Is he coming to my musical?” Andre skipped across Owen’s carpeted floor and jumped on to his brother’s lap with a wide grin on his face. 

			“No, I don’t think so, lil man, but that’s alright… Mom and I will be there to watch you, okay?”

			“Okay!” Andre beamed. 

			***

			Uploaded one month ago. 1 million views. Owen clicked on the small triangle near the left side of the screen, and sat quietly on his bed. A soft tune started to play in the beginning, and then bass came in, and Owen’s deep, sweet voice filled the room. Where are you now, I wanna tell you I still hear you, I still listen to you. Before tonight ends, I wanna tell you I did it all for you… Elena stared at the screen- her eyes unable to meet Owen’s. Owen was puzzled. He had come home from work and his mom was in his room waiting for him. Right when he walked in, she asked for him to play his music for her. She hasn’t asked to hear his songs for two years now. Why all of a sudden?

			Tonight I wanna tell you I still hear you, I still listen to you. Before tonight ends, I wanna tell you I did it all for you, I miss you. When the song ended, Elena stood up and wrapped her long, slender arms around her son, who sat, completely confused, on his bed. 

			“We have a surprise for you, honey.” She wiped away the tears from her face, and managed to smile before leaving his room. Owen was glued to his bed, unable to comprehend what was wrong with his mother. He heard whispers and feet shuffling coming from down the hallway.

			A few seconds later, Andre poked his familiar tiny head through door and flashed a big grin. “Guess what, Owen?!” Owen can’t help but scrunch his eyebrows in absolute confusion.

			Andre pushed the door open and pulled a tall man into his room. It took Owen a few seconds to recognize his brother who he hasn’t seen in two years. “Stephen’s coming to my musical! I told you!” Andre jumped and tugged at Stephen’s sleeve.

			Owen leaped off the bed, incredibly taken back by the sight of his brother. Stephen had not been home in so long that his new mustache, glasses, and tousled hair made him look like a complete stranger to Owen. “Hey! Wow! You made it! Wow!” Owen hugged his brother tightly, thinking in his head how surreal it is that he is actually here 

			“Yeah, man, I couldn’t disappoint! This little dude right here says he’s gonna sing real loud for me at the concert, right?” Stephen rubbed Andre’s curly head. Owen was relieved that Stephen was here. He knew Andre and their mom would be heartbroken if he didn’t visit again.

			“Right!” Andre laughed.

			“But umm… that’s not the only surprise, Owen. I’m coming back. I’m here to stay.”

			Wait, what did he just say? Owen thought. 

			“Yeah… I’m coming back,” Stephen continued, after seeing Owen’s confusion settle on his forehead. “So that you can go. It’s your turn, man.” Stephen turned around to grab their mom’s hand. Elena had been standing quietly at the threshold of Owen’s door, holding back tears of bittersweet happiness. 

			Owen’s jaw drops and his eyes widen, speechless. “What?! Are you serious…”

			Elena smiled and replied, “Yes, Owen. It’s only fair for you to have your shot out there in the world. We all know it’s what your dad would have wanted. It’s what you want. You are amazing, and we believe this is your opportunity now.” 

			***

			Uploaded six weeks ago. 2 million views. Owen sat on his bed, jingling his keys in one hand, the other hand tugging on Andre’s curls. Andre sat next to him, eating chips. Stephen was in the bathroom, putting away the last of his things in a small plastic bag. They had packed up all his things, and everything was ready to go in his car. They were just now waiting for their mom to come out of her room. She had excused herself from the kitchen table after breakfast this morning. Their last breakfast before Owen leaves for San Diego. 

			A few minutes later, the familiar sound of her feet shuffling across the living room carpet was the only thing that can be heard in the house. Owen walked out of his room and met his mom in the living room. “Mom, I—” Owen started to talk. 

			“Owen, I’m sorry if I made you feel like I was holding you back. It took me a while, but I know this is what you want. Your father would have wanted you to go two years ago.”

			“Mom, it’s not your fault. I wanted to stay and help you. I just still can’t believe this is all happening right now… San Diego, Mom…”

			“I know, it’s amazing, honey,” Elena sobbed under her big smile, “I’m so proud of you.”

			“Thank you for giving me this opportunity,” Owen turned from his mom to Stephen. “Really, bro, thank you.”

			Stephen walked into the living room and said, “I had my turn to pursue my dream. You guys let me have two years in New York, and now my art gallery is up. I have friends watching over it, and I can go visit it when I can. No big deal, Owen. Now, it’s only fair for you to have your shot, like Mom said. You’ll do great man, no doubt. Dad would have been so proud…”

			Elena’s eyes filled with tears as Owen wrapped his arms around his mom and caressed her. He was incredibly grateful for all that she has done for him and the family. It was a great burden to have to play the role of both the mom and the dad, but she did it so well. “Thank you, Mom.” His tall figure towered over her, and she clenched his back, telling him how much she loved him. 

			Elena felt the warmth of Andre’s little hands on her arm, and she slowly pulled away from Owen to pick Andre up. “It’s okay, Mom, I’ll take care of you.” And Andre gave his mom a kiss.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			A Date to Remember

			Anthony Tran

			As my girlfriend and I walked to Gordon Biersch from a parking garage in downtown San Jose for our monthly anniversary date, a homeless man about twenty feet from us suddenly stood up from the sidewalk and took off his hood. I quickly clenched my girlfriend’s hand and glanced at her. I could tell that she knew how I was feeling by the concerned expression on her face. As we started to get closer and closer to the homeless man, we quickly judged him by his physical appearance because he wore an old North Face jacket and worn out khakis but what instantly changed my judgment was when we noticed his smile full of yellow teeth along with a display of puppy eyes.
“Would you kids happen to have a few bucks to spare so I could buy dinner?” begged the homeless man. 

			“Sorry, but we only have a card,” I apologetically replied with a smile back.

			“Oh it’s okay, have a great date you lovebirds,” he said with a wink. As we were about to turn the corner to the restaurant, I heard him shouted “cherish your time with her brother!” 

			While waiting for the group in front of us to get situated, my girlfriend brooded “Poor guy, he doesn’t have any money for dinner. I wish I brought cash with me. Wait, how about we invited him for dinner?”

			I became speechless and all I did was stare back waiting for her to say that she was just joking, but as we continue to just stare at each other, I realized she was serious.

			“Come on, we both make money and we’ll just have a conversation over dinner with him. He seems like a really nice guy. Not like a druggie or anything. Besides, it doesn’t look as if he had a nice meal in a really long time. Please?”

			“But Amy, you don’t even know him. Can’t we just withdraw cash after dinner and give him a few bucks?

			“I know tonight is our date but could we include him? You’ve always said you wanted to help the homeless one day.”

			After a small argument, I let her win. She would be going off to college really soon and if she wanted to do a good deed before leaving, then I guess I should to support her. I just made her promise not have dinner with strangers again.

			“Dinner for two I assume?” asked the waiter.

			“No, make it three,” I replied and told my girlfriend to sit down first before I headed back out towards the homeless man. He agreed to have dinner with a huge smile, but I still felt uncomfortable having dinner with a random man from the streets.

			After I brought him back to the restaurant and we all introduced each other, he told us his struggles and how he ended up in San Jose from Mexico and that he was not really homeless but was in downtown all day looking for a job. As Pablo told us his struggles and dreams, I constantly thought about how I am so lucky to have such a fortunate life having been raised by two great hardworking parents in a great country. I couldn’t help but keep smiling throughout the whole dinner and even after we finished eating and he thanked us for the dinner. My girlfriend and I came home with smiles on our faces. Best ten dollars I have ever spent. Neither my girlfriend nor I would ever forget this dinner.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Goodbye 

			Shirlymar Montecillo

			 

			Our visit was over. My mom, dad, brothers, and I were heading to the airport to catch our afternoon flight. There I was, sitting in the back of the old grey van with no air conditioning. The windows were rolled all the way down as polluted air blew against my sweat-drenched face. It was hard to breathe and the heat was unbearable, but I was used to it since I’d been in the Philippines for almost a month. 

			I walked through the automatic doors dragging my big blue suitcase. My three uncles, Christopher, Adonis, and Lyndon, my grandma, Kakang, my auntie Marilou and even my old babysitter Tito came to say goodbye. We sat on the grey, stained, uncomfortable chairs waiting for the announcer to lead us to the right terminal. My eyes were fixed to the glistening floor; I was mentally numb. I guess that is my way of dealing with goodbyes. We left the Cebu province when I was just six years old and never visited until nine years later. Nothing was in my head; I didn’t know what to do or what to say. I didn’t want to make eye contact with anyone because I knew it would just trigger all my emotions and I wouldn’t be able to control them. 

			Memories are a blur, and all I really know about my childhood there are the funny and nostalgic stories my relatives share with me. As I sat there silently on the verge of turning into a water fixture I started thinking about my fifteenth birthday party held four days before our flight back home. I was dressed in a black and light pink dress, and Tito was my makeup artist and hairstylist. Relatives flooded my grandmother’s house from all over the Philippines. People came up to me telling me how much I’ve grown and how it was nice to see me again. Some were a little hard to understand due to their thick accent, but their enthusiastic faces were contagious. I was speechless most of the time because they were unfamiliar to me. It was time to cut my birthday cake decorated with Disney princess figurines and iced with pink, purple and blue. I have to admit the cake suited a five year Old’s birthday rather than a fifteen year Old’s but nonetheless I treasured it. I took a picture with watery-eyed Kakang. With my two-inch heels on I was much taller than her. She spoiled me when I was younger and she spoiled me further by throwing this party. 

			Thinking about what happened just a few days ago made me even more emotional. Then I thought of what I was going to say once I left. ‘Goodbye, I love you and I’ll see you soon’ was all I could come up with but I knew I wouldn’t be able to say that simple sentence without getting teary eyed. I wanted to say more than just that; I want them to know I will genuinely miss them. I’ll miss the silly and repetitive jokes Auntie Marilou and Tito would say, Kakang’s warm smile every time she came home from work, and motorcycle rides with my uncles. 

			Finally a woman’s soft voice announced which terminal we needed to go to. I didn’t hear it myself so I was still sitting there contemplating what I was going to say until I heard my brother yell, 

			“Hey we’re going! What the heck are you doing, you’ve been quiet since we got here. Don’t you want to say goodbye to them?”

			It sounded like he was happy to leave. I said nothing and just stood up. I finally made eye contact with my aunt but quickly looked away.

			My mom, dad and two brothers were talking to the rest of the family, joking around and laughing like it was just any other day, but for me it wasn’t just any other day. I had gotten so close to my uncles, aunt and cousin that the thought of leaving them behind to go back to my boring daily routine of going to school and going straight home was depressing. 

			We squeezed together to take a picture. The camera’s flash temporarily blinded me. It was time to say goodbye. I reached over to my aunt and gave her a short hug. 

			“Have a safe flight and tell your boyfriend I said Hi.” 

			She whispered as we pulled away from the hug. 

			She knew I didn’t actually have a boyfriend, but she joked about. That put a small grin on my face. I turned around and saw that Tito was slightly crying and once I saw a tear fall from his eye my eyes were instantly filled with tears. I’m the type of person who cries when I see others cry. Not only was he my babysitter, but he was one of my gay uncle’s best friends. I gave him a hug and said 

			“Goodbye I’ll miss your sassy remarks and hilarious jokes.” 

			“I know I’m fabulous.” 

			He said as he pretended to flip his short hair to the side. 

			I said bye to my uncles as well. And finally I went to Kakang. She was the only grandma I had left. My grandma from my mom’s side died two months before I was born. My parents would remind me how much Kakang spoiled me when I was a baby. She hugged me for a long time and I held on tighter every second. 

			“Shen, be a good girl always. God bless you, obey your parents and always remember that I love you very much.”

			I hated my nickname, Shen, but when she says it I’m completely okay with it. What she said was what she would usually write for my birthday cards and at the end of phone calls. Though it was what she would commonly say, the fact that she was saying it to me face to face made it a million times more meaningful and that’s when I lost it. Tears streamed down my face profusely I could barely breathe but I forced out a 

			“Goo-good-bye.” 

			I don’t have any close relatives in the states. Most of them are still in the Philippines or Europe or Canada. Holidays were getting boring and a little lonely with just my mom, dad and brothers. Growing up, I would hear my friends’ stories about their grandparents spoiling them or how much they love to spend time with their favorite aunt or uncle or how close they are with their cousins. It’s not the same when you are contacting them through the internet. All the Facebook messages, Skype calls, phone calls and instant messaging can’t make up for the actual enjoyment of spending quality time with loved ones. 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			United vacation

			Oyuki Valtierra

			 

			Another Christmas has come around; the year was ending fast again. This particular year my parents had decided that we would spend our Christmas vacation, well New Years at Washington State with our uncles. We were all excited about visiting and spending New Years with them. It was going to be a fun break to bond with family. Also we were excited because it would be snowing. Playing in the snow and actually be there when it was snowing would be great because we have not been outside when it has snowed. Right after Christmas, we began looking forward to our week at Washington State with our family. 

			On Christmas Day we woke up early and excited to open our presents. As every other Christmas, we wait until everyone woke up so we could gather together and have breakfast. Menudo is what we always have on Christmas and it is one of my favorite foods. All our family gathered around to have a warm bowl of Menudo. Menudo is a really big part of the Latin culture tradition. For almost every holiday we have menudo and occasionally tamales. My sisters and I are always so anxious to open our presents. We try to eat as fast as we can so we can open our presents sooner. Everyone was gathered and we all opened our presents. It was a mess after that; we are a big family, so there was wrapping paper everywhere. After everyone was done opening their presents, we all took pictures with all the presents that we had received. Then after that we took pictures as a family. Christmas is a really nice and wonderful day to spend with the family. My sisters and I always get emotional because we try to get our parents good presents that they will both like. Both our mom and dad always try their best to provide the best for all of us. Then after we are done opening our presents and taking pictures, we enjoy the rest of our day watching movies gathered around the television and being warm. Our family size is of 8, then we have some friends over so our living room always gets overcrowded that there is not anymore place to sit. Our sofas get full so we have to bring in chairs from the kitchen. Then we run out of chairs that people have to stand but at the end we are all gathered having a fun time chatting. Then night comes and we gather all our presents and take them to our rooms and try to keep them in a place in the meantime where it won’t be in the way or be a mess. At night we gather all the clothes that we are going to need for the whole week and for the party and church on New Years Eve. That week was going to be full of wonderful memories. The very next morning we woke up really early to start loading our suitcases onto the truck. We woke up at four in the morning to start loading and gathering other materials that need to be gathered that day like food, and blankets for the trip. Everyone was rushed trying to get everything out and prepared so we can get on the road sooner. 

			We were now on our way to that wonderful week up with the family. Entering Oregon the weather started to drop fast. It was now really cold outside that if we were to get out of the car we would start shivering instantly from the wind. The view was really wonderful, most of the pine trees covered with snow and the mountains, most of the mountains were covered with snow. Only a small number of hills and mountains had snow on the tops. The drive was really hard and dangerous. Since the roads were covered with ice, called “black ice,” there were many tractor trailers that were driven off the road, even to the opposite side of the road. Cars were sliding on the road that tire chains were required on cars and trailers. Even our truck that is all wheel drive and did not need chains was also skidding on the road. We were all scared and hoping that everything was going to turn out okay. The night drive was the worst; it was really foggy and dark that it was really hard to see the road one foot ahead. My dad was guided by the GPS that was showing the way the road would be. Either if the road was going to have many curves ahead or sharp turns, it was shown on the GPS. From the heat inside and the cold outside the windows started to fog up. Parts that were beginning to clear had visible images of figures such as a penguin with a scarf and a skull. We were shocked to see those images because we didn’t touch the windows at all of lean against it to create some sort of image. We were taking pictures of the images that appeared all of a sudden. Then, it was morning and reached a rest stop. There right next to us out of the corner of my eye was a dog sitting in the driver’s seat looking really serious. The dog was looking forward with its paws on the steering wheel. It actually literally looked as if the dog was driving even though we were parked. It was really funny to see the dog sitting there looking straight forward. After we all had our little break we were getting closer to our aunt’s and uncle’s house. We were only a couple of hours away. We soon realized the day had flown by again. The GPS gave us wrong directions, resulting in us being lost for a bit. After the GPS gave us a wrong route, we soon found our way and reached our destination.

