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The Writers’ Slate, published by The Writing Conference, Inc., features some of our 

nation’s top quality writing by students, kindergarten through 12
th
 grade.  The national 

journal is published three times a year, including one issue filled with award-winning 

prose and poetry.  The publication is available online. 

 

The editor of The Writers’ Slate invites original, creative and expository writing by 

students in kindergarten through 12
th
 grade.  The editor also invites submissions of book 

reviews of children’s or young adult literature written by students.  Educators are also 

encouraged to submit article ideas for feature article consideration. 

 

The deadline for the fall issue each year is June 15.  The deadline for the spring issue is 

December 15.   

 

Send submissions to the following: 

 

Kristen Worthington, Editor 

The Writers’ Slate 

Submit electronically:  kristenworthington@writingconference.com 

 

Submissions, including electronic submissions, should clearly indicate the writer’s 

name, school, grade level, and home address.  The teacher’s name should be 

included if appropriate.  Due to the number of submissions and mailing costs involved, 

the editor will only respond to a student author’s submission if a self-addressed stamped 

envelope is included.  Submissions will not be returned.   

 

The editor reserves the right to edit manuscripts for clarity, style, and according to space 

limitations.  

 

This program is presented in part by the Kansas Arts Commission, a state agency, and the 

National Endowment for the Arts, a federal agency. 

 

John H. Bushman 

Director, The Writing Conference, Inc. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

From the Director: 
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 It is, indeed, a pleasure to present this special issue of The Writers’ Slate because it 

contains the winning entries of those young people who entered the 2009-2010 writing contest. 

This is one way that teachers can support writing in the schools by encouraging students to enter 

contests. We at The Writing Conference, Inc., hope that we can contribute to that effort by 

publishing the winning entries. 

 

 These winners were chosen from a total of 493 entries -- 64 elementary school students, 

247 junior high/middle school students, and 182 high school students. The elementary school 

entries included the following categories: 23 poetry, 18 narration, and 23 exposition; at the 

middle level we had 107 in poetry, 79 in narration and 61 in exposition; at the high school level 

we had 99 in poetry, 36 in narration, and 47 in exposition. We had entries from across the United 

States. 

 

 The Writing Conference, Inc. is very proud of those students who write and of those 

teachers who encourage their students to write. 

 

 Congratulations to the winners and to all who entered. May you continue to have success 

in writing! 

 

 We also want to thank the judges who gave of their time and talent to assess these entries: 

Judy Bakalar, Mission Valley Middle School, Shawnee Mission, Kansas; Jon Franklin, Pittsburg 

State University, Pittsburg, Kansas; Megan Gearhart, Overland Park, Kansas; Becky Hart, 

Tomahawk Elementary, Shawnee Mission, Kansas; April Hawkins, Wheatridge Middle School, 

Gardner, Kansas; Ben Huebsch, Lexington Trail Middle School, DeSoto, Kansas; Heather 

Reilly, Ruskin High School, Kansas City, Missouri; Bob Sailer, Eudora Middle School, Kansas; 

Sheryl Scales, Lawrence, Kansas; and Kristen Worthington, Johnson County Community 

College, Olathe, Kansas. 

 

Partial support for this publication comes from the Kansas Arts Commission, a state 

agency, and the National Endowment for the Arts, a Federal Agency. 

 

       John H Bushman  
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Young Readers, Ancient Literature:  How Myth and Legends 

are Incorporated into Modern Young Adult Literature 

 

Andrew Fortier 

      

A light shines over the head of the protagonist. A divine father claims him in front of 

others, as his son. A mortal woman falls in love with an immortal God.  A boy is protected by his 

mother. A shield is cast all over his body leaving only one significant spot as his mark. 

     Do these sound familiar? If you were to say they were 

stories from Percy Jackson, Twilight and Harry Potter, you 

would be close. If you were to say they are the stories of Jesus 

Christ, the numerous mortals who loved the Greek Gods and 

Achilles, you would be close as well. The fact is that each 

telling of these stories carry close similarities; archetypes that 

are shared in the storytelling from generation to generation. 

And whether the authors know it or not, these three young 

adult books contain archetypes shared in myths, religions and 

folk tales throughout the ages.  

     The addition of archetypes to these works aid in 

enhancing the understanding of the stories being told as well as 

the usefulness of the works. Because these archetypes are locked so deeply in our subconscious, 

a young reader can make an immediate attachment with those works that contain them. At the 

same time, the myths and tales can reveal to young readers an entire world of stories they did not 

know existed, once they are able to make the connection. 

 

To Each Its Own 

Percy Jackson, Harry Potter and Twilight all incorporate archetypes into their individual 

story telling. Some are well known and others are not; but they all have the same ability to make 

the story all the more relatable and enjoyable for the reader.  In Percy Jackson, Percy is attacked 

by a group of Ares’ children while standing in a river. He is able to defeat them as a crowd of 

�� 
…each telling of 

these stories carry 

close similarities; 

archetypes that are 

shared in the 

storytelling from 

generation to 

generation. 
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campers looks on. After the small battle a trident appears over Percy’s head and all the campers 

know - Poseidon the sea God has claimed Percy as his son (Riordan 124-126).  

      This story mirrors the writings of Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptist as written in the 

Gospel of Matthew. The Gospel states that “After Jesus was baptized, he came up from the water 

and behold, the heavens were opened” (Matthew 3:16). Just as was the case of Percy in the river, 

Jesus was shown to be the son of God as “A voice came from the heavens, saying, ‘This is my 

beloved Son’” (Matthew 3:17). The use of this Biblical story in Percy Jackson shows the reader 

exactly how important Percy is. Not only is he the son of a God; he will go through trials, he will 

suffer on his journey and most importantly will be a savior. By mimicking the story of Jesus’ 

baptism this information is not just told, it is revealed through the reader’s already embedded 

understanding of the tale. 

     In Harry Potter, we see the use of yet another ancient story. 

When Harry is young he is protected from certain death by his 

mother. Her concern for her son’s well being, her love for him, casts 

around Harry a shield of protection. All that is left is a scar on his 

forehead, a distinguishing mark that everyone can recognize, along 

with the protection that is left “in [Harry‘s] very skin” (Rowling 

299).  The Greek hero Achilles has much the same story. When he 

is young his mother dips him in the river Styx out of concern for his 

well being. She worries that he is only half God, so she dips all but 

his heal in the river to put a protective shield over his entire body 

(Leeming 3). The uncovered heal leaves him with a mark, a spot of vulnerability to go along 

with the protection his mother has given to him. 