			Finally after a long drive, we had arrived. We got off from the truck and were greeted by our uncle, aunt and cousins. As we were pulling up we could see all the family standing outside waiting for us to get off the truck. We were all talking about how the whole family was outside waiting to greet us. We all hugged and talked about the long drive but wanted to rest. Since it was already late we just got off and left the suitcases in the truck. We were very tired, that all we did was get ready to go to bed. We all fell asleep fast, and the night also flew by. Soon it was morning and we started to unload the suit cases. We went to the store that morning so we could get some food so we could have breakfast. My sisters, cousins and I were talking about what we had done for Christmas and how we had been. It was all really exciting to see them and interact again. That whole week we spent it playing board games, and watching television. It was really cold outside but no snow to play in so there was no use just to play in the cold. That particular year when we arrived there was not any snow at all. Our parents were already planning something for all of the family to do, and invite other family member in the area. 

			It was a beautiful and semi clear day. The sun was shining, and the front yard and road was very clear. The small amount of snow that had fallen earlier had already melted away, as it was not cold enough for the snow to maintain its shape. Even the mountain that could be see in the back yard, beautiful and peaceful view by the way, no longer had snow either. All the adults were already awake and dressed. Soon we were told by our parents to get ready.

			“Get ready for what?” we all asked each other.

			“Just get ready and wear a lot of warm and comfortable clothing we are heading to a place where it is cold and there is a lot of snow,” our parents told us.

			“I don’t know what to wear,” we all panicked in an instant.

			“I don’t have snow boots. All I have and regular shoes to be in the house and these tennis shoes for in case we went out,” I told my cousin.

			We all decided to put on layered clothing starting off with leggings and then some comfortable and warm sweats. We all wore long sleeve shirts with two sweaters on top, hoodies and gloves. Once we were ready we all gathered extra clothing for after, just in case, and headed outside. Since we were a big family, we were divided into two groups. My cousin, sisters and I went with my cousin’s uncle in his truck and the rest of the family; my uncles, my parents, my sister, and my cousins went with her dad in his van. After we were all inside the vehicles, we headed on our way to the main road. But, we actually headed to the store before we went to the mountains.

			“What are we doing here? What are they going to buy?” we all asked the same thing.

			When our parents and uncles came out, we noticed that they were carrying sleds, different color sleds. Again we asked and wondered, “Are we going sledding?”

			We wondered where we were going, but after that we were really excited to find out that we were going sledding because my sisters and I had never been sledding. After our parents had gotten everything that was needed we headed out to the mountains where there would be a lot of snow where we could actually sled on. 

			On our way to the mountain the weather started to change that it began to get cold and really cloudy and foggy. When we were on the actual road that led to the mountains, the winds got stronger that it made the drivers skid on the road. On the way there it was a little tense, because we didn’t know if we were going to crash into a tree or another car. Even when we arrived at the location drivers were losing control of their vehicles due to the ice that was on the road that made the tires lose all friction. The hill was steep and it was a challenge to climb it. I had a rush trying to climb up the mountain because it was difficult to hold on and not slip. The snow was slippery, especially with the shoes that made the climb difficult. We all had a very amazing time. The entire family was all united and having so much fun. After about half of the day sledding, we all got together around a fire to try and stay warm. There we were all interacting and talking about things that should be done for New Years. We were all wet and exhausted, we started to head home. Once we got home we all took a shower and changed. We had a small family gathering and enjoyed a very fun night together. It was a very nice way to end the night, playing games and interacting with each other. A couple days had passed of just being home and relaxing. It was soon New Year’s Eve and our aunt and uncle decided the whole family should go to church. We went to church and after that my aunt and parents planned a small birthday party for my two smaller cousins and have all the family united. It was a really wonderful night that we didn’t sleep at all those two days. It started to snow the very day before we were going to head back to our house back here in San Jose, California. The snow flakes were very light, it looked really beautiful to be outside and have snow fall on us. After a very long week of spending quality time with the family, which was a very fun and unforgettable experience, we gathered all out things and started packing. We then started to head home and so we could get everything ready. Our parents had to get things ready for when they headed back to work, and get things ready for when my sisters headed back to school. It was going to be another long trip back with the “black ice” on the road. That was going to be our only challenge, at least until we made it close to the border of Oregon and California. We were ready to start the New Year. 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			The Unforgiving Concrete

			Eric Zuazo

			All you could hear was the sound of wooden boards slapping off the pavement and wheels rolling along the concrete. It was just another day for Justin and his friends skating at Vista Academy, the local elementary school.

			It was a warm, lazy summer day in Southern California with temperatures in the low-eighties. It was the perfect setting for an all-day skate session. These were the days that all skaters lived for. Apart from the occasional custodian, Vista Academy was empty, and ready for skating. 

			Justin was an above-average skater who prided himself on being the best among his group of friends. Justin started skating as a young boy and over the years had developed into a very good skater. Chris, one of Justin’s friends, was the next best skater in the group. He was good but lacked the fearlessness that more skilled skaters possess. If a trick was too dangerous, Chris would not commit. Because of this, he was still not as good as Justin. Arthur, the third and final member of the crew, was the camera guy. He would always bring his camera and film the tricks his friends would do. Arthur was the spunky guy of the group. He didn’t take himself or skating too seriously.

			Justin warmed up with a few flat ground tricks just like he would before any other skate session. First an ollie, then a kick-flip, to a varial flip out. The board flipped in multiple different ways beneath Justin’s feet. A well-performed skate trick was quite a sight to see.

			“Nice one! That was buttery!” yelled Chris.

			These little flurries of tricks gave Justin confidence before he tried anything major. There was no better feeling than watching the board flip underneath his legs, landing the trick cleanly and rolling away smoothly. Even though Justin was skilled, he would need to bring his A-game for the feat he would be attempting today. 

			Vista Academy was a hot spot for the local skaters. There was no security, the concrete was smooth with plenty of open space, and there was a perfect twelve-stair gap. Only a handful of the local skaters were good enough to land any trick off of this monstrosity. It was much too daunting for the average skater. There were countless stories of skaters that had broken limbs attempting to do tricks off of it.

			“You ready?” yelled Arthur.

			“Not yet, man. Let me get a few more tricks in. I need a few more reps,” replied Justin.

			“Come on, pussy, we don’t have all day,” Chris said.

			Justin was preparing himself to try the twelve-stair gap. He was going to try a basic kick-flip off of it. The kick-flip was the easy part. Landing the trick and rolling away was a whole different story. The sheer impact of the landing was enough to snap a board in half. Justin tried not to think about it. Confidence and commitment was key.

			“Alright, I’m ready guys,” yelled Justin. 

			Arthur grabbed his camera and got in position to record. Justin rolled up to the staircase. The adrenaline was pumping, his heart was beating off the charts and he was fighting a sick feeling in his stomach. He looked straight ahead at the staircase, and found that all the confidence from earlier had disappeared. Justin wasn’t ready and he knew it. He tried to shake off the doubts in his head to no avail. The size and height of the gap had set in. 

			“I’m ready whenever you’re ready,” Arthur said. He began to countdown, “3..2..1..Go!”

			Justin pushed the board forward. One kick. Two kicks. With every kick came more speed and less distance between him and the gap. The staircase was rapidly approaching. Justin was only a few feet away. His fear grew as he got closer and closer to the stairs. All of a sudden, Justin’s fear got the best of him; he couldn’t do it and bailed. Justin abandoned the skateboard and it flew off the staircase, violently crashing and flipping as it made its way back to flat ground.

			“What was that?! I thought you were going to do it!” yelled Chris disapprovingly.

			“Pussy!” yelled Arthur.

			“Sorry guys, I’ll try it again,” replied Justin.

			“You better fucking do it,” said Chris.

			Justin wasn’t ready to attempt this trick and deep down he knew it. He was too afraid. Yet, his friends continued to pressure him and wouldn’t let him back down. He had to do it. He had no choice, no matter the outcome.

			Justin got himself in position once again. He took a few deep breaths.

			“You got this Justin. You can do this,’” Justin thought to himself.

			He positioned the board forward and started pushing again. One push. Two pushes, then three. Justin was now at full speed, the staircase rapidly approaching. He got closer and closer until finally the moment came. Justin jumped off the stair set, kicked his foot out, and saw the board flipping beneath him. His heart almost stopped. Everything was such a blur in the air. Justin stomped his feet down on the board and began to position himself for the landing. He would be landing within the next second. He braced for impact but the board snapped beneath him. Justin’s body flew backwards, his head slamming into the unforgiving pavement. Chris and Arthur ran to Justin’s side. 

			“Are you alright, dude?!” screamed Arthur frantically.

			Justin, lying motionless on the ground, looked up at his friends without responding. Arthur and Chris looked at Justin in horror. They knew he was in trouble. For Justin, everything went black.

			The paramedics rushed to the scene and started going through the standard procedures. They checked his vitals and brought the stretcher. All Arthur and Chris could do was stand back in devastation as their friend was carried away. And the nightmare was just beginning. Arthur still had to call Justin’s parents and alert them to the situation.

			Arthur called Justin’s home. A woman answered the phone. It was Justin’s mom.

			“Hello?”

			“Hi. It’s Arthur. I have some very bad news,” Arthur said hesitantly. “Justin just sustained a serious injury while skateboarding.” 

			Justin’s mother broke down in tears. She demanded to know where Justin was. The conversation ended abruptly as she rushed to get ready to see her son.

			The next morning Arthur and Chris woke up sitting in the chairs of the hospital lobby. Justin’s mother was there as well. The lobby had an eerie feeling to it. Justin was in critical condition and in a coma. Arthur walked into Justin’s room and stared at his friend’s motionless body. A sense of guilt engulfed his being. Chris saw Justin as well, and broke down in tears.

			“Is he going to be ok?” Chris asked the doctor.

			“I’m going to be honest son, I don’t know as of right now. He took a pretty serious hit to the head,” replied the doctor.

			Arthur and Chris knew they had pressured Justin into jumping the stair gap. If they hadn’t egged him on, Justin might still be all right. The two friends went to Justin’s side to wait for him to wake up.

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Green Light

			Annie Bennett

			“I don’t understand.” My hands gripped the steering wheel. I tried to focus on the road and keep driving instead of getting emotional. I saw the flashing of the green and red flashing from the traffic light ahead of me. It reminded me of a relationship. Red light: Stop. Go no further. Yellow light: Wait, take it slow before continuing. But be careful, it might turn red. Green light: Keep driving, the road ahead is clear. I was currently dealing with a yellow light. I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. His hands were cupped in his lap and he played with his fingers. The brim of his hat covered part of his face, but I still saw it. He was serious and sullen, not the normal characteristics of a 28 year old. We had been sitting in silence for a few minutes. I spoke again, “What are you trying to say?”

			“Well, I have a wandering eye,” he finally said as his picked at the red piece of duct tape on my dashboard. “If I see a pretty girl I’m going to look at her.”

			I tried to laugh, but it came out as an uncomfortable snort, like the type my father would make if the topic of sex was brought up. Damn genetics. “So do I. That’s nothing specific to you. It’s human nature.”

			“I’m a flirt,” he started again, “I have a lot of friends that are women and I flirt with them.”

			“You know me. You know I flirt too. What do you call what we’ve been doing for the past 10 months?” I started getting irritated. Why was he saying these things?

			“And I disappear. I’ll go a whole day without talking to you and not realize it. I like hanging out with my friends late into the night and not have to worry about talking to you or having to worry about someone else. I have a horrible memory. I forget almost everything,” he began talking faster, his words almost rushed out; “You are only 19. And you are mature for your age, but 9 years! That’s a big age gap. I’ve had experience with girls that mature too soon; they normally revert back to being a child at some point. It’s not something that I want to deal with again. I have so many concerns about our age difference that I don’t know what to do about them. Imagine what people would say; it makes me a little uncomfortable even though I said it didn’t. I’m untrusting and distant at times. I’m a jerk. I can be a real jerk --”

			“--Stop,” I took a second to gather my thoughts. “It’s like you’re trying to talk me out of a relationship with you...”

			I was still focused on the road, but I saw his face turn towards me, “Look, Annie. It’s not that I don’t want to try this out. I’m just--”

			I cut him off again. “Just stop. It’s my turn now,” the emotion started seeping through my words. My voice became strong, yet still broke at certain points. “I know that you have concerns about you and me. I get it–I’m young and you’re not. Guess what, it makes me uncomfortable too. You’ve had a whole life before you even knew me. So many different experiences that I just don’t know about. All I am saying is that we give these feelings that we’ve been ignoring for so long a chance. I know you’ve felt it. I’ve seen the way you look at me. Justin, I want to be with you. I want it so badly. You’re not going to know what could happen between us unless you give it a chance. What’s stopping you? What’s making you say these things? Talk to me,” I said desperately.

			“Because I’m afraid!” There was silence for a moment, “I haven’t been in a real relationship in years. I’m serious. And starting one with someone who is 9 years younger than me could be bad–I just-- I keep my distance from them because I don’t want to be hurt...” his voice ran off. He looked out the window. 

			I was confused. “But...that girl, Cami- you used to talk about her all the time. You said that you two were dating.” 

			He answered slowly, “Yes, we were dating. But it wasn’t a relationship,” he paused awkwardly for a moment, “we weren’t boyfriend and girlfriend, we just dated. The last two relationships I had were years ago and both girls cheated on me. It sounds dumb, I know, but it messes with a dude. I want this to work, but I don’t want to be hurt. I don’t trust people, but I see something different in you. I like it.”

			“So you’re afraid? I’m going to be blunt here, get over it. I like you Justin, I have for a long time. I used to get so jealous of Cami and that other girl Sarah. And even though you have all these fears and skepticism I still want to be with you. I understand that you have your faults, and don’t get me wrong that worries me, but I still want to be with you.” 

			“They’re just girls I hang out with. No need to be jealous. You’re the one I want to try this whole relationship thing out with.” A small smile came across his face, but I kept looking at the road. The light in front of me turned red. I bit my lip as a smile came to my face, a habit of mine since I was a child. 

			My heart fluttered, I turned to him for a moment, the red from the stoplight shone on his face, “Do you mean it?”

			“Yes. I just want to take it slow. I don’t want to get hurt again.” I wanted to reach over the divider and kiss him, over and over again, but I needed to keep driving. He picked me, he chose me. Even though he was scared about the two of us and what it would lead to, he chose me. For all I know this could last a month, but at least he wanted to try. 

			“Then let’s do it, let’s try this out.” 

			The light turned green. Go.

		

	
		
			 

		

	
		
			I Think That Went Well

			Jordan Robles

			I was sitting in one of the two chairs on the opposite side of Mr. Downey’s desk, fidgeting with my tie. 

			I’ve been sitting here for 2 hours talking to this guy, I thought.

			What more could he want from me? Whatever, don’t look bored, I need this job. I’ve kept my anxiety at bay for this entire interview,. just a few more minutes to go.

			“Ben, you come very highly recommended and I think you’d fit in really well with this company. I have to tell you, I’m thoroughly impressed. Do you have any questions for me?”

			Ask him something. You have to. You want to look like you care. Think of something. Think Ben!

			Every second I took to think seemed like an eternity as my desired future employer stared at me. He was twirling his pen around his fingers, all while not breaking eye contact with me. This only made me more nervous until I said the first thing that came to my mind.

			“Gay marriage, against or for?” I blurted out. 

			He looked surprised, and didn’t know what to say at first. He broke eye contact for a moment until he responded with:

			“Um, for it, I guess. Not really my area, but that’s a little off topic—”

			Okay, that was good, you stumped him. Hit him with the one-two punch, drive it home, Ben.

			“War in Iraq, support it?” 

			Mr. Downey looked puzzled, but answered cautiously. 

			“Uh, against. I just don’t think there’s justification for it. Did you have any job related questions to ask me, B—”

			I need to seem like I’m really into this conversation, hit him with another question!

			“Illegal immigration, thoughts?”

			“I think we should allow migrant laborers, seeing as they are no real threat to jobs that American citizens aim for. It seems that you may have misunderstood the question. Do you have any job related questions, specific to this office, Ben?” he said in a concerned tone.

			His face changed from puzzled to concerned, and I worried that I had begun to blow the interview with my questions. I wanted to make my best attempt to save it with my next question, but I couldn’t think of anything. 

			Come on, Ben. You have this in the bag. Take it home. Think of something, come on! This office. This office.

			“Y-you guys h-have handicapped bathroom stalls?”