     That a mother loves her children and cares about their well being is obvious to anyone. 

With the stories of Achilles and Harry Potter this concern is taken to the extreme. In the end of 

the first Potter book, Harry is told by Dumbledore that it the shield of love his mother cast over 

him that protects him from Voldermort (Rowling 299). The idea can be seen in the Achilles 

myth, as this act too will protect the young Achilles from his future enemies (Leeming 3). With 

these stories, we are not just told that the mother loves her son, we are shown what lengths the 

mother will go to protect her child. When it comes to the use of myths it is more than being told, 

it is being shown that matters and resonates with the reader. 

�� 

 

�� 
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     And in Twilight, we are shown just how much myths and legends can be used to get a 

point across. The story of Bella and Edward mimics those tales of the mortal who falls for a God, 

as well as the person who serves and worships their God. First there is the idea of a mortal who 

falls for a God in the myth of Persephone and Hades.  In story of Persephone, Persephone is 

abducted by Hades and brought to the underworld to be his bride. Many object to her being 

brought there - including other Gods and her mother. Eventually Persephone is released from the 

Underworld, but not before Hades tricks her into eating a forbidden fruit, forcing her to have to 

return to him for a period of four months every year (Switzer 74-77).  Edward plays both the role 

of God and forbidden fruit for Bella in Twilight. Even the beginning of Twilight gives us this 

idea with the introduction containing an excerpt from Genesis 2:17, the story of Eve eating the 

apple of knowledge. The apple that Eve was forbidden to eat, and in 

its forbidden nature it was made all the more tantalizing.   

      Edward tells Bella multiple times that the two should not be 

together, turning himself into that forbidden fruit Eve so wanted to 

taste. Even after telling Bella they should not be together he still goes 

about “stealing” (Meyer 87) her from her friends. Edward takes on 

both the role of Hades, as he steals and in a way tricks the innocent 

Bella. At the same time Edwards fits into the role of the loving, 

worshiped God.  By the end of the book, Bella cannot live without 

Edward. Edward is by far the most important person in her life when 

she tells him, “I love you more than anything else in the world 

combined” (Meyers 498). Without Edward, Bella would most certainly not be alive and now she 

cannot live without him. The greatest commandment, according to the Gospel of Matthew is to 

“love the Lord, your God, with all your heart” (Matthew 22:37). And in Twilight, Bella does love 

her God Edward in all of his immortality and divine nature. The story tells the reader through its 

use of myths and archetypes that reliance upon God is important. And while a reader may not 

agree with the message, they cannot deny that it is still present and has been effectively told.  

 

It’s What They Share That Make Them Better 

     As each book has individual archetypes, they all also have shared archetypes, overarching 

themes that can be seen in two or more of the three novels. And although the stories may be told 

�� 

 

�� 
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in different ways the underlying meaning is still the same. In Harry Potter and Percy Jackson, 

the story of a weapon that the protagonist alone can use is present. For Harry it is his magic 

wand, and for Percy it is his sword. The idea of the weapon that only the protagonist can use is 

seen in the story of the great hero and legend King Arthur. Arthur is the only person who can 

yield the powerful sword Excalibur, making him the king of Britain (Leeming 229). By 

incorporating in the story of a weapon that only the protagonist can use the reader is shown that 

Percy and Harry are both true heroes, just like the legend of King Arthur. 

     It is during a time of great chaos in Britain that Arthur pulls Excalibur from the stone, 

thereby naming him king (Leeming 229). Just as with King Arthur, Percy and Harry receive their 

weapons during a time of great chaos. With the weapon in hand the 

two young heroes are now seen as the people who will bring their 

worlds into order, just as Arthur did in becoming king and uniting 

Britain through the power of Excalibur. However, having the 

weapon alone is not always enough, every hero also needs a 

teacher.  

     In the stories of Harry Potter, Percy Jackson, and King 

Arthur, the main characters have a teacher, someone who helps 

them navigate the pitfalls of their trials and tribulations. For Harry it 

is Dumbledore. Dumbledore plays much the same role as Merlin in 

the Arthurian myths. As Merlin is the guide, sage and trusted 

teacher to Arthur (Leeming 257), Dumbledore plays the same role for Harry Potter. In Percy 

Jackson, Chiron plays to role of teacher. Chiron fits the role of himself as he is seen throughout 

Greek Mythology. Chiron was always the Centaur teacher, helping heroes like Jason in their 

studies and development into adults (Lemming 215).  

     In the case of Twilight, Bella’s teacher and guide becomes Edward. Edward is already a 

God to Bella, so it would make sense for him to take on the teacher role as well. Just as Jesus 

Christ “began to teach” (Matthew 5:2) his disciples, Edward teaches his very own disciple in the 

form of Bella. The incorporation of the teacher archetype into these books shows the reader that 

even heroes like Harry, Percy and Bella need help from someone from time to time. Sometimes 

though, even the best help cannot help a hero overcome their parental issues. 

�� 

 

�� 
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      In all three stories, we see the attachment to and separation from the mother. In Harry 

Potter and Percy Jackson the mother is forcefully separated from the son. The son is lost without 

her, and looks only to get to a point where he can once again be attached and feel her love. Percy 

starts on his quest hoping that he may again find his mother, and Harry longs to again find the 

love he once received from his mother.  

    Attachment to the mother is nothing new. Neither is the idea of being separated from the 

mother and needing to once again find her. In the story of Oedipus Rex, Oedipus is separated 

from his mother, he does not find her again until he unknowingly kills his own father and then 

marries his mother (Switzer 126-133). Without the successful separation from the mother a 

character cannot ever fully develop. Harry is not ready to undertake his true destiny until he has 

learned that his mother loved him and gave her life for him. Percy is not done with his quest until 

he once again meets with his mother and saves her from the underworld. And while neither 

suffers the same fate as Oedipus, if they do not positively reconnect with their mothers then their 

quest, just like Oedipus’ life, may never succeed.   