			“Uh, well, yes. There is a bigger stall located in every restroom. Do you—”

			“Are they just for handicapped people?”

			“In theory, yes” he said slowly.

			“Are you strict about that?”

			“I don’t personally—nor does anyone else—monitor the restrooms. I suppose we have an honor system in place.”

			An awkward silence passed as I looked around the room. I began to sweat heavily and felt the back of my shirt turn into a film layer stuck to my back. I started uncontrollably shaking my foot while I tried to think on my feet and come up with a good question to ask him.

			Mr. Downey took a deep breath and broke the silence, 

			“Why don’t we—”

			Don’t let him wrap this up, you can still save this. Ask a question about this office, any question. Come on Ben!

			“The girls that work here, what are we talking, fives, tens?” I uncontrollably interrupted.

			“Sorry, what?”

			He seemed to be offended now, I figured I might as well get the answer I was looking for out of the question.

			“Yeah. You know, are they hot? Like, bed material?”

			“Ben, as a company, we try to make it a general rule of thumb to discourage office romances as they may—”

			“Romance?” I said, “Oh trust me, I discourage the romance part of it too.”

			He took a deep sigh; he seemed to be grimacing now, almost as if he was in pain. 

			“Okay, well we most definitely try to discourage, uh, inter-employee sexual encounters.”

			Continuing with my trend of lacking a brain-to-mouth filter, I blurted;

			“Shit, well, is that policy negotiable?” 

			“Um, Ben, with new hires, we typically negotiate salary, benefits, that kind of thing,” he said with concern on his face.

			“That girl that let me in here, she seemed like she wanted to get up in my slacks, is she like that with every guy in this office?”

			He seemed to be taken back until he responded:

			“Sophia?”

			“Yeah.”

			“That’s my daughter.”

			Shit.

			“Oh, okay. Well, frankly I feel like you skirted that question.”

			“Well, um, I guess I’d say she has fairly normal sexual habits for someone who just turned 18.”

			Dead silence followed as I tried to gather my thoughts. I leaned back, just barely, in my chair. It was so quiet that I could hear every fiber of my still damp shirt brush up against the fabric backing of the chair.

			Okay, this can still be salvaged. Run with it, Ben.

			“Years old? Or like, turned an 18% profit?”

			Nailed it.

			“Listen Ben, I don’t think we’re going to be able to offer you a position here. It just doesn’t seem like a good fit.”

			Wait, I thought this was going well? what’s going on?

			“What? Look, I’m sorry about your daughter, maybe there is other women in the office that I—”

			For the first time, Mr. Downey interrupted. His face looked like he was a human teapot that was about to boil. Yelling, he interrupted:

			“Look, I don’t know what your deal is, but I’ve sat here listening to you disrespect my office, its employees, more specifically my daughter. You need to get out, now!”

			Mr. Downey used his right hand to pick up his phone as he picked it up and spoke one word:

			“Security”

			Oh no, I need this, come on! Save it!

			“Mr. Downey, please, I apologize, I—”

			Before I could finish my sentence, I felt a security guard grab my right arm and escort me out of the building. With a final shove out the door I stumbled but fell to the ground. I was left to sit on the floor outside the building in my suit and tie.

			I think that went well.

			 

		

	
		
			 

		

	
		
			Walk Away

			Kiely F. Pieper

			 

			I did it. I took him back after almost three years of being miserable. He told me that he had changed and that he would never again treat me the way he used to. My mom told me that it wasn’t a wise decision. She was nervous for me and very cautious, as was my dad. And let me tell you, mother knows best. She has always known what’s best for me. He was the jealous, protective, macho type of guy that could charm your heart with just a touch or a strand of tender words. No matter how bad the fights got and no matter how much I despised him I would look into those deep, dark brown eyes and lose my train of thought. He was tan and he was not that tall (about 5’ 10”) but he was extremely muscular and very intimidating in that way. A compulsive liar. H he constantly lied about where he was, about not selling drugs anymore, and about being sober of everything that he used to be on. I started to wonder if he lied about the fact that he loved me. Along with the lies came the controlling part; he controlled what I wore, how I spoke to my parents, and even deleted every single guy contact in my phone. I was trapped inside of a dark and damp cage like that of a circus lion wanting to break free from its chains. Why did I take him back? I know---I was lonely. No guy showed interest in me in my first year at college so I decided to take back the one thing that would make me seem like the weakest person in anyone’s eyes. I was fooled by his words “I’ve changed, babe., I’m a new person,” and I truly did believe that he had a change of heart. I was so foolish and blind to believe that the things he said to me were true. I might as well have dove into the bloody jaws of a shark. No one could save me but myself.

			This past July 5th was his 21st birthday. Friends and family came for a barbeque and some harmless fun. I loved his family, they always told me that they were so happy that we were together and that they loved me. I can remember that afternoon in San Jose was very muggy, and I felt a sort of gloomy essence from the sky. I was aware that a girl from his work would be there and I was bothered by it only because I knew he thought that she was cute, but I didn’t let it bother me. I had to agree that she was very cute looking, not elegantly beautiful but cute. She had blonde hair down to her mid-shoulder and big electric blue eyes. She wasn’t as tall as I was, more compact looking. She had showed up, I greeted her, introduced her to everyone and even played a game of beer pong with her. I was being the good girlfriend, the good host that wasn’t about to let my feelings ruin his birthday in any way.

			Within 30 minutes of her coming, I stepped into the hallway where the bathroom was, turned around and there he was, staring at me. 

			He said “why are you being like this to her,” talking about the girl from his work. 

			“Why are you being so rude, ? she She says you’re being rude to her.”

			I stepped back and looked into his fiery, alcohol-filled eyes. He was defending her? He couldn’t have just asked me? He barely knows this girl. I was being the nicest person I could possibly be and I had no idea what I could have done to upset her. As he kept getting more and more angry at me and raising his voice to defend her, my heart dropped as he kept blaming me and making a big deal out of nothing. Unbelievably, he was taking her side over mine. She is obviously lying and trying to cause unwanted drama. My heart sank even lower. I could feel my stomach curling up into a thousand knots and my brain shutting down. I walked out hot and heated. He didn’t even follow, just took more shots of tequila. I brought myself to a bench in this huge park and sat there with my hands on my head, contemplating why he was being so outwardly rude to me. What did I possibly do? Trying to think as if it was my fault. I didn’t do anything. I was scared to go back to the house because I got that feeling that the old him was back and I was in for a rude awakening.

			As soon as I was done gathering my thoughts in the park, I decided that I should go back and then leave from there without causing anymore drama with this girl. I walked back to the house. It was pitch black and there was not a single sound in the neighborhood, not even the soles of my feet were making noise upon the concrete because my gut was wrenching and urging me not to go back. I was as quiet as a mouse when I entered the house, hoping I could just grab my keys and go. I heard his haunting voice from behind me when I was trying to grab my keys

			“Come on, let’s talk,” he said softly.

			My hands trembled a little as I proceeded to walk behind him to the front yard. We started arguing and I told him I had done nothing wrong and that she was the one causing drama. He started to sympathize with me until I got a little louder, yelling at him and telling him that it was wrong of him to accuse me and that she was nothing but a drama starter.

			“Let’s go, we aren’t staying here to talk,” he said in a very stern voice.

			I said no, and that is when he released his inner monster. The thing that he said he had changed for me.

			He grabbed me and started dragging me by my arm and my wrists down an entire street to try and pull me away from the house, dragging me closer and closer to a dark and isolated park that I had never seen before. I was helpless. I probably looked like a rag doll being lugged across the cold pavement. His voice got louder and more sure of himself, he started swearing at me and continued to drag me along. It felt like I was having a heart attack. I started crying so loud. I didn’t have my cell phone and the only thing going through my mind was either he is going to knock me out cold or kill me. He wasn’t backing down. I broke free and started sprinting back to the house. I could hear him sprinting behind me and all of a sudden he grabbed me from behind, threw me onto the gravel-paved street and proceeded to drag me to the park. I cried and my insides felt like my organs had been crushed by a boulder, and squeezing out everything that I had left inside of me. I don’t understand, how could someone who says they love you do something like this? As my whole body nervously shook and rattled, he kept on pushing me and making me feel like a complete witch over nothing.

			“Bitch, you want to break up with me on my birthday?”

			“Go ahead and go be a little slut.”

			“How do you feel about ruining my birthday huh?”

			This was it, this was what I was afraid of. The old him was back and he was stronger than ever.

			All of the sudden lights shone down from the top of a hill in the park. Cops. He said to keep walking and to walk back to the house so I did. Two cop cars cornered us into a cul-de-sac just down the street from the house.

			The smaller cop approached and said:

			“Is everything alright here? We got some complaints from neighbors about loud arguing.”

			I said “no, we were just discussing things, you know relationship

			stuff, I apologize.”

			They asked our names and I could hear the lady on the dispatch say:

			“The girl has a clean record.”

			I could hear off in the distance that he was arguing and having a major attitude with the other cop for no good reason at all. The cops eventually let us go and we walked back to the house.

			It killed me, but the whole rest of the night the event that occurred was dropped and not even talked about. He said he was sorry about not taking my side, but still blamed me for ruining his 21st birthday. I lay in bed with blank thoughts. I was shocked. How could this issue be ridden over so fast and forgotten so in such a short amount of time? It pained me so much because I loved him and now that he had brought back this horrifying memory I didn’t want anything to do with him. I was wide awake the whole night while he slept soundly. In the morning, I woke up bright and early to drive him back to his house. I didn’t open my mouth or say a word to him and I blocked out his jabbering words. He then brought up something so random and said:

			“If you ever talk to any of my friends I will fucking kill you. If you think I’m kidding, I’m not. I will kill you.”

			I took one look at him and said “I’m done.”

			I told him about all that he had done to me in a very sure way, I felt nervous but at the same time like a judge in a courtroom ready to declare the suspect guilty. He claimed that he didn’t remember any of it, that he had blacked out, and that it wasn’t him, it was the devil. I gave him no mercy and told him to get out of my car. This feeling that came over me was so powerful, I felt my body loosen up and I felt relieved. When I kicked him out he kept begging for me not to leave. The look on his face was priceless, I saw a sad, weak little boy who had so much karma coming to hit him square in the face.

			I peeled off and felt like a free woman, hoping that he would not follow. I felt as free as a bird flying through the wind, on my way to bigger and better things.

			The next day, I had found huge bruises and scrapes on my arms and my body. Bruises will fade, but the pain remains the same. I wish I had told those cops what he had done to me. I wish that they had thrown him in jail on his birthday because he deserved it. I only stayed with him because I truly believed that I could help him to get clean and help him to be a better person towards me, but that never happened. Till this day he still sends me strands of texts saying how much he loves me and misses me, and how he’s so sorry. Every now and then when I get alone time to myself, that night is all I think about. I can’t get the thought out of my head. Goosebumps start to rise and the hair on the back of my neck stands up abruptly. I just go blank, my mind goes blank. Why did this happen to me? Is it my fault for taking him back? I’m intimidated and scared to let someone else in. I feel like I cannot trust anyone but my family. I believe that people are only in your life for a little while to teach you lessons, but was my lesson with him really necessary? I just can’t shake it off. Bad dreams and thoughts still haunt my brain, as this night will never leave me.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			The Truth About the Truth

			Jared Firstbrook

			BANG!

			The sound of a gun was all too familiar to Tom Carver. He had gotten used to it. It was part of his job as a bounty hunter. Get his assignment, take out that person, dispose of them. That was his life. As far as Tom knew, the man he just shot, Jack Cross, had done nothing wrong. Cross was just living his life when Tom entered momentarily and ended it. 

			Tom never questioned any of the tasks he was given by his boss, Sonny Hudson. Sonny was an ex-mafia member who had gotten out of that lifestyle without a mark on his name around 4 years before he met Tom. Sonny had no immediate family that anybody knew of. The few who knew him figured that he had taken Tom in as a son and that was all he needed for family. Sonny had taken Tom under his supervision when the boy was only 12. 

			Tom’s parents had been dead since he was only 2 years of age so he had no memory of them, save for a few photographs. Neither of his parents had siblings so there were no aunts or uncles that he could stay with after they had died. He was moved into an orphanage the next day. Tom grew up rebellious and always got into trouble. He would make fun of all the other kids, steal from them, and sneak out after hours. Tom never wanted to follow the rules. How could one blame him? He lost his parents and never had a chance to get to know them, he had no other family, and he had been in an orphanage since he could remember.

			Sonny was able to get Tom out of the orphanage. He recognized the unseen talent that would be useful in Sonny’s line of work. Tom wanted more than anything to get out of that orphanage he had called “home” for ten years, but was reluctant to go at first. He had no idea who Sonny was and why he would want him to go live with him. He denied Sonny’s offer of freedom twice before finally giving in and going with him. 

			Tom quickly learned how things work at Sonny’s house. It was eat or be eaten, get ahead or fall behind. He was often invited to go out with Sonny a couple times a night. It started with going to nightclubs and not really doing anything, but transformed into Tom seeing exactly who Sonny was. At that point it was too late to get out. And even if he could, he didn’t want to. There was an irreplaceable thrill about meeting someone, talking in some sort of cryptic code that Tom was unable to understand, slipping that guy some money, then walking away. It was the thrill he had been looking for his whole life. 

			When Tom turned 18, Sonny took him out one more time with him. Except this time, Tom was handed money by the guy sitting across the table at the familiar bar they had visited countless times over the years. He could not understand why. He still didn’t understand the language they spoke at the table. It was English, yet it wasn’t. Words didn’t mean the same thing as they did in the regular English language. When they left the bar, Tom was filled with so many questions. He couldn’t resist anymore. He had to ask. He had to know what was going on.

			“What happened in there? Why was I handed money? Why didn’t we give him the money? What’s this all about?” He forcefully asked each question.

			“Just get in the car,” Sonny said in his Boston accent.

			“I need to know Sonny! I won’t get in the car until you tell me what’s going on here!” He was angry now. 

			“Listen kid, I’m in control of everything that goes on here. Nothing happens without my say-so first..” He paused before saying, “Got it?”

			“Yeah,” Tom replied in defeat.

			They got in the car and drove off. They headed south. They never go south. Home was north. But Tom didn’t question what Sonny was doing. He knew better. 

			Sonny reached into the pouch behind the passenger side seat and pulled out a manila envelope with a decently heavy object in it. He threw it onto Tom’s lap. Tom grunted when it hit him. He picked it up slowly. His gaze stayed on Sonny. He was nervous. He knew what was in the envelope. He wasn’t sure if he wanted it to be true or not. Tom broke the seal and looked inside. He was right.

			“A gun...” Tom said. 

			“It’s time you find out what makes you a real man. What happens on the other side of that table. You ain’t seen nothin’ kid. You ain’t done nothin’. You ain’t nothin’. Not yet, at least.”

			Tom knew what he was going to have to do. He had had a feeling this would come one day. That day was today. The gun stayed in the envelope.

			Sonny slowed down. Pulled over. The time was 11:42. Tom took a deep breath. One wasn’t enough. He took a few more. He looked over at Sonny, who seemed unfazed by the situation. Calm. Cool. Relaxed. Sonny went over the plan with Tom. Get in, don’t let the guy say anything or do anything, and take him out. We leave. 

			“What now?” asked Tom. He wanted it to be over.

			“Follow me, kid,” he responded.

			Tom pulled the gun out of the envelope and put it in his jacket pocket. They got out of the car and walked a total of seven blocks before turning right. They walked two more and stopped. 

			“Here,” Sonny said, handing him a silencer. “We don’t wanna wake the neighbors now, do we?”

			Tom put the silencer on. They walked up to the door. Stopped. Tom could feel his heart beating so fast that he thought it would literally jump out of his chest. He could hear it. It was all he could focus on.

			“Ready?” Sonny asked bringing him back to the situation at hand.

			One more deep breath.

			“Yeah,” he responded. 

			Sonny opened the door and ran in. Tom pulled the gun out as he followed. The lights were off. Tom looked for the guy. No sign of him. He turned around expecting to see Sonny. He didn’t see anything or anybody. Fear overcame him. Then he heard something: the sound of someone getting hit. He ran through the kitchen to the living room and saw a man standing over Sonny holding a knife. Without hesitation, Tom pulled the trigger. A hit. He pulled it again. And again. Again. He kept firing until finally there were no more bullets. 

			He put his hand out to help Sonny up. His mentor refused help and got up on his own strength. Tom realized that Sonny was moving really slow and holding his side. He had been cut by the man’s knife, but wasn’t too bad. They reached the car and headed home. Tom drove so that Sonny could relax.

			“Who was he?” Tom asked, breaking the awkward silence.

			“Look, kid. These guys, they’ve all done something wrong. Something unforgivable. We do the world a favor every time we complete a job. That’s how it works,” Sonny managed to say between many deep breaths. His side was getting worse. 

			“We need to get to you to the hospital Sonny. We gotta stop the bleeding. I can’t let you die. I won’t,” Tom pleaded with him.

			“Kid, you can’t take me to a hospital. Just go back to the house. I can take care of it there. No hospital. No arguing. No questions. Alright? Got it?”

			“Yeah,” he said with a pause, “I got it.”

			 

			The next day Tom walked downstairs to find Sonny reading the paper and drinking coffee. Sonny kept his focus on the paper. He knew Tom had entered the room, but didn’t acknowledge him.

			“How are you feeling?” Tom asked.

			“I feel fine, kid. Look, we never talk about what happens on the job the next day, got it? It happened. It’s in the past. Let it stay there.”

			“Yeah. Alright.” He poured himself a cup of coffee before continuing. “So, when’s my next job?” 

			Sonny took a sip. Then answered, “Go to The Breaking Stone tonight. 10:43 sharp. You’ll meet a guy named Joe. He’ll be wearing a blue suit with a yellow striped tie. He’ll tell you what to do.”

			Tom met up with Joe that night at the bar and got his job. He completed the job. He got his next job. Completed that too. And another. And another. He started off doing missions about once every other week, sometimes once a week. Years passed, with Tom always meeting with Joe before going out to do his work. Over the years it got more intense. By the time Tom had turned 21 he started flying across the country for missions. When he turned 23, he had been to every state at least twice. Job after job. Mission after mission. Tom was a professional now. 

			He got back one night from a small mission in East Boston to find Sonny up waiting for him. Tom threw his jacket on a chair as he entered the living room. 

			“Look, kid,” Sonny began, “I’m going away for a little. There might be a job in Stockholm for us. A chance to make a lot of money. Joe sent some rookie to take care of someone but he got away. He is very dangerous and has a huge bounty on his name. Now look, kid. I’m leaving tomorrow for 2 weeks to investigate this thing and find out what I can. We gotta be careful on this task. He’s gonna be expecting someone to be coming after him. You’re the only one who can do it. You got that kid?” 

			“Yeah,” Tom replied confidently. “What do you want me to do in the meantime?”

			“While I’m away, I’m going to be sending you information daily. It’s your job to study this information. If you don’t focus on this and learn everything you can, you could end up dead. Neither of us want that.”

			“I’ll do what I can. I promise you I won’t fail you, Sonny.” Tom was confident in the words he had just said.

			Sonny was up and out of the house on his way to Stockholm before Tom had even gotten up and out of bed at 5:30. Tom sat anxiously waiting to hear from Sonny. He wasn’t worried about his own task. He had taken out enemies that others at the bar said he wouldn’t be able to. Tom’s thoughts rested on Sonny and his safety. Sonny was all that Tom had and he was the only person who cared about him since his parents died 21 years ago. To the rest of the world he was expendable.

			The next day Tom received an email from Sonny. It had an update on his own whereabouts as well as the fact that he was following his target: Jason Shepherd. Emails came everyday. Sometimes Tom received multiple emails a day, but no matter how many he got, he spent all day reading them and studying them. Each message had essential information that Tom needed to complete his next and most difficult mission. He studied these in the only place he knew would be free of distractions: Sonny’s private workroom.

			He had never been in there before because Sonny had told him that it was off limits. Now that Tom thought about it, Sonny had never given a reason as to why he wasn’t able to go in there. He was told not to, so he didn’t. He respected Sonny. And in return, Sonny respected him. 

			On the eleventh day of the fourteen that Sonny would be gone investigating in Stockholm, Tom made a discovery that took all of his focus away from the task at hand. It was so shocking that he had to leave the house. All of the effort he had put into studying every movement of Jason Shepherd was now unimportant. Everything blurred around him. He had trouble walking. He had trouble seeing. He had trouble focusing on anything. His life would never be the same, all because of one piece of paper. One irrelevant object that had words printed on it. Tom had to get some fresh air. He went outside, stumbling over himself and fell down multiple times in the front yard. He got up after the fourth time he met with the ground and looked at the top piece paper in the folder again. Each piece of paper had a photo, a name, and everything about that person on it. On the top of the page it was stamped with a word in red: Terminated.

			The first two names in the folder with the red stamp at the top of the page were his parents. Tom blacked out.

			 

			Tom finally came to. His head was throbbing and there was a little bit of blood on the ground where his head was. He looked around and tried to get to his feet. He fell down again. Tom finally got up to his feet and walked into the house and over into the living room. What he saw surprised him. In the armchair by the fireplace sat a person. He knew immediately who it was by the back of his head. 

			Sonny.

			Tom grabbed the folder that had his parent’s profiles in it and began asking Sonny questions.

			“Why does this have my parents’ names on it? What does this paper mean? Why does it say ‘TERMINATED’ when you have always told me that they were killed in car accident? Sonny! Explain to me what is going on!” 

			“Listen kid,” he said, pausing to take a sip of scotch, “you might wanna take a seat.”

			“No, Sonny! Answer my question!” Tom shouted.

			“Alright, alright.... twenty-one years ago, your parents died and you went into that orphanage. The actual events that took place are only known to a few. I am one of those few. Your parents were great people who were loved by many. At least, out in California. They were active members of groups that sought to take out organized crime—organized crime like me and you.”

			Tom was very angry. He was trying really hard to focus on what Sonny had to say. It took every ounce of his might to keep himself from running over to Sonny and beating him to a pulp.

			Sonny continued, “Their groups started putting a lot of my good men behind bars. This would have been fine, but after being caught a few times, they started serving life terms. I was loosing too many guys. I was really confused as to why. But then it hit me. I saw your father one day and recognized him. He was once one of my men. When he got out of my business he had apparently changed his name, hair color, grew facial hair, and started wearing glasses instead of contacts. He was fairly young, about your age, when he worked with me. I was told that he was killed on the job and that’s why I never saw him again. But you have to see, kid, why I couldn’t allow your father to continue to live and hurt business for me. Once they had been taken out, his whole organization crumbled. Your mother was the same. She was a strong leader in taking out organized crime.”

			Tom was so angry now that he had pulled out his gun and had it pointed right at Sonny’s head without even realizing that he had done it. When he noticed that he had his gun out, he pulled back a little and relaxed his arms slightly.

			“Look kid, don’t take it so personally. You would’ve done the same if you were in my position. It’s a dog-eat-dog world and the only way to survive is to fight. I know this. You know this.”

			Tom’s anger came back and he raised his gun back up, his finger twitching as it hovered over the trigger. So many thoughts were rushing through his head. I have to do it. I have to pull the trigger. He killed my parents. This is vengeance. Justice. Retribution. But he has raised me like his own kid. He’s been like a father to me and he’s always treated me like his son. A son that he loved. But why did he treat me like that? How could this man be so cruel to some yet be so nice to me?

			“Why?” Tom asked.

			“‘Why’ what, kid?” Sonny responded.

			“Why did you take me in after you killed my parents? Why didn’t you just leave me in the orphanage?”

			“I’m still a human, Tom,” Sonny said, “I am capable of showing compassion.” He pulled out his own gun now and pointed it right between Tom’s eyes. “I killed a little boy’s parents. I felt like I should raise him, like I was obligated to. I never meant for you to find out, kid. But since you have, well, we both know what happens now. Either I kill you or you kill me. If you kill me, I have a lot of men ready and willing to hunt down whoever my murderer is, which would be you. But if I kill you, nobody knows. Nobody cares. You have no connections. No family, relatives, friends. You can’t win, Tom.”

			They both were still; Tom standing, Sonny siting calmly in his chair. Both had their guns firmly pointed at the other, waiting to blow each other’s brains out.

			BANG!

		

	
		
			 

		

	
		
			Just Another Day 

			Stephen Meduri

			Chad woke up this morning to a beautiful breakfast from his mother, but he complained, “this tastes like shit,” as he pushed the breakfast aside without giving a simple “thank you,” he then began to get dressed in the expensive designer clothes that his parents worked hard to buy him and he shuffled out the door dragging his feet as if the troubles in his life were too heavy to carry. Chad hopped into the Mercedes Benz he received from his parents for his life accomplishment of turning 16 and sped off toward school. The smell of his tires burned with the scent of wasted money as he killed his tank of gas, peeling out at every stop. The interior of the car had a mixed scent of weed and cigarettes that collided with the smell of trash that had filled the floor. The soda stains on the leather showed the care that had been put into the car while the scratched rims showed how much delicate time had been put into parking. Chad arrived to the school parking lot 10 minutes late and took his time to grind up some weed and load a bowl or two to get ready for class. He casually strolled in like usual and sat in the far back of the class, while making as much noise as possible. His eyes were down at his new smartphone and his headphones were blasting music loud enough for everyone around him to hear the constant, annoying thump of bass. As the class continued on, Chad texted all of his friends about the crazy night he had last weekend when he got too drunk at a party and ended up making out with two chicks. When the class broke up into groups for a discussion, Chad acknowledged the people around him and then put his head back down toward his phone. The thought of doing hard work did not sit well with Chad. In fact, the thought of any work that couldn’t be done by paying someone else off did not sit well with him. When the class ended, Chad proceeded to continue his school day with a subtle smirk of entitlement glued to his face. 

			As the morning broke through the dark sky, Jon awoke from his two-blanket bed on the sidewalk in front of a rundown business building. The early morning air had a chill that stung the bones in his hands as he rubbed them together for some minor warmth. He slowly packed his blankets and cardboard into a shopping cart that he pushed down the street towards the park at a snail’s pace. Jon’s clothes were filthy and the holes around his knees allowed air to pass through effortlessly. As he crossed the street, he noticed a hat lying in the dirt that was totally intact. Jon’s weak old body bent over tenderly and put the hat on his head—a perfect fit. The smile on his face could not have been wider as he proceeded to the park he now calls home. The hunger pains in his stomach were not as bad as yesterday because of some leftover pasta a nice couple gave him after their date. However, the sun had fully risen and that meant it was time to continue surviving. Jon paced through the streets of downtown in hopes of finding anyone who could help him get by. He looked from face to face as everyone tried to avoid his three toothed smile by looking down at their phone. His next destination was the closest trash can where he first scanned the top items for anything worthwhile, then dug his hands in to see what he could get a hold of. After the fifth trash can, Jon found a full sandwich and an apple just lying on top of the pile. He looked up to the sky with a grateful expression, as if a miracle had just fallen upon him only to look back down in spite of the person who had the nerve to waste so much precious food. Jon ate the apple and saved the sandwich for dinner just in case his food finding luck had run out. After a couple hours of wandering, he found a spot where he could sit down with his belongings and rest, even though there is much more to do before nightfall. 

			As the school day was coming to an end, Chad went to his last class. This was his favorite class for two reasons. One, because it was Physical Education and there were no books in sight, and two, because all of his close friends were in it. On the way to class, Chad took the effort to body check all Freshmen who wandered into his path, only to laugh hysterically when they fell over and dropped all of their stuff. He simply would exclaim, “you shouldn’t have been walking there,” and continued on. As Chad walked into the gym, late of course, he saw his buddies and gave them a shout out from across the basketball court to let them know he had arrived. The teacher did not seem too fond of his outburst but his friends all laughed and screamed back. 

			“Hey Chad did you hear what’s going down tonight?” one of his friends asked. 

			“Na, what’s good?”

			“Huge party at my parent’s place near downtown,” he continued, “I already told all the girls and homies to roll through, you down or what?”

			Chad gave his friend a slight chuckle as he tilted his head back before he answered abruptly, “always, I’ll swipe some drinks from my folks.”

			“Nice haha, I’ll see you there at nine.”

			The class went on and Chad did his usual routine of finding the weakest kid in class and physically challenged the kid until the kid reached the point of complete embarrassment. The teacher did what he could to limit Chad’s bullying, but he was good friends with Chad’s father and he didn’t want to be the one that filed a complaint, which would jeopardize Chad’s eligibility in school sports. The final bell rang and all the kids rushed out of the gym to begin their social lives outside of school. Chad said his final goodbyes to his friends and then let them know he would be bringing a surprise to the party that night. 

			Jon awoke from his midday nap to the sound of his stomach crying in pain. Food was becoming a major issue. He had already eaten the sandwich he had found before, but now he needed to hit the streets of downtown once again to get either money or food. Jon walked his way down one of the busy streets and found a corner where he decided to post up and beg, hoping that someone would come to his rescue. The grey beard he sported was full of dirt and dust and it made him look like a lost cause to the passerbys. Those who walked by gave him a disappointed look as if to say out loud, “shouldn’t have done drugs!” The problem with this concept is that Jon is one of the few people on the street who never had a chance to fit into normal society. He was born into poverty and once his parents passed away he couldn’t find his way out of it. As a result of his social class, he experimented with drugs like any other teenage boy does in high school. The difference for him was that he did it to survive. He did it to take his mind off the horrible things he has seen in the real world and the pain in his stomach he gets every night before he goes to sleep. The sun was setting and the street lights began to shine as Jon began to realize his begging strategy is not working. Out of the total three hours he spent smiling and waving at people, he managed to receive a whopping 50 cents. This wasn’t enough money to bring him any kind of comfort and the constant stomach pain screamed for another miracle to fall upon him. Jon decided to take a walk down a business street in hopes of some new luck. As he paced down the sidewalk, his fragile body began to shut down on him, starting from his toes and making its way up to his chest. The pain from his stomach had now reached the bulk of his entire body. Jon desperately found the nearest stairs and laid down hoping to pass out in order to escape the feeling. 

			Chad pulled up to the two-story house party, fashionably late, blasting music so that everyone could hear his arrival. He parked his car and grabbed a bag full of alcohol out of his trunk, courtesy of his parents. When the front door opened, Chad received a light roar from the party guests as they locked their eyes on the handles of vodka he had tucked under his arm. Chad boasts, “Let’s do this thing” and the party continued without any pause. After a couple hours of shots and mixed drinks Chad’s friend Jimmy tapped him on the shoulder with a determined look on his face.

			“So what’s the big surprise you were talking about?”

			Chad replied, “oh yeah, come with me.” As Chad lead Jimmy down the hallway he motioned to his two other friends to come follow. They ended up in the parent’s bathroom where Chad pulled out a zip-lock bag full of white powder.

			“No way Chad, where did you get that?” Jimmy exclaimed with a smile on his face.

			“My boy hooked me up with it; he said it’s good shit so don’t worry.”

			The three boys’ eyes lit up with curiosity as they all stared at the white bag for a few seconds. Chad broke their silence with a simple and direct question.

			“So you guys trying to go on a sleigh ride or what?” Jimmy was the first to raise his hand to volunteer and was soon followed by the rest of the friends in the room. Chad laid out four lines onto the bathroom counter and separated them using his platinum credit card. The four boys then proceeded, one by one, and inhaled a line, each using a dollar bill to make sure they sucked in every last drop. The energy that flowed through their veins could be compared to a Nascar race. Each pump of blood rushed through, giving them all a feeling of power that they had never felt before. Chad was the first to say something.

			“You guys trying to go out into downtown and fuck shit up?” 

			Each of the boys looked at each other with a smile on their face as they all left the house and headed down the street to look for anything they could bash up. The first victim on the list was a trash can that Jimmy picked up and tossed into the middle of First Street, which spilled its contents all over the center of the road. Second, was an innocent mailbox that Chad knocked down with a brutal football tackle. 

			“Did you see that shit?!” Chad was overwhelmed with the feeling of power after the mailbox was thrown 10 feet away from its original place.

			Chad continued, “yo, follow me I got a better idea.” All three of his friends walked alongside him as they strolled through the dark downtown streets. The moon was nowhere to be seen, leaving the illumination of the staggered street lamps as their guide. After walking a couple of blocks into the heart of their city Chad found exactly what he was looking for. 

			“Right there, you see him?” Chad asked as he pointed across the street to a bum lying on the bottom of a set of stairs. “Let’s fuck with him, c’mon!” The four boys walked over to the sleeping bum with their fists clenched ready to show how manly they really are. Chad drew first blood by running up and kicking the bum straight in the stomach. 