     Bella is also separated from her mother, but unlike Harry and Percy who have no choice 

in the matter Bella does. Bella is not forcefully separated from her mother, instead Bella is the 

one who chooses to initiate the separation. In Twilight it is not Bella who grieves from the loss of 

her mother, but her mother who grieves from the loss of her daughter. In the story of Persephone, 

her mother Demeter grieves for the time that Persephone is with Hades.  

     For four months out of the year Demeter, whose spirit keeps all plant life alive, grieves 

and allows all plants on earth to die. Once she gets her daughter back the plants on earth again 

grow as Demeter’s grief diminishes (Switzer 74-77). The same scenario can be seen in Twilight, 

as Bella’s mother is worried and upset that Bella goes to Washington for school. Bella must send 

e-mails of comfort and try to subside her mother’s grief. Bella’s need to comfort her mother’s 

grief puts her in the scenario of almost getting killed.   

      Considering Harry Potter and Percy Jackson, the separation from the mother shows that 

the main characters still need to develop. It shows that the two heroes still need to overcome 

obstacles to become fully developed people. In Twilight, the attachment is shown to be a 

stumbling block that Bella needs to overcome. In all three the separation from mother shows the 

connection that a child has towards their mother and how important that connection is.  
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      Just as the attachment to the mother holds power over individuals, so does the power 

behind names. In Harry Potter and Percy Jackson the characters fear saying the names of the 

story’s main antagonist - Voldermort and Kronos Respectively. The idea of names carrying 

power can be found in many folktales, like that of Rumpelstiltskin. Rumpelstiltskin aids a 

miller’s daughter to spin gold for a king on three separate occasions, each time asking for a gift 

in return for his services. On the third occasion, the daughter has nothing to give him so she 

promises him her first daughter if she is to become queen. As the story goes, the daughters 

becomes a queen and must give Rumpelstiltskin her daughter.  

      To get the daughter back, Rumpelstiltskin tells her she must guess his name within three 

days, she is able to do so and gets her daughter back (Grimm). Names are an easy way to gain 

control over people in folk tales like this. The same is true in Harry Potter where the mention of 

the name Voldermort sends terror through the characters of the book Dumbledore expresses the 

power behind names when he says: “Call him Voldermort, 

Harry. Always use the proper name for things. Fear of a 

name increases fear of the thing itself” (Rowling 298). In 

Percy Jackson Zeus takes a less noble approach and 

forbids uttering the name Kronos at all.  

      This fear of names can be seen in the urban legends 

of Bloody Mary and Candyman. The legends go that 

if you say the names a certain amount of time, the 

ghosts of Candyman and Bloody Mary will appear to you 

(Emery). In this situation, like in that of Harry Potter and Percy Jackson, the mere utterance of 

the name is power in itself. The characters refer to Voldermont as the-one-who-must-not-be-

named and do not refer to Kronos at all. It is as though saying his name will make him appear, 

like in the urban legend. 

      In Twilight we see quite the opposite effect taken in reference to a name. Edward is never 

flat out called a Vampire. When Bella does make a reference to him about vampires, and him 

perhaps being one she finds herself “whispering” and unable to “look at [Edward’s] face” 

(Meyer 183). It is as though Bella finds it almost inappropriate in calling Edward a vampire, 

even though he is one and she knows it. The inappropriate use of name can be seen in the Second 

Commandment which states: “You shall not take the name of the LORD, your God, in vain” 

�� 
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(Exodus 20:7). Since Edward is acting as a God figure for Bella, it would make sense that she 

does not call him by his true name - Vampire. It is as if the term holds power over her, and 

saying it would be a sin. 

      By looking at how names are used in these books, the reader can see the power that they 

have. For Voldermort and Kronos it shows their evil and how much power that evil has over 

characters in the book. For Edward, the lack of stating his true name shows the power and 

importance he holds over Bella. There is a lot to a name, they are not just arbitrary tags put onto 

people, places and things; by seeing how they are used myth and legend a reader can see the true 

importance and power that names truly have. 

      That these myths, archetypes and legends do not just appear in individual stories shows 

their true power. That they stretch over three books with different settings, characters and stories 

goes to show just how immersive they are in the writing and storytelling, not just hundreds of 

years ago, but today as well. 

 

The Exciting Possibilities 

      It was the late Joseph Campbell in the prologue to his book The Hero With a Thousand 

Faces who stated: “Throughout the inhabited world, in all times and under every circumstance, 

myths of man have flourished” (1). It should be no surprise then that myths also appear in Young 

Adult literature. The question is not so much why they are present, but what their purpose is. 

      There are two foreseeable reasons. The first is that their inclusion make the stories that 

much more understandable to a reader. Archetypes are deeply rooted in our subconscious, so the 

use of them in any form of writing will help the reader grasp a greater understanding of the work. 

Perhaps this is why books like Twilight and Harry Potter and Percy Jackson are so popular, 

because of how they each pull and tug at the subconscious of the reader. These books take tales 

that have been around for millennium, tales and legends that teach morals and give insight to the 

human condition, and spinning them in a new and exciting way.  

      These stories not only incorporate ancient myths, but aid in their evolution and ability to 

be further transferred over the years. Perhaps one day stories will not be told of the invulnerable 

warrior Achilles, but of the untouchable Harry Potter. This though, is not the most exciting 

prospect for the incorporation of myths into Young Adult Literature. 
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      Perhaps the most exciting possibility from the inclusion of archetypes in young adult 

literature is the possibility of extended learning and reading. A young reader who identifies the 

use of myths in Young Adult literature can go off and explore an entire world of literature. 

Stories like Beowulf, The Iliad, The Odyssey and Paradise Lost are all open to a reader who 

wants to learn more about myths, legends and ancient folktales.  

      Any reader who shows an interest in the numerous archetypes that can be found in Harry 

Potter, Percy Jackson, Twilight and numerous other pieces of Young Adult Literature, can find 

ever more information in other pieces of world writing. The myths in these pieces of writing are 

only jumping off points for the reader who wants to learn more. There is an entire world of 

myths out there for the reader who is interested in learning more, and when it comes to a Young 

Adult having a desire to read more, everyone should be excited.  

       Myths are everywhere; traveling through the very fabric of our civilization. What has 

been written here is only a small cross section of the thousands of available myths, archetypes 

and legends. And with any hope, these different books and their own myths can be a stepping 

stone for further learning. 
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Poetry 

 

The Writing Conference, Inc. Annual Writing Contest Winners 

 
Codi Pierce 
First Place Elementary School Division 

 
Bellevue, Nebraska 

Courage  
is a vet  
coming out  
from a successful surgery,  
a firefighter 
exiting a burning house 
with an unconscious girl in his arms, 
a K-9 dog  
panting after searching 
for a lost victim of a hurricane, 
a soldier 
coming home  
from the war with one arm 
and a smile on his face 
as he announces his return, 
the neighborhood paperboy 
climbing a tree to rescue 
a customers’ kitten,  
a teacher 
never giving up 
hope that a child will succeed, 
a mom 
leaving her child 
on their first day of school, 
Courage. 
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Brianna Hoffman 
Second Place Elementary School Division 

 
Wamego, Kansas 

 

Courage is being the man of the house at the age of nine, 

Working all through school to make sure his family is fine. 

 

How hard it would be growing up without a dad, 

Then having polio as a young lad. 

 

It must be so hard to do, 

Not being able to walk day after day, but not letting it stop you. 

 

Courage is going back to school at the age of seventy-three, 

Playing ball and other things with me. 

 

Not a day goes by he doesn’t feel pain, 

But even then he doesn’t complain. 

 

He helped his mom who couldn’t walk, 

To everybody he likes to talk. 

 

He always wants to do what is right, 

He is appreciative and very polite. 

 

He always shows interest in my day, 

Talking to God leads his way. 

 

Who could this wonderful person be? 

It is my courageous Grandpa you see! 
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Caelum Lefevers 
Third Place Elementary School Division 

 
Bellevue, Nebraska 

 

Courage means that: 

 

A person stays Cool in the face of danger, 

A person does Outrageous tasks, 

A person does not go Unwillingly, 

A person is Remembered, 

A person is Amazing, 

GREAT 

ENSPIRING 

 

 

And this would make a person a hero! 
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Sabiya Nashurdeen 
First Place Middle School Division 

 
South Ozone Park, New York 

 
 

Walk the PathWalk the PathWalk the PathWalk the Path    
Silence. 

 

Words need not describe 

the feeling 

being felt 

as the wind and leaves whisper 

the tale 

to the crisp, chilly morning air. 

 

A tale of 

destruction and despair 

fear, pain, death. 

A tale of courage. 

 

She sat alone among 

the charred remains 

of destroyed buildings 

and dead bodies covered 

in blood and dirt. 

Sat alone 

in a village ruined, 

broken 

by cold, hard soldiers 

marching 

with their guns 

bombs, grenades, and 

tanks 

off to kill the enemy – 

Innocent men 

Innocent women 

Innocent children 

all defenseless. 

The child's sobs 

of pain and loss 

like daggers ripping through 

Soft flesh 

 

Drifted through the night 
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Once filled with joy, laughter 

and happiness. 

 

 

Left with nothing, she stood 

to finally face reality 

and began to walk 

with Hope by her side 

toward something better. 

Now she walks 

several inches taller 

on a path of courage and anticipation 

not at peace but with resolve. 

A vague recollection 

Of wise words echo in her mind – 

"The courageous, my child, are able to move 

despite their fear, 

despite their losses, 

and find the will to dream 

even after they've lost it." 

 

Her grandfather's. 

She walks on. 

 

A melancholy feeling. 
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Victoria Roberts 
Second Place Middle School Division 

 
Bowie, Maryland 

 
Courage 

(For all those people who have ever written an essay, moved to a new place, learned 

something new, or find spiders just a little bit creepy.  You know who you are.) 

 

 

Courage is 

Crossing the monkey bars for the first time 

Learning to ride a bike 

Or sitting patiently in the dentist’s chair while he blissfully 

Attacks your tooth with a drill, and meanwhile your tongue feels like 

A slab of steak because of the numbing injection 

 

Courage is 

Saying “hi” to the new kid 

Being the new kid 

Or riding too fast around a turn on your bike and crashing, 

Getting tossed over the handlebars, 

Then standing up and riding on, because you were wearing a helmet 

 

Courage is 

Spelling “hippopotomonstrosesquipedailiophobia” in front of the whole school 

Going on your first date 

Or getting your tetanus shots, and the doctor says in repetition, 

“It’ll only hurt a little bit,” 

But you know that it’s going to hurt 

 

Courage is 

Riding your first roller coaster 

Getting over your first date 

Or going to the family reunion with all those extended relatives 

Who seem to know you, 

But you just can’t recall their names 

 

Courage is 

Giving an oral report 

Flying in a plane even though you don’t like heights 

Or walking past your neighbor’s house 

Every day to get to the bus stop 

Even though they have an enormous, black dog in their yard with many teeth 

 

Courage is 
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Going camping for the first time 

Falling asleep there even though you’re not-really-afraid of the dark 

Or moving out of your house, or your state, 

Maybe even the country, and it seems like 

You’re leaving everyone and everything behind 

 

Courage is 

Fitting in after the move 

Apologizing after a fight with your best friend 

Or catching the spider in your brother’s room, 

Even though you’re terrified of spiders,  

But you do it anyway because he is, too 

 

Courage is also  

Running into the inferno to save the little girl 

Dashing across the line of fire on foreign terrain 

Or answering some other call of duty that may be dangerous or horrifying, 

But you know there aren’t many willing people around,  

And someone has to do it 

 

But there’s another brand of Courage 

When climbing on the school bus for the first time 

Learning to swim in the ocean 

Or performing your solo in front of a billion people. 

Courage that is carried out every day, 

But doesn’t make the front page 
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Jack Corrigan 
Third Place Middle School Division 

 
Glen Ellyn, Illinois 

 

 

Knight in Shining Armor 

 

What is a hero, in this modern day and age? 

But a figment of our own craze. 

Where are you, 

O’Knight in shining armor? 

Come rescue us from this cruel, unforgiving world. 

 

Consistency, our master, our own madness it’s whip 

We are cows, livestock, herded by our own fear, 

Living our lives in pens of our countries. 