			“Ahhhhh!” Jon screamed as the pain from his stomach cried out and woke him up again. This time was different, the pain wasn’t from food; it took his breathe away. Jon looked and saw four shadowy figures towered over him. The figures were yelling at him and proceeded to punch and kick him at will. Jon could not believe what he was going through. Not only did he have to struggle throughout the day, but now he had to fight for his life in order to sleep. Jon rose up from the ground with his fists balled up in order to protect himself from the oncoming blows. As one figure got close, Jon grabbed him and punched him in the face causing a waterfall of blood to start oozing out of the kid’s nose.

			“What the fuck!” screamed Chad as his face began to bleed. He rolled out of the bum’s grip and quickly put his hand in his pocket and brought out a small switchblade. Jimmy saw the knife and quickly intervened, “what are you doing with that man? Let’s just go!” The look on Chad’s face said he was going to finish what he had started. The blood was now dripping down from his face and onto his nice white shirt. Chad gripped the knife tight and rushed at the bum.

			Jon saw the figure running at him and before he knew it, a sharp pain was shot into his stomach. The figure backed away slowly as Jon fell to the ground holding his wound. The knife had gone all the way in and left a hole covered in blood. The figures all run away in a panic and Jon laid on his back listening to the sound of their feet before his vision flashed white and all of his pain slipped away. 

			The next day, Chad woke up and got ready for school just like any other day. He had killed a defenseless bum but that did seem like big news to him because he was more worried about the dirt on his brand new shoes. The blood stained shirt was simply thrown away and the knife was cleaned and back in his drawer. He drove to school, arrived late, and smoked weed in the parking lot before he strolled into class. 

			The cops were called into downtown at 5:00am by the janitorial staff of the building Jon had been murdered at. The scene was quickly cleaned up and no investigations took place. Jon became a statistic that was simply forgotten and filed away. His life of struggle will never be comprehended and his tragedy of death will remain unknown.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Discovery

			Brittany La

			In two days it is my brother, Jayden’s birthday. He’s been bugging me all week about it, so I would not forget. He has come in my room every morning, jumping up and down my bed telling me how many more days until his birthday. I have turned my head away hoping that he would be quiet and leave me alone. 

			Even though he is like any annoying little brother that would come and bug you about anything and everything, I still hope to make his birthday unforgettable. He is going to turn 11 this coming Friday, in two days. I am 9 years older than him, so I want to make his birthday perfect, something that he would never forget. 

			I have been talking to my mom about what we should do for his birthday. We plan to take him and his friends to a theme park and just celebrate there. 

			Lately, I have been feeling like I am able to hear other people’s thoughts. I felt like I knew that my brother wanted to go to the theme park to celebrate his birthday, but then I thought to myself, maybe I’m feeling this way because I know my brother very well, and these thoughts are just coming across. I seem to be able to hear every word that he is thinking in his head. 

			“Hurry, let’s go.” shouted my mom, “We are going to be late!” 

			“Okay! I will be down there soon. Just wait for me downstairs!” I said as I rushed to get ready upstairs. I hoped that my mom heard me from downstairs or else she would come up frustrated and yell at me again.

			Finally, I was able to find my phone and I hurried downstairs, almost tripping over myself because I was running down the stairs, trying to not waste any more time before my mom came back into the house to nag at me. I hate it when she yells at me after I heard her the first time.

			“Where are you going?” Jayden ran out to me before I left the house.

			“Nowhere,” I tried to keep a straight face because he could tell when I was lying, “we are just going to run some errands. We will be back soon. Just stay home with dad.”

			All of a sudden, thoughts started coming to my head again. It was strange. I felt like I was blanking out and daydreaming. I couldn’t tell what that strange feeling was, but I couldn’t control it. I can’t explain how I felt, but all I knew was that I did not like it. I felt that I could hear my brother say that I was lying. I looked at him and said, “Did you say something?”

			“No are you okay?” Jayden said with laughter, “You look like you need some sleep.”

			“I’m fine, I just thought you said something.” I said, “I just heard something, and stop looking at me like I am crazy! OKAY BYE!” I said as I closed the front door behind me.

			As I was walking to my mom’s car, all I could wonder was why I kept hearing things in my head. I heard what other people were thinking about me. I could hear thoughts of my mom telling me to hurry and also thoughts of my brother. I kept hearing these voices telling me thoughts that I am not even thinking about. I felt as if people were talking to me. 

			I was beginning to think is it because I was not getting enough sleep. I thought about it, but it couldn’t be. I had been sleeping for 9 hours or more each day. That was definitely more than enough for me! Should I tell my mom? No I can’t let her know. But maybe I should have let her know to see if she can help me. 

			I thought about it, I would just let this go away. I did not want to get my mom worried, but she might know what is going on with me. It was okay, I would be okay. I had to worry about planning Jayden’s birthday first. 

			My mom looked frustrated as I got in the car. We were heading to a bakery to pick out my brother’s birthday cake. The bakery was about to close in an hour and she wanted to get there early so we could talk with the baker about how we can design this cake. I thought that we had enough time. We only needed 30 minutes to talk about a cake. It couldn’t be that serious.

			When we got to the bakery, the fresh aroma of lemon cakes surrounded the atmosphere, but I started to get that weird feeling in my head again, so I wasn’t paying too much attention to the nice smell. I thought I was getting dizzy, saw the closest chair in front of me, and sat down. 

			I kept hearing all these voices. The voices in my head were saying “Oh my god great...why are these customers coming in.” It seemed as if I heard what the baker was thinking. I assumed that the baker was not too happy that we came so late because they wanted to close the shop early. 

			“Come over here and help me,” my mom said. I walked over there slowly and I could tell the baker was frustrated. We started to look at photos of some of the cakes that were previously made, and I saw this one cake with car toys on them that I knew Jayden would love. Then those voices came back. “Oh Jayden would really like that cake,” I could hear my mom agreeing that that cake was the one. 

			“Yes that’s the one,” she said excitedly, “We will take it!”

			I started to question, why am I hearing all these voices of what other people are thinking. Is my mind just guessing and coming with all of these thoughts on their own, without my own control? I did not know what to do. 

			“Okay let’s get it then,” I said, “I am not feeling too good mom, I want to go home.” I did not want to stay there anymore just thinking of what was going on with me. I had never felt that way before and I was starting to think I was developing a mental illness or that I was going crazy! I felt like I could read people’s minds... but no, it couldn’t be. That was just crazy talk. Read people’s minds? How would I be able to do that.. It couldn’t be.

			The past couple of days had been really rough on me. I ignored the strange mind reading and feelings in my head. It was the day before my brother’s birthday and it has been nothing but chaotic activities around the house. Everyone is preparing the dinner and party we are going to have with my family to celebrate Jayden’s birthday. 

			Those voices of other people’s thoughts are driving me insane, but I will deal with it after his birthday is over. I walk across the living room to get to my mom and brother, but it seems like they are having a conversation that I do not want to interrupt. 

			Of course, my brother would be asking my mom if we will celebrate his birthday with his friends, but we don’t tell him we are going to take them to a theme park because it is a surprise. “Mom, promise me that we can celebrate with my friends too tomorrow.” I hear that in my head.. There it goes again, the voices. 

			“Mom, promise me that we can celebrate with my friends too tomorrow,” said Jayden. What! That is exactly what I heard in my head, and my brother just said it aloud to my mom. This is impossible.. How was I able to hear that before it was said?

			I walk a little closer to my mom and brother, I don’t walk so that I am next to them, but I stand right behind my mom. I don’t want to believe it, but I know I can read minds. These past couple of days I had been able to hear other people’s thoughts, and the way they act shows me that the thoughts I hear are real. 

			How was I able to do this? I want to test it out. I focus a little bit and give my attention to my mom. I stand a little closer, grabbing the backrest of the chair my mom was sitting on. 

			Her thoughts are slowly coming in my head. I can hear several things, “Yes we will celebrate with your friends, but I am not sure what we will do.” As I hear that thought, I know that I have these powers to read people’s minds if my mom said that thought aloud. 

			I am anxious, and my mom said exactly what I heard in my head. This was crazy, I can read people’s minds. I don’t know how I am supposed to feel. I want to tell my mom right away, tell her that I can read minds, but who would believe me. Even I can’t believe this right now. 

			I don’t think I plan on ever telling people that I have the power to read minds, this is special and no one would ever understand me. I think I have to accept this myself first before I allow myself to tell others. 

			That day before my brother’s birthday I was playing with my mind reading powers. I was able to hear others thoughts. I finally adjusted to the mind reading, I was beginning to be able to control it. I just kept practicing by trying to control my mind to focus, as I kept practicing on people thoughts I got better. The voices that always popped up in my head didn’t pop up randomly anymore, I was able to focus on one person’s thoughts at once by looking at their eyes and concentrating on what they were thinking about. 

			Now that I am able to read minds, I know exactly what to do to make Jayden’s birthday go smoothly and perfectly. I know exactly what he expects and wants, and I believe that I had planned a perfect party. I told my mom to relax and let me handle all the planning and arrangements for his birthday party. She didn’t trust me that I had this all down, but I told her to trust my judgment. I mean after all...I’m the one with the mind reading powers and I know exactly what everyone wants. This is just the beginning of a new start of my life.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Vanishing Innocence

			Rhyan Guidry

			Drops of sweat gathered on the brim of my nose. My hands are shaking but I’m more than ready to get this moment over with, so here it goes.

			“What should I say to her?” I thought. “The lie about burning my neck with a curling iron didn’t work…Maybe I should just tell the truth.”

			Every emotion was building up inside and I began to panic. I would have told her the truth the first time but she never accepts things that she doesn’t agree with. I wanted to turn around and pretend the distance between my mother and I had nothing to do with the red lie on my neck. It was about the size of a quarter and had spots of purple in the middle due to the destroyed blood vessels. In my mother’s eyes, it was more than bruised skin. To her it was a constant reminder of the vanishing innocence of her twelve-year-old daughter. I thought I understood her heartache prior to the conversation that was soon to come, yet, there was nothing I could do to prepare for the face-to-face interaction with her; at least not after I hurt her in such a way. I had to suck it up and be an adult about it. After all, it was an adult move to allow a boy to suck on my neck in the first place.

			“Uhhh…mom?” I whispered as I walked along the backside her favorite chair.

			I couldn’t dare take a step into her line of vision. I wasn’t ready for her to see the shame. The room was dim and the glow from the TV formed a ring of light around the chair. I took another step and plopped my arms and chin onto the edge of it so she could feel me standing there.

			She spoke in a serious, monotone way sending chills down my spine, “You ready to explain yourself, or continue to lie?”

			“I’m s-”

			“If you want to be an adult, you should tell the truth like one, Rhyan,” she turned and looked at me for the first time all day, “No one likes a liar.”

			“I understand you’re mad, I shouldn’t have kissed him...I don’t know what I was thinking.” I felt so exposed, as if the guilt was smeared all over my face.

			Up until this moment, I’ve never experienced my mom express true disappointment.

			“That’s what you think this is about?” She paused, squinted her eyes and took a deep breath as if I had no idea why she had been so upset. “You are a product of me; you know that right?”

			“Yea, I’m your daughter.” I explained, even though I was still confused with what point she was trying to make.

			“Everything you do, how you dress, the way you talk, every part of you is a manifestation of the way I’ve raised you. I did not raise a brilliant, strong, and beautiful girl to be seen in the eyes of others as a slut.”

			“But I’m not a slut!” My face began to turn red. I couldn’t believe what she was implying.

			“ I know you aren’t a slut, but what about everyone else who has seen the hickey on your neck? What do they think?”

			“Well, uhh”

			“I’m sure they don’t see how smart you are. As my daughter, I know I have taught you to appreciate and present yourself more positively than you are allowing others to see. I’m not upset that you kissed a boy. I’m disappointed that you did not talk to me about it. You lied, and above all, you made me look like an unfit parent.”

			“I understand and I’m sorry”

			“ You aren’t a sorry person, so don’t call yourself sorry. What have I taught you?”

			“I apologize for lying and not carrying myself in a positive way.”

			She stood up from her favorite chair and walked over to give me a kiss on the forehead. “I love you, you know that right?”

			I smiled and replied, “I love you too.”

			Her face turned from a serious gaze into the slightly cheerful expression I’m used to. She placed her arm around my neck and began to walk with me. “So, who is this boy that you are so interested in?”

			I giggled as all the weight was lifted off of my shoulders. At that moment I knew everything would be ok.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			The Chase

			Alison Tang

			After eight months of dinners, movies, holding hands, and getting to know each other, my boyfriend at the time and I broke up. I understood that he needed to do what was best for him, but what about me? I felt as though I had grown as a person with this man. He had taught me to be selfless and to be patient, but of course our relationship wasn’t too serious; just as it wasn’t too serious with the three other guys that I happened to fall in love with before. I couldn’t leave my family and move away, although it is difficult let someone go, knowing that you put your best efforts, and in the end, it still didn’t work out. I had given up hope, but we had our fun and made some really fun and unforgettable memories, but it was time to say good bye. As he drove off I tried not to cry. I felt lonely and forgotten so I texted Angel, hoping to find some consolation in him. He was a really sweet and handsome boy that I had met through a friend. He was much taller than me and dark with a soft complexion and cute smile and a slight dimple on his right cheek. He was slender and slightly muscular from lifting heavy items at work, and he was very charming with a kind of dorkiness to him. Milk tea led to occasional sushi dinners, and eventually night walks out at the park and around the neighborhood.

			Walking down the dark cement path, in the calm hills of San Jose, Angel and I talked about the beauty of the night. The cement path overlooked the city near a neighborhood of nice houses that looked like giant castles. What seemed to be a dark ocean with jellyfish glowing in the depths of its dark and mysterious magnificence was really the sleeping city, gleaming with street lights and speeding cars. It was like a reflection of the night sky; never ending even where the Earth met the sky at the end of our sight.

			“Adventure time!” I screamed in utter excitement.

			This meant exploring every creepy alley and corner of this confusing neighborhood. Not knowing what to expect was the grand prize because you’d find things that you never would have thought were there. The chill of the night had me shivering from excitement and coldness all at the same time.

			“Okay.” Angel said with a wide grin on his face and a slight laughter.

			“Wow! Look at that!” I shouted with giddiness, “It’s so beautiful! It’s really peaceful here. So quiet, you can even hear the crickets. They’re so loud.”

			Nerves took over me in the middle of my sentence as I started to spout out things that made no sense. My mind drew up blank thoughts as I tried to carry on a conversation with him. My hands were sweaty from balling them up into fists, trying to keep the cold out and the heat in.

			As Angel shrugged, he quickly added, “I guess.”

			I suddenly felt as though he wasn’t very interested in talking to me, but rather thinking about other things. I could see that he was troubled so I tried to think of something quick to snap him out of this aloofness.

			“Let’s catch one. Please?” I pleaded with a puppy dog face.

			The puppy dog face was an involuntary thing and it confused me even more. I had contemplated whether I liked this guy or not and whether I should flirt with him, wait for him, or hint at it. A trillion emotions and thoughts were competing for a hostile takeover of my body.

			Searching for a cricket in that field was near impossible. As I walked awkwardly toward the dry, brown bush of what was supposed to be grass, the cricket that I had been searching for had stopped chirping as the dry grass and weeds crunched beneath my feet. Angel had gotten closer to see if he could see the small black cricket in the shadow of the night. I was joking and thought it was ridiculous how he was trying to catch a cricket that couldn’t be found.

			“Oh my gawd. What are you doing?” I roared with laughter, “Stop it. Let’s go. Come on!”

			I grabbed his wrist to pull him away from his great effort of trying to find the tiny bug. He instantly grabbed my hand and didn’t let go. It really shocked me that I thought my face became like stone. I couldn’t see what my face looked like, but I’m sure that I was wide-eyed with eyebrows raised in great surprise.

			We walked in complete silence with our hands awkwardly placed within each other’s. I was staring at the back of his head, wondering what his facial expression was as he led the way to the other side of the pathway. Slowly, we came to a stop under a street lamp at the end of the trail. He turned slowly and had a kind of shy half-smile, which showed the slight dimple on his right cheek.

			“Uhhh… so...” he shyly said looking around, “do you want to go out with me, like be my girlfriend—it’s okay of you don’t want to. I won’t be mad.”

			“Umm, sure,” I whispered under my breath.