Borders our fences, holding us in 

Come save us O’Knight in shining armor. 

 

Heroes, our sanity, 

We wait, patient for the day, 

The day we will be rescued, 

To leave, 

To live, 

To love, 

The land of doves and gumdrops, 

Where dogs and cats live in harmony, 

Peace, 

Salvation, 

Sanity, 

Come rescue us, 

O’Knight in shining armor. 

 

To venture back into oblivion, 

For from oblivion we came, 

Like ants to food, 

A baby to her mother, 

A sailor to the sea, 

Curiosity our urge, 

To explore, 

Out of the steady hum of everyday life, 

Deliver us O’Knight in shining armor. 

 

Courage our savior, 
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Courage our hope, 

What is to be of our world? 

Without courage we are nothing, 

A pile of ashes without life, 

We have found you, 

O’Knight in shining armor, 

You are courage. 
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Brooke Smith 
First Place High School Division 

 
Columbia, Missouri 

Every night 

bright red blood  

runs down my forearm  

and onto the white tiled floor. 

The water flows from the faucet 

so no one can hear 

my sounds of  agony.  

Each scar, each cut, each wound 

is a different meaning 

that only I can decode.  

Tonight, 

as I hold the purple razor 

in the palms of my hands 

something comes over me. 

Cutting has always been my enemy  

but, here at this moment,  

my heart burns  

telling me to stop this rubbish.  

My hand comes down to my flesh 

cutting a tiny sliver 

letting my skin open 

to the demon that play.  

As the blood runs out 

I feel perplexed to keep going 

though at the same time 

I honestLy don’t want to.  

Everything inside me freezes.  

One look at the sharp serpent  

made me turn and throw it 

onto the ground. 

Tears welled up inside my eyes 

making my vision blur.  

It was indeed a step to stop 

and yet it caused so much pain. 

I walk away and head to my room, 

without glancing back. 
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Caroline Adams 
Second Place High School Division 

 
Englewood, Colorado 

 

 
Letter of the Abandoned 

 

Dear night, 

 

Your shoulders have become 

heavy enough 

stars as a stream 

twisting 

down your spine— 

 

I have become 

quite fatigued by your early 

winter’s glaze. 

 

In my mind 

I see once more 

the breath’s winding climb 

from the hungry mouth of 

my inflamed home. 

 

The white flecks— 

dandruff of an atmospheric scalp 

fizzle on the frozen pavement 

before my bare feet— 

 

and now— 

the shelter, with a raspy wool blanket 

tagged around my purpling fingers, 

I set myself near the foreign eyes, 

families who are not my own. 

 

Dearest night, 

 

Set my path 

in the steps of valor; 

while these twelve hours 

dwindle through the concave arcs of my joints, 

give me the faintest of lights 

to lead me into dawn. 
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Jayce Higgins 
Third Place High School Division 

 
Columbia, Missouri 

 

Pink Ribbons 

 

A silent assassin resides inside 

They do not know it’s there 

Then one day it was revealed 

By an emergency trip to that fateful place 

When they find out what was hidden 

They think to themselves 

“How could this happen?” 

They tell their family that it will be fine 

But on the inside their hearts cry in pain 

But there’s no time to be scared or cry 

Because they have found the courage to fight 
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Exposition 

 

The Writing Conference, Inc. Annual Writing Contest Winners 

 

Cassandra Griffin 
First Place Elementary School Division 

 
Bellevue, Nebraska 

 
Courage is a complexity of the human race. You can earn it, or 

you can shy away from anything that tests your bravery for fear you 
might get hurt. Courage cannot only be used in the sense of a knight 
fighting a dragon, or a prince saving a damsel in distress. Courage 
can be used when facing and fighting against what you think is wrong 
or staying strong when someone you loved has passed away.  

The truly brave people are those who truly care about the 
decisions they make and show reason for being courageous in the 
first place. It is not just someone who isn’t afraid of hairy spiders. The 
truth is most people would run away from a real shot at bravery. 

I think too many people believe they are the most courageous 
in the world and they boast about their unearned bravery. Those who 
think they are courageous are probably the biggest cowards of all, 
hiding behind their huge ego for protection.  

Two people that come to mind when thinking of courage are 
Harriet Tubman and Abraham Lincoln. Harriet Tubman was facing 
truly horrific punishments if she was caught trying to fight against 
what is wrong. Abraham Lincoln was hated by many prejudiced and 
racist people. Even so, he did the right thing. He didn’t care what 
others thought, and abolished slavery anyway. These people are 
examples of truly courageous people. Society would be a truly terrible 
place if they had never shown the courage they did. 

Those who are vain and cowardly in their attempts to seem 
truly brave would pale in comparison to the truly brave people. As 
funny as it sounds, if they faced their problems, they would most 
likely be running away screaming their heads off. 

Courage is not a tiny little accomplishment to make one feel 
better about one’s self. It’s a major difference in a person’s life, 
because once you have that courage, you’ll never lose it. 
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Emma Riggs 
Second Place Elementary School Division 

 
Huntingdon Valley, Pennsylvania 

 

Ruby Bridges was born September 8, 1954. Ruby Bridges was an African American girl.  

In the early 1960s she was forced to go to an all white school.  Her dad didn’t think it was 

a good idea. He lost his job because his boss didn’t think he should have a worker whose 

child was going to an all white school.  Her mom thought it was a good idea for her to 

attend an all-white school so that she would have a better life when she grew up.   

 

 

U.S. Marshalls guided her into the school on the very first day.  Ruby and her mom spent 

the whole day in the office on the first day of school.  Many people dragged their children 

out  of the classroom because they didn’t want them going to school with a black girl.  

Ruby Bridges was the only black child in her class and the only one on that floor for the 

rest of the year.  Her teacher liked and respected Ruby.          

 

Ruby Bridges showed courage in many ways; here’s why I think she is courageous! 

 

When people were threatening Ruby she just kept walking. This makes Ruby courageous 

because she believed she should have the same rights as white students. She also was not 

afraid of her white teacher. 

This also showed Ruby’s courage by trusting that her teacher would treat her like any 

other student.  Finally, she still stayed in school even though lots of parents dragged their 

kids out of school. Ruby didn’t give up on school, she kept herself focused. 