			I smiled awkwardly as I adjusted my hand to fit comfortably in his. As we kept walking, I thought to myself how this could possibly change my life. I had taken the chance to trust someone again. 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Spencer’s Alexander

			Mikayla Schott

			“My husband is so wonderful,” I thought. He had come home from work early in order to spend time with our two beautiful children, and with him, he brought a bouquet of sunflowers, my favorite. He waltzed in the door looking so handsome and swept me off the floor into his arms, even though I was pregnant. He truly does treat me like a princess. I couldn’t help but think of what he had in store for Valentine’s Day. It was approaching in just days and I hadn’t planned anything romantic! As I watched him play baseball in the backyard with our children, my heart melted, but I was interrupted in my revere as the phone rang. I ran to the kitchen to answer the call. 

			“Hello, Lily!” chimed the voice of a familiar friend. 

			“Good afternoon, Mrs. Summerland!” I echoed her greeting. Susan Summerland was the head of the children’s department at our small church in Checotah. She taught both of my children each Sunday. Checotah is a small town in Oklahoma and it’s the perfect place to call our home. 

			“I was calling to see if you could be an Awana leader this year! We are shorthanded and I know you’re always so good with the children. Oh please, Lily-Ann, would you?” asked Susan. She often calls me Lily-Ann, although I’m not quite sure where she acquired the Ann part from. My middle name is Raye. I have never corrected her though; I know she does it out of adornment.

			“I can check my schedule and let you know. What are the times and days for Awana this year?” I said.

			“It’s every Tuesday at 6PM and it goes from the middle of February into the beginning of April. The church provides five-star meals each Tuesday before the lesson! Chalk is free!” Susan stated with hope.

			I had to giggle at her, she was just so sweet.

			“Alright, Mrs. Summerland, I will check my calendar and let you know on Sunday,” I said.

			“Oh yes, dear, please do!” She said excitedly.

			“Alright then, bye-bye, Susan!” I had to rush off the phone as Georgia had just run in begging for milk and cookies. I hung up before sweet Susan Summerland was able to say goodbye. Awana was fun to do; it was a program at the church for children where they learned bible study in groups with their friends from school. I loved teaching Awana. On Sunday, I would tell Susan I could lead. 

			***

			“Milk and cookies, honey, really? It’s an hour until their bedtime!” I nagged.

			“I know, honey, but I just can’t say no to Georgia’s sweet little smile! And Henry too! They were begging for cookies and I knew you had just gotten some at the store, so I told them to live a little tonight!” said Spencer. 

			I giggled at his innocence, but I was not happy that he let our children eat that way right before bed. He could sense that I wasn’t truly angry with him and he swept me up again, this time into our bed. 

			“I love you with all of my heart, Lily. To the moon and back,” He said.

			“To the moon and back,” I repeated sleepily.

			We discussed Valentine’s Day later that night and decided that we would make it a family event rather than a romantic night between the two of us. We enjoyed our family time so much. We decided we would make sugar cookies with the children and decorate them together. I was awoken with more sunflowers and a beautiful letter, and he had even let me sleep in and drove the children to school. I didn’t even get to kiss him goodbye.

			I don’t recall the last words I said to Spencer, I fell asleep when he was wide awake. I suppose it must have been about some detail of the next day’s activities or a tired, “I love you.” I do not remember. I fell asleep, cuddled next to him, and that was the last time I saw Spencer Davis.

			He called me on Valentines Day around 5:30PM and told me he was about to head out of the office. He mentioned that he would pick up the ingredients we needed for the cookies from the market on his way home. I was thrilled that I would see him for the first time all day! I assumed he would be home around 6:00PM or 6:15PM because he had to make a stop. By 6:30PM I grew worried, but I convinced myself that he was either just taking his time, like he often did or was that he was picking up another gift, as he has done many times before. By 7:00PM I grew visibly worried; the children kept asking, “When can we make cookies? When is daddy coming home?” All I could say was, “He’s coming, he’s on his way.” By 8:00PM, the children’s bed time, I decided to pretend that he called and said that he had to go to Grandma’s, so as not to worry the children. They were disappointed, but they didn’t think much of it. By 9:00PM I decided to call the police. I reported him missing and began to reach out to members of our church. I was up all night making call, after call, after call. I would have gone out and searched for him with everyone from church, as well as the police, had I not had children tucked in their warm little beds at home. I was so shaken that my mother came over around 3:00AM. The search lasted days. It came as no surprise to anybody that Susan Summerland led the search. She took off almost a week of work to lead the search full time. I explained to the children that daddy is lost, but just lost, not gone, and that he was coming home as fast as he could. 

			I had no idea where he could be. Car accident? No trace of his car anywhere in the small town of Checotah. No trace of his car anywhere. Kidnapped? He is a strong man and he could take care of himself well. Murder? Who would murder Spencer? He was such a Godly and kind man. He had never so much as gone over the speed limit without praying for forgiveness. Run away? He wouldn’t leave us! He called saying he was on his way. The questions were constantly playing in my mind. The police had no leads, and they had even listed me as a suspect. A suspect! I wanted my husband to come home; I wanted him here with me. Being pregnant only intensified each and every emotion that was associated with this event. I was so lost, with nowhere to turn. 

			A week after he disappeared, the detectives found his car, 300 miles away from work and another 20 away from home. Somebody had obviously mugged him and stolen his car; but then, where was he? Lying in a ditch somewhere? Was he even alive? I just wanted him home. I missed his scent; I missed his touch. He smelled like laundry and men’s deodorant; never of cologne, never an overwhelming scent. 

			But there was no sign of struggle, his phone and personal items were found in the car, as if he had simply parked to go run an errand. Yet, his car was parked in a business lot. Not a market or coffee shop. He wasn’t running an errand, and I had the feeling he wasn’t coming home.

			 

			The detectives continued to question me, over and over again, the same questions; every question in the book. I begged them to recheck all of their work. I begged them to search harder and dig deeper. “Oh, dear, God in heaven, they think I did this.” I remember thinking. I had asked them to search his office for clues and they had not found anything, but I pleaded for them to search again. 

			Detective Bo was not local, had he been a local he would have known that I had nothing to do with this. I was truly innocent. Detective Bo was only doing his job, I understand, but I would never lay a hand on my husband. He is my husband, my best friend. I wanted him home, and I wanted him home now.

			Bo checked the office up and down, and back and forth the second time around. He noticed the smallest of details that would, inevitably, change my life forever.

			“Condoms?!” I asked in disbelief, “I’m pregnant! Why would we need condoms if I’m already pregnant?? This is a mistake. He was clearly rung up wrong.” I stated, and I truly believed the words I was saying. He was faithful to me; he always had been. We had no secrets.

			“Yes, ma’am. Condoms. We’ve already checked out the cameras from the convenience store where he bought them. We have him on camera buying condoms, ma’am” said Bo. 

			“This is a mistake. That wasn’t him.” I repeated.

			I took it upon myself to look into our financial records, internal transfer, internal transfer, internal transfer... external transfer? That was odd. $5372.63, for what? Spencer was a very hard worker, and we were very financially stable. I couldn’t help but flush red at not even noticing a five thousand dollar discrepancy on our account. $5372.63, what an odd transfer to make. I reported this find to the detective who ultimately informed me that unless we found an item that cost exactly that amount and gave us a clue in this case, we would be out of luck. 

			 

			I grew tired of searching through online websites, trying to find an item that cost exactly that amount. It wasn’t as if I could do a Google search of items that cost that amount. I had to physically search each site I could think of for that amount, and I didn’t find anything. 

			“Ma’am, I have some unfortunate news I’m afraid.” said Bo. 

			“What? What is it?” I asked eagerly, had they found him? Was he alive? Why was he postponing telling me?

			“We found Spencer online. We found him registered as Spencer Stevens on multiple social networking sites. Bi-sexual, pornographic sites. He is selling himself as a bi-sexual male looking for an array of favors from an array of people.” said Bo quietly. Stevens, my maiden name?

			“Again, Bo, you’re making a mistake.” I shouted. My heart sank to my stomach. My husband? Bi-sexual? My husband? 

			“Ma’am, I think you will believe me if you come down here and see this.” He offered.

			But I didn’t want to see it. I didn’t want to believe it. He was my loving, Godly, monogamous, friendly, manly, husband. He was not a bi-sexual sex addict, he just wasn’t. 

			“Oh and, ma’am?” asked Bo.

			“Yes sir?” I echoed.

			“We found out what the transfer was for.” He stated. “You should probably come down to the station. We’ve got a lot more to tell you.” 

			 

			$5372.63 for a fake California birth certificate? Who comes up with these things? Why did Spencer need a California birth certificate? And who would be so stupid as to buy one online? I just didn’t understand. 

			“Well, ma’am, from the pieces we have put together, Spencer has moved to California and legally changed his name. We are under the impression he has changed his name to Alexander. From what we’ve gathered from our contacts that we have down there, he is employed at a gay bar/strip club in Southern California and living with his bi-sexual lovers,” said Bo.

			“What do you mean lovers?” I asked.

			“It seems to us that he has multiple, from what he was soliciting on his website, he was interested in non-monogamous, bi-sexual, sex-centered relationships.” Bo said quietly. He was quite obviously uncomfortable. 

			What was this? My life was no longer real. It was no longer comprehensible. My entire life was a lie. 

			It was as Bo was telling me the details of their findings that I went into labor with our third child; a 7 pound baby girl whom I named Cheyanne. I hated that I could hardly look at our daughter without feeling both love and hate at the same time. Love for this beautiful gift from God, and hate for the man who helped me create her.

			Cheyanne was a year and a half year old, Georgia was nine, and Henry was seven when the local news crew aired the only interview ever conducted with “Alexander” Davis. Georgia and Henry and I had lived with their grandmother throughout my pregnancy and on until Cheyanne was two. I watched this interview with my mother and stepfather as the children played innocently in the next room.

			 

			“Hello there, this is Kelly Drew reporting for the 5 o’clock news in Checotah County, Oklahoma. I am currently outside of former missing person, Spencer Davis’ house in Southern California. Spencer—now using the name “Alexander”—escaped here and left his family for a life of sexual addiction and abuse; we have been sitting outside of Alexander’s house now for almost an entire half day, but according to our police contact he is heading this way.” The view of the camera pans to Alexander’s house and down the street, and you could see him coming. Kelly jumps out of her van and starts to walk hastily toward him. My heart is pounding. He is so skinny, he looks borderline malnourished. What is he doing down there? Why did he leave? 

			“Alexander? Alexander Davis?” Kelly asks.

			“Yes, what is it?” Spencer replies as he tries to hide his face.

			“We’re doing a story on the missing Spencer Davis of Checotah, Oklahoma. Do you have anything to say to your family?” She cuts right to the chase. 

			“Not really.” He replies, as he shrugs his shoulders.

			“Give us 10 minutes, and no one will bother you anymore. Give us that.” Kelly begs.

			The news cuts to an interview with him in the news van. She asks him a plethora of questions to which he seems to have all the same response. “Not really. I don’t know. I don’t care.” By the end of the interview he hadn’t even asked the sex of his third child. He would never know a single detail of her life. 

			“Your children won’t have a father because of you, Spencer, why did you leave them?” Kelly asks.

			“Lots of children grow-up without fathers.” Spencer shrugs.

			“What about your children, Spencer? What about little Georgia and Henry?” Kelly pried. He never even flinched.

			“I’m dead to them; I’m sure I’m just a casualty.” He stated, and then it was over, much like my world. He was a casualty, and he was dead to them, he was dead to all of us. Spencer Davis had ceased to exist, and in his place the devil had created Alexander. 

			I will never fully understand the situation, which means that I will never fully understand my life story. My life is one big question, but I guess that is something I’m just going to have to handle on my own. 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			When I Think About Alice

			Alison M. R.

			Alan Watts once said, “Nothing is as it seems. Nor is it otherwise.”

			I remember the first time I read this quote. I imagined it as something the Cheshire Cat would say to Alice. Thinking about this quote was like tearing a piece of paper apart, and fitting the shapes together again, like mulling over a small puzzle. The phrase appears to be a fancy way to tell someone not everything is black and white. Not everything is good or bad.

			With every cell and fiber of my being, I want to justify the way I feel. I want to understand my own frustrations, rather than deal with the fierceness of them. If I understood it, I would be one step closer to solving the problem. If I understood my emotions, or if I could pinpoint what caused my chagrin, I would suddenly be imbued with the ability to restore order to my situation.

			My face is burning; my eyes are steaming. My palms are sweating; my feet are flaming. I can feel the core of my body churning the vast intensity of my anger in an attempt to keep my temperature from rising too high.

			My muscles are tensing. I clench and relax my jaw to calm myself, while closing my eyes to block out the mess my life is quickly falling into.

			It’s cold outside, the air thick with an anxious silence. There’s no wind to carry the yowls of neighborhood cats. There’s no whisper of crickets or quiet flapping of moth wings; just cold and dark.

			The moon is missing and so is my patience.

			I reach in my bag and pull out the flashlight I had thought to pack. The streetlamps have all nearly flickered out, but I won’t bring myself to turn around and go back inside. I need to leave... to distance myself.

			Instinctively, I start walking. It’s so simple. One foot, then the other, bend the knee. The repetitive motions are meditative, and I can feel my anger ebb. I can finally hear the world again. She had tried to soothe me with her hushed tones. The leaves in the trees along the sidewalk had brushed one another softly as the crickets emerged from their secret hiding places to chirp.

			The moisture from my eyes cools before the breeze wipes them away. I’ve found my stride. I’m regaining my balance. This isn’t what it feels like to be at rock bottom. This isn’t what it feels like to be broken.

			My feet start to hit the pavement harder, slapping the ground with loud defiance. It feels silly at first, as if I were venting to the universe, but eventually that energy is replaced with an acceptance of what led up to this moment.

			I’ve been kicked out. Rejected. I’m not sure what to do with myself.

			I catch myself looking for someone to blame or a key event that led to this. I try to pin it on my parents for being short-tempered and unreasonable. My dad is going deaf, and can only hear me if I raise my voice. He thinks I am yelling at him when I try to talk. If I don’t raise my voice, he becomes sullen, bitter, and vexed, angry, because he thinks I do it on purpose. My mom sides with him, telling herself I have an attitude problem. I let these thoughts sink in as I try to look at it from their perspective. Could I have tried to explain the situation better? I could have tried harder to have an open discussion about how the tense atmosphere makes me feel like an outsider in my own home. But this turned into a vicious cycle. A Catch-22. I used to see my parents and adults as these omnipotent beings--like narrators or figureheads for power and understanding. Now, communicating with them feels like talking to a telemarketer.

			Realizing I can’t rely on them for anything, knocks the wind out of me.

			Is this rock bottom?

			No, it’s not, I remind myself. I think about other kids from school: Kids who are neglected, kids who do drugs, kids who deal drugs, kids with eating disorders, kids who bully, kids who are bullied, kids who cut themselves, kids who are so depressed they commit suicide.

			I stop thinking for a moment and realize that I am no longer walking. I’m just standing on the side of the road.

			I have to go back.

			I have to swallow my pride. Sure, I could stay with a friend, graduate high school. But how would I tackle college?

			Without forming the words, I feel an overwhelming understanding emerge from my wary thoughts shuffling sluggishly across my mind.

			I wanted their support. I didn’t want all the responsibility and pressure that came with growing up so quickly. I wanted to feel accepted, loved, and I wanted them to know that I felt that way about them. I didn’t want to admit that my parents were less than what they had been built up to be in my mind to be. I wanted to regress back into that state of belief.

			I have to go back.

			But I don’t. I stand transfixed on the side of the road unable to make myself move. The metaphorical path in front of me was the road to independence. The cold creeps in now. My fingers and toes are numb. Still, I cannot move.

			A car turns around the corner, driving slowly, as if looking for someone. My dad’s jeep, a car older than I am, rumbles closer and pulls up beside me. My dad parks the car and we’re both looking straight ahead, unwilling and perhaps unable to speak.

			We stay there for a while, playing out a dialogue in our minds, imagining what we could possibly say to resolve this, and realizing that we wouldn’t be able to.

			He unlocks the door and I get in.

			The car grumbles to life and slowly drags itself back down the way it came. We left the shattered heroic view of authority and parental guidance by the side of the road.

			Sometimes when I think about the grey area, I picture Alice being thrown into a cloud of smoke. Wonderland is a world where absurdity lives and frustration thrives-- a world with a skewed idea of balance. Alice is a child who loses her innocence through a string of bizarre trials. She loses control of her own body as it shifts in ridiculous ways.