 

Ruby Bridges was an amazing person who helped black and white people work together 

and respect each other. This proves that courage can be found in people of all shapes and 

sizes. 
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Levi Lariviere 
Third Place Elementary School Division 

 
Bellevue, Nebraska 

 

Courage 

 

  I think courage can be many things. It doesn’t have to be being a firefighter, or a 

cop. It can be just doing what is right. 

But, when I think of courage I think of men and woman in the military. 

It takes true courage to go overseas and fight for your country, especially, if you 

have a family to leave behind. When soldiers go overseas they know that they might die, 

but they go anyway. They put their life in danger to fight for our freedom.  

I respect all the war veterans because many of them are hurt permanently. Even if 

it doesn’t show on the outside, they probably have bad memories. They helped our 

country get the rights and freedom we have today. 

I think the men and woman in the military today should be respected just as much. 

They didn’t help us get our rights, but they help us keep them. Many people today are 

joining the military at a young age. That is real courage to be so young and sign yourself 

up. 

My dad was in the military for 20 years. I am 10 and he was gone half my life. He 

was one of the first people to go overseas after 9/11. He helped make a plan to catch an 

Iraqi terrorist. He retired last November and got a new job. Now he helps in planning 

what our country will do in other countries.  

My oldest brother Zack may be in the Marines or the Air Force when he gets out 

of college. My brother said he’s probably going to be in the military no matter what. 

As I said, I think courage can be many things but that’s what I think of when I 

think of courage.     
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Taskeen Khan 
First Place Middle School Division 

 
Glen Ellyn, Illinois 

 

Courage 

 

 Courage. When people hear that word they think of famous heroes.  Soldiers, 

cancer survivors, and civil rights activists also come to mind.  I think of all those people 

but there are a few more on my list, such as a lady named Ahlam.  She had to come from 

a different country all alone because in her country, women did not have equal rights.  

Ahlam spoke out against this and was persecuted by her government.  She had to flee as 

an asylee to the U.S. I don’t know if I would have been able to speak out, knowing those 

consequences.  It’s not always easy to settle in to a new country like she did.  You may 

have to learn a new language, meet new people, make new friends, and get used to a new 

culture.  Those are only a few of the many hurdles new immigrants face.  

 

 Ahlam could have stayed in her country despite its unequal treatment of women 

and done nothing. However, she spoke out against the government risking her own life.  

It takes plenty of courage to do what you think is right even if your life is on the line.  

Doing this and knowing you will face challenges is even harder.  It’s similar to standing 

up to a bully at school. 

 

 The other challenge was leaving her personal comfort Zone to come to America.  

One of the first issues Ahlam faced in a new country was finding an inexpensive place to 

stay.  Ahlam knew that there were probably many social service organizations willing to 

help people in her situation from her work in public policy in her own country.  She 

called organization after organization.  What made this especially hard was that she knew 

very few words of English.  It takes courage to ask people you don’t know at all for help. 

 

 Another problem Ahlam faced was learning a new language.  Week after week 

she collected money for English classes by doing jobs that didn’t require much talking, 

such as house cleaning.  She found these jobs through a lady at one of the social service 
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organizations that had befriended her.  It’s courageous to do jobs that are below our 

qualifications because you feel degraded. Ahlam did it because she knew it was her 

lifeline.  After her first session of classes, Ahlam could understand the language and say a 

few words of English.  This was progress but the cleaning jobs soon became few and far 

between.  As she got on the phone again, she found a program called RAP (Refugee 

Assistance Programs) that could help people from other countries find jobs that they were 

suitable for. After a quick interview, the found she was passionate about cooking.  This 

was important because she didn’t need to be fluent in English and could still hold onto a 

piece of her culture.  They helped her start a catering business from her home that helped 

her raise more money for English lessons.  At first there were very few orders but as 

word spread and RAP organized public tastings, her business grew.  At the end of 2009, 

two years after she had arrived, Ahlam was fluent in English and had her own business 

up and running. 

 

Ahlam was now settled into the U.S. because of the help of many people and her original 

courage to leave her home.  She had now seen how many hands make work and wanted 

to make it happen for others.  Ahlam knew her first problem had been finding an 

inexpensive house and learning a language.  So she started low fee English lessons for 

people who were new to America.  She also used her catering business as a stable job 

people could participate in until they found other work.  The extra money often helped 

these individuals pay for rent and food.  All these good things happened because of one 

woman’s courage to leave home and start a new life.  
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Samantha Aube 
Second Place Middle School Division 

 
Avon, Connecticut 

 

 
Courage 

Samantha Aube 

 

 All leaders and heroes are measured by the amount of true courage 

and dignity that they possess among others, as well as the acts of kindness 

that they display. Their spirit of giving and helping others less fortunate is 

also an element that comes into play. It doesn’t matter whether their 

achievements are big or small because every little bit of kindness helps to 

form a world filled with affectionate people. 

 

 A child sits in the lunchroom, in his own separate world among the 

shadows, filled with sadness and loneliness. The young boy sheds unnoticed, 

silent tears in the far back of the cafeteria. With no friends, he sits alone, 

undisturbed and depressed. Luckily, a friendly yet shy girl joins him and 

quickly drains the sadness out of his life. This is a true hero, filled with 

compassion and courage. The child that saves this isolated boy is and 

everyday, unclaimed hero who worked magic that nobody else could have 

created. This brave schoolgirl modeled a truly heroic skill that all should 

follow. She was able to connect and relate to the boy’s feelings and quickly 

figured out a way to cheer him up. However, even for this young hero, there 

were many obstacles that she had to overcome. For example, she is shy, and 

probably did not feel like talking to an unknown kid. In addition, she may 

have been worried that she would make things worse for him by what she 

said. However, the most important thing was that she put all her fears to the 

side and gave this act of kindness her best shot. This is a model that all 

people can learn from.  

 

 In a world full of combat, struggle, and fighting, soldiers march 

around a large battlefield. The tall American flag hangs above, symbolizing 

freedom, liberty, and justice. Meanwhile, an army group rescues a poor 

family, in great danger on the outskirts of an unfamiliar country. With no 

friendly people around them, life is very complicated. When the soldiers see 

families, it delivers a sharp pain deep inside of them, a deep longing for their 

own friends and relatives far away. This is a great example of millions of 
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heroes, who protect the United States of America every day. Rescuing other, 

defeating enemies, and protecting themselves are all huge commitments. 