			Earlier this evening, I might have been a child. Finished with puberty, but a child nonetheless, with a respect for those I thought would guide me. Instead, I spent the evening mulling over a puzzle with no apparent solution, and no clear interpretation. I spent the evening scared and alone, emotionally abandoned in a strange new place.

			In different ways, Alice and I both lost our innocence.

			When I think about Alice lost in the smoke, scrambling to find a designated path, I think about the kids I once knew and wonder if they found a way out. The children lost in smoke--do they ever find their way out? Or do they lose themselves in trauma and putrid fumes?

			When I think about Alice, I consider my own choices, the consequences, and rewards. When I think about Alice, I question the existence of “right” and “wrong” decisions. Most of all, when I think about Alice; I wonder what it means to finally understand the grey area, to have lost one’s innocence, and to have gained independence.

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Life’s a Trip

			Ariana Bailey

			Sandy Sofronica was always a curious character. All the greatest wonders of the world—from the depths of the ocean to the unlimited heights of outer space—were all she ever wanted to talk about, learn about, hear about, and just simply obsess about. The older she got, the more interested she became; more and more, older and older, she buried deep in her thoughts and knowledge. The unknown was the most fascinating thing to her; she yearned for all of the unanswered questions brought upon by the world and society. 

			To get her juices flowing, her mind wandering, and her ideas booming, Sandy tended to sit back and take on the “ganja,” as she liked to refer to it; other names were ones such as MJ, MaryJane, dope, fire, or just plain and simple “weed.” As usual, on this particular Tuesday night in July, Sandy sat on her bed, in her room, and packed a bowl—carefully breaking up the weed to put in her pipe. The yellow, green, blue, and purple pipe—with red snake like figures placed sporadically throughout—was certainly her most prized possession. She slowly inhaled and the smoke filled her lungs, instantly releasing a sensation of relaxation and comfort. Weed had always made Sandy feel at ease; she loved the way her mind would run wild after a few tokes from her pipe or even a hit from a freshly rolled blunt. Occasionally she would pick up her light pink journal and jot down her “high thoughts.” She would then quickly proceed to analyze and tear apart her views, ideas, and theories. A few poems would even pop up on pages here and there if she was in the mood to be a creatively gifted writer. 

			Suddenly Sandy’s cell-phone began ringing, instantly snapping her back into reality. The caller ID read “Austin Becker” with a red, little heart right next to the name. “Hey, honey! What’s up?” she answered. 

			Austin tiredly replied with, “Nothing, just got off the phone with Apple.”

			“Well?! What’s the news? How’s your computer?” Sandy replied full of hope. 

			“It’s not going to be done for another two weeks. This is bullshit; I have stuff that I need to do and time limits for them!” Knowing his temper was rising, Sandy tried to reason with him and calm him down since it had truly been a bumpy year for the poor guy. 

			“I’m so sorry, love. You know you can always use my computer! Don’t trip; it will all be okay. I promise.” 

			Austin sighed and replied, “Yeah, I guess. Thanks… I’ll text you when I get home, okay?” 

			“Okay”. Click. 

			It was summer and since Austin had to stay up in Chico for work, they didn’t see each other as often as they were used to. However, Austin would often drive down to their hometown, San Diego, where Sandy was staying to be with her family for the summer. Since Austin’s family still lived there, he would drive down and stay for a few days until he had to drive back up to Chico for work. At this time, Austin had been in Chico for two weeks straight; usually he was only gone for a week and two days, tops. The past week was quite rocky for the two of them; they always came off edgy when they were apart for (what seemed to be) too long. Sandy knew to let it go, though; soon she would see him and everything would be aye-okay, again—solid and steady like it always was. 

			The next morning, Sandy was at a family barbeque, quite early in the morning considering she was helping set everything up. It was 9:07 and Austin was calling. Confused a little, yet happy that he was calling, Sandy answered the phone and joyfully said, “What are you doing up, mister! It’s your day off, I expected you to be sleeping until 1!” 

			Almost monotonously Austin replied, “Someone stole my car…” Instantly, Sandy turned wide eyed and pale.

			“W-what do you mean someone stole your car, Becker…”

			“My car, Sandy, my car is gone.” Damn. This couldn’t be happening, Sandy thought to herself. Austin was already struggling through one of the toughest years of his life: from breaking the computer he needed for school and work, to losing one of his jobs, to paying 500 dollars to keep his car from being towed. Whatever the problem, Austin had gone through enough and didn’t need any more stress on his shoulders. Now his beautiful, red, raised Jeep, that he would occasionally take Sandy on road trips with, was gone. Just like that. Sandy was speechless, but immediately felt herself yearning to find out what the hell happened and why someone would steal HIS car. Sandy’s ever-so-curious nature instantly kicked in. 

			“How, why, when, who?!” All of these questions were just fogging and filling her mind, ever so quickly and hectically. There was an endless amount of unanswered questions and she wanted nothing more than to figure out the entire mystery, as if it were her duty. A minute or so later, Sandy snapped out of it realizing that Austin was still on the line. “Have you called the police, filed a police report? Can I do anything? I know I’m far… I don’t know what to say… I don’t understand how this happened. I’m so sorry.” 

			Austin coldly replied with, “Yeah, I called the police and filed a police report already. I don’t know, dude.”

			“Well, I’m here for you, you know that I am. Please let me know if I can do anything at all.” San Diego is eight hours away from Chico and Sandy knew that there was no way she would be able to help her boyfriend, but she wanted nothing more than to make Austin feel supported. 

			“Yeah… Well, have fun at your BBQ. I’m gonna talk to the police now. Talk to you later…” said Austin, snapping Sandy out of her trance,

			“Bye, I love you. Please let me know if you need anything at all,” she replied. 

			Austin coughed and, with no emotion, said, “Okay, love you, bye.” Click. 

			The rest of the day, Sandy couldn’t concentrate on anything more than the possible reasons and mystery behind Austin’s missing car. She couldn’t seem to register why someone would do such a thing to an innocent person. Sandy always saw the good in people; she saw no bad in the world, only mysteries and unanswered questions: questions in which she wanted to be able to answer one day. All day long there wasn’t much communication between the two of them. Sandy understood that this was too much for Austin to handle and she let him have his space; she knew Austin like the back of her hand. Later that night around 11:15, after calming down and registering in all of the chaos from the day—or more accurately, the year—Sandy received a call from Austin. He had sounded much less tense than he had that morning. All there was to do now was cross his fingers and pray for a call and a voice on the other line saying, “Hello, Mr. Becker? We found your car.” 

			For the next few days Sandy tried being extra supportive and loving to Austin. All she wanted was to see his beautiful smile light up, all she wanted was to see true happiness on his face like she used to. It was a stressful task trying to stay so extremely upbeat and positive through a rough time, but Sandy had her MaryJane and that helped her through anything and everything. She even began smoking double of what she was used to, but her anxiety was kicking in and weed was always her cure. Thankfully to her pleasure, Austin had slowly begun easing up and letting loose as the days passed. 

			Not too many days later, Austin had received a call from the police department saying that his car was found on 19th and Tumbleweed. Sandy was ecstatic to hear the news, however they had stolen his pipe [the one Sandy bought him], as well as a pair of shoes. In the trunk there was throw-up and trash everywhere, but regardless the car was back in his possession and there was nothing more to be thankful for, even though the perpetrator(s) were never found.

			A few days later, at 1:29 in the morning, Sandy’s phone started ringing. Sandy was lying in her bed watching The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, doing her favorite nightly post-midnight routine–smoking, writing, and laughing. Startled from the ring, she jumped and saw that it was Austin calling. Quickly, and a little worried since it was so late Sandy answers, “Becker? You okay?” It was quiet for a good 10 seconds when an exhausted, 

			“I know who did it…” comes from the other end of the phone. Sandy was confused; she didn’t know what to think or say, in fact she didn’t know anything! Was he serious? Does he really know who did it? Did he get it back? Where is it then? Again, the curiosity. So many different thoughts were rushing back and forth through her mind. Then, Austin said some of the most shocking words Sandy had ever heard. “It was Jason… Jason was the one that stole my car…” Sandy’s jaw dropped. There was no way, absolutely no way that Jason did it. 

			“Y-your best friend Jason? Your homie since you were in 3rd grade, Jason? The guy that lived with you for 3 years because his parents couldn’t support him, Jason?! What do you mean he did it, Austin?! How did you find out? Have you talked to him?” Sandy was freaking out, and her high from the weed wasn’t really helping much. 

			“No. He is visiting his family for the weekend so I haven’t had the chance to talk to him. It just makes sense. It all makes sense now, Sandy.” It was one in the morning and Sandy was totally lost, speechless, and high. “He’s the only one that knows where my spare key is. He used to have thug friends, thug friends that would steal shit all the time. I know this because he told me, Sandy. It’s all coming together now, though. He’s the one that did it. I just know it.” Sandy couldn’t fathom anything that was coming out of his mouth. She just couldn’t believe it. But she loved Austin, more than anything, so there was no questioning needed. If Austin had reason to believe that Jason was the one that did such a horrible crime, then she had no choice but to stand by his side and help him out any way possible.

			The rest of the night consisted of “I’m so sorry… How could he… I don’t understand… I’m so sorry…” and so on. Eventually they each went to bed, shocked and confused. For the next few days, however, Austin was not himself. He was acting sketchy and becoming distant. Sandy kept her cool and understanding nature, being that she didn’t know what it was like to go through such trust issues. Every once in a while Austin would give off a hint of questionable morals on Sandy’s part. Offended, she would call him out and put him in his place, for even having the slightest thought that she would partake in any activity that would hurt the one she loved. Although Austin was certainly going through a difficult time, Sandy felt it was no excuse to keep her at an arm’s length. Plenty of fights had occurred for a while following the incident and it was such a drag on Sandy’s summer. But she knew she needed to stick by her man, so she did just that… No matter what.

			One afternoon, as Sandy was still sleeping, her phone began ringing and immediately she jumped out of her sleep and reached drowsily and a little uncoordinated for her phone. It was Austin. 

			“Hey honey, what’s up? Aren’t you supposed to be working?” she answered with a yawn.

			“I called because I wanted to see if you were awake, but… How did you know I have to work this morning?”

			Shocked and now a little more awake, Sandy answers, “What do you mean? You told me yesterday that you worked this morning.” A little amused by what Austin was trying to signify, she gave a sarcastic and short breathed laugh.

			“No I didn’t.” Austin said, quite sternly. “Oh my god, I can’t believe it…”

			“What the hell are you talking about, Becker? Stop. I don’t need to deal with this right now, and you should be working.” Sandy had no idea what was going on, especially what was going on in Becker’s head at the moment. In just a few seconds Sandy’s anxiety begins building up and she can feel it. Her face was getting warmer, her heart was beating fast, her breathing getting heavier and faster. What was Austin trying to say? What was her boyfriend, her love, trying to accuse her of? It was too soon after her jolly slumber and she was too sober for all of this.

			“You’re in on this, aren’t you Sandy? Oh my god, I should’ve known all along. You helped Jason out, didn’t you? You helped him steal my car.”

			By this point Sandy was wide awake and in utter disbelief. Jaw wide open and anxiety at its full peak. “What the fuck are you talking about, Austin! Are you kidding me?”

			“Ha, I should’ve known. I can’t believe you.”

			“Austin, what the hell!? You’re going crazy with this! You know I’m a good person; I’ve been there for you through thick and thin, dude. What the fuck are you saying right now?!”

			“How could you do this to me? You disgust me.” That’s all that Austin could say—negativity and accusations. 

			Sandy couldn’t understand what was going on. Instantly tears began streaming down her fresh makeup-less face. Why was her boyfriend doing this to her, what on earth was going through his chaotic mind? The tears kept coming, more and more, faster and faster until she was crying like she used to cry when she cut her knee on the playground. “Austin please stop... I don’t know why you’re doing this or what is going through your head… but please just stop… please Austin… I shouldn’t have to defend myself, you should know me and you should know that I love you. Please Austin… please just stop. I’m done defending myself…” Sandy replies, through gasps of air and a sob-induced stuffy nose.

			“Fuck you.” Click.

			Immediately Sandy runs to her bathroom, slams the door, sits on the floor and begins crying harder than she had ever remembered crying in her life. She couldn’t comprehend the fact that her boyfriend had basically accused her of something terrible, something her motives and intentions could not even remotely fathom. This couldn’t be real, this couldn’t be happening. There she sat sobbing for about an hour after which she finally eased and calmed down a little at a time. With puffy, bloodshot eyes and a heavy shortness of breath, Sandy weakly gets up, goes back into her room, grabs her purse and takes herself to the backyard to sit down. She sits on the ledge, reaches into her purse and pulls out her pipe along with her weed and begins packing the biggest bowl she had packed in quite some time. She needed it. Inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale. After she’s finished smoking, she takes a deep breath and closes her eyes for a little while. Then goes back upstairs and turns on the shower, full heat. As Sandy slips off her clothes and steps in the heat immediately soothes her sorrows and clears her senses. The strong and powerful massage of the water hitting her head was an indescribably aesthetic feeling. There she closed her eyes and began running questions back and forth through her mind. 

			What was going to happen next? Austin was just having a bad morning, right? He would come to his senses and realize the truth… Wouldn’t he? Austin would call soon and apologize… Right…

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Tears

			Tony Hoang Nguyen

			Shades of darkness filled the sky as Sarah listened to the patter of rain drops falling from the sky. Lights flashed from the countless cars rushing to work during the early morning commute. As she rushed across the street, all Sarah heard was the earsplitting wail of a car horn followed by screeching of tires before her mind faded into the realm of darkness…

			Slowly, Sarah’s eyes opened and she found herself within a hospital room. Her eyes were bloodshot red, covered by bandages, and casts covered nearly her entire body. She was in a great deal of pain and she began to cry. As she looked around to find if there was a box of tissues, she realized there was someone on the floor next to her hospital bed. Curious to find out who the young man was, she gathered her remaining strength to reach down and tap him on his shoulder.

			“OH MY GOD SARAH! YOU ARE FINALLY UP. I WAS SO WORRIED ABOUT YOU,” said the young man.

			“What happened to me? Where am I?” responded Sarah.

			The young man paused while he drew a deep breath. “You were crossing the street when a speeding car came straight through and hit you at full force. You rolled onto the top of the car’s hood and went through the windshield. I was walking behind you and narrowly missed being hit myself! You have been unconscious for over a month ever since the accident. 

			Sarah closed her eyes tightly as she tried to remember anything regarding the accident. 

			“I can’t recall anything… By the way, who are you?”

			“Do you really not recognize me…? No memories and of me what so ever?”

			The nurse came into the room right before Sarah could even respond and asked for the young man to leave. 

			“Looks like it’s time for me to go; I’ll tell you later, so for now, just focus on getting better.”

			As he began to exit the door, the doctor walked in with a grave look on his face. “Hello Sarah, I’m afraid I have bad news for you. Your eyes are severely damaged from the accident, and soon you will no longer be able to see. We need to find you a new set of corneas as soon as possible. While we wait for a match, which may take up to a month, please rest and relax yourself.” With that, the doctor took his leave from the room.

			Sarah began to cry. “Why is this happening to me? Who was that guy? Why me? Why me? WHY ME!?”

			Sarah soon fell asleep and once she woke up once more, she went through several rounds of eye exams. The test only proved she needed the cornea even faster than expected. Sarah was released the next day after she had finished all of her exams. The doctor reminded her, “Make sure you control your crying as much as possible throughout this waiting period. If you continue to cry too much, your eyesight will give out on you faster than we can find a donor.” Sarah took everything he said to heart. Knowing her sight was at risk made her more frightened.

			X

			Finally she was free from the hospital. “Finally I am free from this confining hospital.” Even so, she still wondered who that young man was, and who he was to her. She had a sense of trust towards him and she was only getting more and more curious.

			She heard a voice from the distance. “So you are finally out now.” Sarah quickly turned around to see who it was and realized it was the young man on her mind. Now that they were outside, she realized that his face was quite round and that his body was quite defined with his muscular biceps and a complete six pack. 

			“Yeah, I just got out today. Do you want to tell me who you are now?”

			“Hmmm, not really. Not yet anyways, but we can play some guessing games until you remember who I am again if you are down.”

			“I think you should just tell me already and get it all over with.”

			“I can, but where would be the fun in that? I’ll take you out to a really fun place that will help you remember.”

			“Fine, let’s go then.”