Especially in the army, there are many obstacles for soldiers to overcome. 

One of the most important is the issue of family. I know that most 

Americans could never dream of being away from their loved ones for years 

at a time, but these people do this every day. They are very dedicated and 

determined heroes, always role models for all citizens of this country.  

 

 Sitting on the side of the road is a family, dressed in filthy clothes, 

filled with dirt and dust. They do not have any shoes, and their bodies are 

unclean, yet their eyes are twinkling and a big friendly smile spreads across 

their faces. They are giving most of their food and clothing to a small family 

who is even more unfortunate then they are. This is a heroic sacrifice that is 

displayed out of pure kindness and affection. This generous family is poor 

and impoverished, yet they give the things that they need most to a family 

that is in need of help. They thought about others, instead of themselves. 

This is a true example of courage which is an important life skill for all 

citizens, including brave heroes.  

 

 As you can see, heroes can come in all shapes and sizes. Yet it is not 

important whether the acts of pure kindness and love are big or small 

because the true thought counts. There are countless ways that people can 

get involved in their communities and become humble heroes. Courage is 

the one thing that forms a hero and gives them the strength to make the 

world a better place.  
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Adam Steinhilber 
Third Place Middle School Division 

 
Leawood, Kansas 

 

Branch Rickey Has Courage 

 

 
 Branch Rickey will always be remembered for his courage. He did something that 

no one else thought to do. He broke the color barrier. He was the President of the 

Brooklyn Dodgers.  He changed the way we live life today. 

 

 When Branch Rickey was working there were no black players in baseball. They 

weren’t signed no matter how good they were, like Satchel Paige. African Americans 

were treated badly back then so no one thought one would play in the majors, maybe sell 

hotdogs, but not play. Rickey took the step no one else dared to, he signed one. His name 

was Jackie Robinson. 

 

 Jackie was an extremely good athlete who had been playing for the Kansas City 

Monarchs, one of the best Negro League teams there was. He had played four sports at 

UCLA before he joined the army. He met Rickey in his office before signing. Then on 

August 23 in the year of our Lord 1945 he signed his contract. Baseball was changed 

forever. 

 

 Branch Rickey showed a lot of courage that day. He wasn’t afraid that he was 

doing something different. He could have been harmed by people who disagreed, his 

house could have been burned down, or he could have been shunned. He did what he 

thought was best to help the team and it worked out.  Jackie was a Hall of Fame player. 

People soon liked the idea and started signing other black players who were also good. 

Branch Rickey changed baseball with his courage. 

 

 Branch Rickey is a hero to a lot of people. He changed our lives for the better.  He 

knew he had to win so he took a risk. It paid off. We have him to thank for all the great 

African American players like Satchel Paige, Frank White, and Coco Crisp. This man 

used his courage to change history forever. 
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Maria Sanchez 
First Place High School Division 

 
Denver, Colorado 

 

How it Feels to be Immigrant Me 

 The time is August of 2000.  There is a half-broken bus pulling away from the 

small rancho of San Pablo.  In that bus, there are a lot of people, but the most noticeable 

are six family members.  They’re on their way to meet the rest of the family in Denver.  

A little girl of about seven is looking out of the shattered window.  That girl is me.  I look 

back at the cornfields, at the swaying earth and wonder: Cuanado te volvere a ver, 

abuelita?  When will I see you again, grandmother?  Francisca Rodriguez is now alone in 

the cement house.  Her son and family are traveling to El Norte, the North, where the 

dreams are big and the people have blue eyes and blonde hair: to the residence of los 

gringos.  They leave her and take care of the house as they chase after the American 

Dream. 

 Everything changed that eighth month of 2000.  I couldn’t see the change then, 

but I did know what I was leaving behind.  For one, my grandmother was going to be 

alone.  My dear grandmother who I lived for and prayed would be fine.  I was leaving my 

family and all our traditions.  I was leaving my Mexico querido, my beloved Mexico.  I 

thought I would not ever return, so the pain stabbing at my fragile heart was even more 

bloody. 

 No longer would I eagerly get out of bed at seven in the morning, dress in my 

white and green blouse, skirt, and tie uniform, and go to Jose Ortiz de Dominguez.  I was 

a smart girl.  I went to competitions and won them.  I was a bright, light skinned little girl 

with beautiful light brown hair;  I was the envy of many, but the love of many more.  I 
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would always look at my teacher in awe, promising myself that I would one day be just 

like her.  I loved school and that was just it; it was nothing more than that. 

 Every Christmas I can remember, my aunt, uncle, and cousins would come down 

from Texas and we would have the time of our lives.  There were more than fifty people 

in my house during the holidays.  We ate tamales, tostadas, atole, and enchiladas.  We 

broke piñatas, made huge fires, danced, and simply talked.  As I look at the home videos 

my cousins took, I cannot help but feel sad, despite the fun I look like I was having.  It is 

all in the past; I cannot go back to it as much as I want.  I cannot break the piñata; there 

will be no dancing; my mom will not make her famous spicy salsa in the mocajete.  Now, 

my family has drifted so much that the Christmas before my grandmother died, she and I 

spent it at home eating junk food. 

 My favorite part of my childhood is the actual place I lived in.  I come from the 

countryside of Mexico.  I remember playing hide-and-seek in my backyard, a bright 

green grassland surrounded by trees with cornfields to the right separated by a small 

stream and my neighbor’s horses, cows, goat, and chickens on the other side.  I always 

hid in the cebolla plant or in the dried sugar canes my brothers made into a tepee-shaped 

domain.  If we were not playing hide-and-seek, my four brothers, two sisters, and many 

cousins would play tag, baseball, marbles, or we would chase out chickens.  My mother 

loved to hear our laughter as she hand washed the clothes and swept the patios.  At the 

end of the day, when my father came home from the fields, I would be so tired from 

playing I would fall asleep with him in the rock-made little room he put his tools in.  