			With that being said, they went on their way to McDonalds.

			“Why are we at McDonalds?”

			“This was where we first met. You were here on a date with your ex-boyfriend when we first met.”

			“Hmmm, I do recall dumping that loser here, but how do you come into the picture?”

			“God damn it, I really thought this would do the trick. After you dumped him, I saw you crying and I got you a soft serve to try and cheer you up.”

			“Oh, how sweet of you. I still don’t remember anything through.”

			Sarah felt sad and useless because of her inability to recall who he was to her. She felt the urge to cry, but she was doing everything she could to hold in her sadness. Even so, a tear-drop of blood dripped down from her face.

			“Sarah, are you okay?”

			“Yeah, I’m fine, so don’t mind me.”

			“Alright. By the way, I believe you deserve a reward and you reward is… my name. 

			“Oh yay me…”

			“You’re mean. The name is Jay and I do hope you will remember more about me in due time.”

			Sarah started to smile and blush as she thought more about Jay. He took her to a park for a picnic after they left McDonalds. It was an amazing feeling to be free from the hospital and even more wonderful to be spending it with Jay. Sarah started to think deeply and asked herself, was Jay once someone romantic to her? She wanted to know every bit of detail about their relationship. Even so, she was afraid of the possibility of losing him. When she looked in the mirror earlier on, before leaving the hospital, she realized how hideous she looked with her damaged bloody eye, pale white skin, and pitch black hair. 

			“Hey Jay, by any chance were we something more than friends?”

			“Hmm, are you falling for me now?”

			Sarah began to blush. She tried thinking of a way to respond and hoped with all her might that he didn’t think poorly of her. She wanted to spend more time with him and get to know him even better. He didn’t look like someone who would hurt her since he did everything he could to support her in her time of need. She knew in her gut that she trusted him too much, but she felt like it was meant to be, and that someone so cute and amazing was surely trustworthy. 

			“Well in any case, we were dating for two years, five months, and twenty days, and the place I asked you out is at this very spot.”

			Sarah was smiling with all of her might but didn’t believe that they were at the very place everything started. The surroundings looked familiar, but nothing would pop up into her mind. She looked around and noticed behind her a weird marking on the tree. When she looked closely at it, she realized the markings made out the letters SXJ. It was their initials carved on when they first started to date. 

			“Sarah I know this is hard to believe, but trust me, together we will build your memories, even if they aren’t the original ones. I will help you fall for me all over again and I will continue to be by your side through it all Sarah.”

			Sarah began to cry out tears of joy, but she forgot an important fact about crying: she would damage her corneas at a faster rate. The crying of joy continued, but by the time she had finally stopped, her sight was no more.

			“Hey Jay, why is everything dark? Where are you?”

			“I’m right in front of you. Let me wipe your tears.”

			“I still can’t see you. Oh my god, no, anything but that.”

			“What?”

			That was when they realized that Sarah was no longer able to see; her vision was now gone. Jay called for an ambulance to come and get them. Sarah was crying endlessly now without the fear of losing her sight since it was already too late; she didn’t care anymore. The ambulance came and the doctors talked to Jay. Sarah was sent straight to her old hospital room.

			XX

			The doctors came into Sarah’s room. 

			“Hello again Sarah, I am sorry to hear about your sight, but we have good news for you. We have a possible donor, but we need a little bit more time to test if he is a compatible match for your cornea. This method, though… it is an extremely risky procedure, and your eyes may be forever damaged if anything goes wrong.”

			“Doctor, I just want to hold Jay once more before even considering anything. “

			“Alright, I’ll go get Jay and I’ll notify him of the situation.”

			Once he left the room, all was quiet and empty again. The mental stress and tension began to build as she waited and wondered if everything would be oaky. Jay came into the room and went straight to hold her tightly. 

			“Everything will be fine dear, we have a donor now and you will be able to see again soon. Just give it time and I will see you soon.”

			The nurse came in.

			“Sir, she needs to rest now and the doctor is asking for you again regarding the patient.”

			“I understand.”

			Turning back to Sarah, he gave her a quick peck on the lips.

			“I’ll be waiting for you Sarah.”

			Sarah began to blush bright red the very second their lips touched. The doctor came in once again and told Sarah the match was a 98.8% and that the procedure would begin tomorrow morning. 

			When it was finally morning, Sarah was moved into the operating room. The room had a cold vibe that she couldn’t fully describe. The operating table she laid on was icy cold with plastic covers. She was fully flat on the table; the doctors put a gas mask on her. Her mind started to fade once again into the darkness and it was all familiar to her. 

			Once she woke up, her eyes were covered by tissues and she was in the greatest amounts of fear possible. She knew she was going to find out whether she could see or not. The nurse noticed that she had woke up and called for a doctor to come in. The doctors came in and explained the procedure. 

			“We did the best we could and only time can tell, now. Please rest for now and we will let you know when you will be able to take off the tissues.”

			Sarah, shaking from fear, understood and did the very best to hide it from everyone. She would lie down in bed each day and go on nature walks around the hospital with the nurse. Silently and patiently waiting until it was time to remove the tissue.

			“Two weeks have now gone by and it was finally time to remove the tissue. Are you ready to remove it?” said the Doctor.

			“Yes I am.”

			Everything looked blurry.

			“Doctor, it is dark and I can’t see anything at all.

			Slowly and steadily her sight began to return through her right eye. Her left eye was still pure red from the damaged vesicle.

			“Actually, I can see, but only on my right eye though.

			Behind the doctor was Jay; he was wearing pure black Raybans that covered his eyes fully. Sarah felt an awkward tension from both the doctor and Jay.

			“Jay, why are you wearing those shades indoors?”

			“I just felt like it. And I didn’t want you to see my swollen eyes from crying during these past few weeks.”

			Sarah knew something was off and took off Jay’s shades to find out his right eye was fully bloodshot red like her left one.

			“Why is your eye bloodshot red like that? Did you get hit?”

			“No Hun, it’s nothing at all, so don’t worry. I just cried a lot.”

			“Why are you lying to me? Just tell me the truth, if you were crying to that great of an extent, both of your eyes would be bloodshot red rather than just one…”

			“Sarah, I was the one that donated my eye for you. It had to be done ASAP, and we were only able to save one of your eyes, the left one was already too late to save.”

			Sarah broke down once more into tears because of all he had done for her and how he had been there to support her. 

			“Why do you always do these sweet things for me? What have I ever done to deserve this?”

			“Sarah, it isn’t what you have done, it’s the fact that I know you would have done the exact same thing for me. You once told me in the past that you’re my heart and spirit would endure anything for me. Because of those very words you told me, I fell for you full-heartedly and I knew you felt the exact same way when you said those words. I love you more than I ever have loved anyone, and even now, I still love you to that very level.”

			“Jay I love you too and thank you soooooo much for everything, I am the luckiest person in the world.”

			As they hugged and kissed each other passionately, the doctor felt out of place and left without saying a word. They were now alone holding each other and expressing every bit of love the felt towards one another. They were in their own little world and everything was now set for their future happiness.

			A week passed by and they were fully released from the hospital.

			“So what do we do now?

			“Let’s do anything and everything together and create new memories!”

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Creating Your Own Luck

			Michael Gonzalez

			There are those who claim to have the worst luck in the world, and they attribute to a string of unfortunate events and a seemingly large amount of failures. Although they may be right about their misfortune, no one in the world can claim to be more unlucky then Harold Quick, a man who did not deserve to have so many unfortunate events happen to him in his young life. He had no idea how to be resilient with the situations thrown at him. Being unfortunate was a regular occurrence with Harold, and everyone who knew him realized that their lives were not so bad after all. 

			By the time Harold was in second grade, he still couldn’t write out his name on a piece of paper while other students in his class had already mastered their ABC’s and simple math. He was known as the “big dummy” to all of his classmates. Harold was a rather large boy with big cheeks that every bully loved using as the main topic of all their teasing. Some of these bullies even took it upon themselves to physically abuse him, knowing he was too much of a softy to fight back. His parents, Caroline and Albert Quick, being the caring parents they were, became concerned about his well-being since not only was he pushing toward retardation, he wasn’t making any friends either. Harold’s parents decided that a kind boy like their son did not deserve the hatred given to him at such a young age. This gave his parents enough reason to transfer him to a school for special needs children. There, Harold was the standout in the classroom, but only because he was somewhat slow with learning while the other kids were severely mentally challenged. It was great for his parents to see their son as a standout, but they didn’t realize that Harold was smart enough to know that he was different from other students. He knew being a standout compared to slow children would not change the mind of normal students. 

			Although most of Harold’s younger education period was unsuccessful, his life was brightened when his father taught him the game of baseball. The game was the first simple aspect that came into his life; it was as if he was born to play. The coaches around his little league called him “The Rocket,” because his tall, overweight, and extremely goofy body launched pitches from the mound that were twenty-five miles per hour faster than any other pitcher in the league. If one aspect of life was going well for Harold Quick, it was baseball, even though he suffered plenty of injuries such as black eyes and bruised, broken bones because he was still unlucky. It seemed that every rare baseball situation that could occur all happened to him, such as taking line drives in the face and testicles. Although these obstacles did not feel too good, Harold loved to play baseball and would take any hit for the game.

			Harold spent his time at the school for special needs until he was in the eighth grade. His parents had planned on sending him to a special needs high school, until they were approached by a coach with the idea of him playing for a local private school in his area. Caroline and Albert informed the coach that their son’s learning disability would never allow him to stay academically eligible to play. The coach proposed that he would make sure that Harold passed all of his classes by talking to his teachers and setting him up with the easiest classes. The coach would give him a scholarship to attend the school for free as well, but as a student, not an athlete. His parents knew that high school sports recruitment was illegal under the CIF southern section rules and the school could face serious consequences for breaking the rules. However, they wanted to see their son succeed in the only aspect of life he was great at. If he went to a popular school, he could be drafted into professional baseball and he would at least be successful at something in life. Ironically enough, the high school gave Harold, a student with a learning disability, a scholarship for academic excellence to hide the fact that he was there to pitch. 

			By the time Harold was a sophomore, he was pitching up to ninety miles per hour with his fastball, making him one of the hardest throwing high school players in the country. Shortly after his undefeated sophomore season on the mound, scouts from all the top colleges and Major League teams were looking at Harold. He was picked to go in the first round of the Major League Baseball Draft just after his junior season. This would make him the youngest player to get drafted since Bryce Harper was drafted at the age of sixteen, which made Harold known around the country. He had turned into something his teammates appreciated, even though he was still mentally disabled and unable to stay away from his mother’s cooking. Everyone assumed that he was going to get his happy ending after all and be a Major League pitcher someday. It seemed that he was finally going to be a lucky guy after all, but this was Harold Quick and misfortune was always lurking. 

			Harold’s opening game of his junior season was an important one. Professional scouts were all over the place to see the most amazing prospect in baseball. Harold dominated the game as usual, but never noticed his parents weren’t in the stands at the field. They had never missed one of his games, even if work was an issue, they would both be there somehow. After the game, as Harold walked out to the parking lot, he noticed a policeman walking towards him. When the policeman finally reached him, he broke the news to Harold that would negatively affect him even more than the other unlucky events that had happened in his life. His parents had been hit by a drunk driver at eighty miles per hour on their way to the game and were killed. This devastated Harold in many ways and brought him to rock bottom. 

			Harold’s life had changed so quickly and before he knew it, he was just another orphan in a group home. The pain Harold felt was not easy to cope with. During his time off from baseball to get over the death of his parents, Harold’s catcher on his baseball team introduced him to marijuana. The catcher told him that weed was the perfect medicine for Harold’s horrible stress that he did not deserve. Being cured from this nightmare was the only comment Harold needed to be convinced that he wanted this drug. The guys on his team had always told him to try it before and now he finally budged. Toward the end of his junior year he had fallen in love with this drug, and it helped him with his stress. So much, that one day at school he was making a deal with a teammate and they were both caught in the action. This lead to Harold being kicked out of school and off the baseball team as well. Now Harold wasn’t just getting unlucky, but he was creating his own bad luck.

			Halfway through Harold’s senior year he turned eighteen and was able to make his own decisions and leave the group home. He decided that he didn’t want to attend school anymore, so he made the decision to drop out. With the inheritance he got from his parents, he moved into an apartment and continued to buy weed until it was no longer powerful enough to cope with the pain he was constantly feeling. Harold began giving other drugs a try and finally cocaine became his poison of choice. The feeling the drug gave him seemed to be just what he needed. Cocaine gave him an instant boost effect for a matter of minutes and then made him crash even harder to sleep so he didn’t have to think about the problems life constantly threw at him.

			With all of Harold’s inheritance going down the drain because of his constant need for cocaine, he decided to begin pitching again in order to keep supplying himself with the poison. He set to try out for a single-a team at the age of nineteen, but not because of the love he had for the game itself. That no longer existed in his mind, but for money to buy more drugs. Although most teams knew about his addiction from his scouting report, eventually the Oakland Athletics decided they could use his ninety-mile an hour fastball and agreed to sign him once he passed a drug test. Harold knew he had to wait from around a week to a whole month for the drug to flush out of his system. After just a week he couldn’t stand the feeling of not having the drug anymore, so he decided to take the test. He hoped that he would pass the test in order to make money to buy more drugs; he was scared to get unlucky again by coming up dirty. That would have been the worst result possible because he was in need of serious help, but Harold came clean and was signed later that day. He needed to be put in rehab getting help for his addiction, not on the field where all he could do is hurt a team. Needing him to perform, the Athletics decided to get him right into action. He started his career very slowly without having much success. The first ten games into the season, he had only a five hundred record. Harold had gotten into habit of using cocaine before he pitched games, which gave him three innings of greatness and then once he fell off a cliff, the game would get ugly. Without the drug he would be dominated the professional level, but reaching the top wasn’t anywhere near his mind.

			Cocaine had turned Harold into something that his parents would have never wanted. He went from being a boy who lived to play baseball to a cocaine addict who could care less about the game. Making four hundred dollars a month pitching for a mediocre professional baseball team was enough to keep Harold in touch with his addiction.

			About three months into Harold’s rookie season, he made his 11th start once again heavily drugged up. In just the third inning, Harold had zero energy to continue and passed out near the mound. He was rushed to the hospital where the Athletics would find out that one of their best prospects was still addicted to drugs. Harold had passed out due to lack of hydration from the use of cocaine. He left the hospital the next morning and headed home. When he got to his apartment, he received text messages that the Athletics were going to release him. Harold was only fazed by the fact that he would no longer be able to make money to pay for cocaine. The fact that he wasn’t able to play baseball never struck him in that moment. 

			Stressed out, Harold began to dig into his last batch of cocaine. He laid spread out on his couch feeling more useless than ever. There was nothing going on in Harold’s head for three hours until suddenly sirens began to ring Harold’s ear. Harold immediately jumped up with pure shock making his heartbeat like a drum. Out of fear, he grabbed his bag of cocaine and proceeded to use every bit of it so the police would find no evidence. When he finished he ran to the window and peeked through the blinds to find no one outside. He looked over at the television to find the show Cops playing. Harold realized that he had gotten so high after snorting a whole bag of cocaine that he thought he was going to be arrested by cops that didn’t exist. The large amount of cocaine began to kick in and made Harold flop on the couch. With his head spinning, Harold began to reflect on memories of his parents and the sacrifices they made for him. His addiction finally led him to where he learned he could finally think about his parents again. Up to this point, Harold thought nothing other than that it was his fault his parents died because he was cursed with being unlucky. The fact was that his parents cared about him enough and wanted him to be successful in the one aspect of life he was great at. His addiction to cope with the pain had sent him skyrocketing out of the game. Harold realized more as the high wore off that it would be a shame to his parent’s memory to not play the game and reach the highest level. The time had finally come for him to move on with his life the way he was meant to. 

			The next morning Harold woke up ready to go for a day of running and lifting weights, even though he was no longer a member of the Oakland Athletics. The drugs were no longer on his mind due to his spiritual awakening, which was powerful enough to cure his addiction. Harold had a lot to prove now since his reputation was close to ruined and body was out of shape. This did not stop Harold’s new drive to reach the dreams he and his parents wanted. As he began to run, he realized that the only way to get lucky in his life was to create his own luck. There was no way now that he wouldn’t change and become more successful in the game of baseball. Whether his legacy would end up as a major leaguer or a coach, he would make his mark on the game through his unfortunate life experiences. 
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