He’d use a guangoche filled with corn as a pillow and I used his tummy as my pillow. 
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 Yep, those were the glory days, the days of smiles.  Then, came the after, which 

was also filled with more than its share of smiles.  It’s a mystery how, when I was only 

seven, I learned a whole new language.  I am in French class right now, and I do not find 

it difficult, so I must somehow be smart.  In the beginning though, I remember looking at 

my teacher as she gave directions and wanting to cry.  I had no idea what she was saying.  

Everyone around me was writing things and I was sitting alone, shaken at the new 

atmosphere.  I was so used to the fresh air of outside back in Mexico, that the colorful 

classroom seemed like a cage.  Somehow, though, I must have gotten used to it because I 

eventually loved it.  I loved the alphabet and numbers on the wall, the books in the 

shelves, the reading couch, the huge calendar by the teacher’s desk, the star sticker, and 

every single thing.  I was happy and that was all that mattered. 

 I don’t remember much from the first years after I immigrated, except one very 

sweet memory on the day I moved here on the Greyhound bus, which took me from El 

Paso, Texas to Denver, Colorado.  I met this old lady.  She sat diagonally from me, and 

sometime during the night she had to throw away some trash.  The nearest bag to throw 

trash was the one by my seat.  The old lady was looking for a trash bag when I decided to 

help her.  I tapped her shoulder and motioned for her to give me her trash; my dad told us 

the people of the US would not understand us, so we had to use hand signals to 

communicate.  The old lady gave me her trash and I threw it away.  I do not know what 

the lady said, but she said something with a huge smile on her face and gave me a small 

bag of peanuts.  I was delighted.  For the rest of the trip when the lady looked at me she 

would smile at me like I made her the happiest person alive, so I smiled back. 
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 Over the years, I’ve experienced many racial things.  I have been called many 

names that would burn the ink off this paper, and I have been gestured to in awful ways.  

But, I have always kept the smile of that lady in my memory.  Her glistening gray hair, 

her rosy cheeks, her perfumed smell, and her smiling self have marked my mind with 

permanent marker.  Just as I’ve kept a hold on that memory, I have kept a hold on 

Mexico.  I live in America, there’s no doubt about that since I’m writing in English.  But, 

through my years in school, I have been extremely proud, protective, hostile, and filled 

with rage against anyone who looks at me in a discriminative way because I am Mexican.  

There is nothing wrong with the pride I have, but when you go to school in a place that 

gives immigrants or Mexicans a bad name, it’s hard for you to show just how much you 

love to be a Mexican who lives in America.  I am an immigrant, not an American citizen, 

but with American dreams.  My family pays taxes and follows the law.  I am proud to 

live in America, just as I am proud of my Mexican people. 

 There is a reason I am a quiet person.  It’s not that I cower at the thought of 

speaking, or that I have some disability with speech.  Unlike many of my peers, I do not 

crave to speak my mind.  I know who I am, I know the thoughts I have, and when I 

absolutely need to, I will speak for my beliefs, and myself but there are bigger things in 

this world to speak about without having to say a single word.  I am an immigrant and 

only I need to know that. 
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Dan Heinsworth 
Second Place High School Division 

 
Columbia, Missouri 

 
“Empires are not built on timidity,” a noble Roman philosopher once said, long 
since dead and forgotten. And yet this phrase outlasted him, its words ringing 
true to all of us today. It takes courage to build an empire, and to give in to fear 
means that it will fall eventually. But this doesn’t just include vast empires like 
Rome. This can apply to every one of us, each building our own empires, 
physically and mentally and emotionally. Each of us establishes our own legacy, 
our own “empire,” however small. And after we’ve left our mark on this world, 
someone will remember it. But what does it take to build this empire? The answer 
is courage. It is courage that makes someone a hero or a coward. When 
historians remember the early wars of the kingdom of Rome, they don’t 
remember the entire Roman armies that turned tail and ran. They remember 
Horatius and his two brothers who defended the bridge alone, and overcame all 
odds to win. Were they scared? Yes. But courage doesn’t mean having a lack of 
fear. It means ignoring your fear and putting more important things above 
yourself. 
 
But where does this courage come from? I’ve found that my favorite heroes have 
one trait in common: they get their courage from God. Without God, they are 
nothing, and they know this. Therefore they rely on God to help them and guide 
them through the difficult times in their lives, so that they may receive courage. 
One of these great men willing to subject himself to God is Marcus Tullius Cicero, 
the legendary Roman orator. A Pillar of Iron by Taylor Caldwell, gives an account 
of a vision Cicero had the night before he was to be executed. At this time, 
Cicero was a fugitive, an outcast, and had the death sentence upon him. In his 
vision that night, he saw a hand extending from this bright light, and he heard a 
voice saying “Fear not, for I am with you. Be not dismayed, for I am your God. 
When you shall pass through the waters I will be with you, and through the rivers; 
they shall not overflow you. When you walk through the fire you shall not be 
burned. Neither shall the flame kindle upon you. For I, the Lord, your God, hold 
your right hand” (697). It was God that gave Cicero his strength to carry on and 
to accept his fate. As Cicero knelt before a Roman soldier and had his head 
chopped off, he accepted it, because although he had fear, he was comforted. 
 
Another example of courage coming from God is Joseph Smith, the founder of 
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. Throughout his life, he and his 
church had been persecuted. In the twenty years that had passed when he 
established the church, he had been held in fifty one different prisons, tarred and 
feathered on multiple occasions, and had lost four of his children. And as he 
cried out in prison in Liberty, MO, he exclaimed, “O God, where art thou? And 
where is the pavilion that covereth thy hiding place?” (Doctrine & Covenants, 
Section 121, Verse 1). In a vision, God responded and told him to “Hold on thy 
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way…for their [the enemies] bounds are set and they cannot pass. Thy days are 
known and thy years shall not be numbered less; therefore, fear not what man 
can do, for God shall be with you forever and ever” (D&C, 122:9). Five years 
later, Joseph Smith’s prison would be attacked by a mob. After he was shot his 
last words were “Oh Lord, my God,” before he tumbled out the window and fell 
two stories below to his death. Whether you believe in God or not, or whether 
you believe in Joseph Smith or not, his courage still came from his faith in God, if 
not God Himself. 
 
My final example of courage coming from God is the example of Bob Marley, the 
legendary musician and prophet of Rastafarianism. When his friend Dick Gregory 
described him, he said Bob Marley is “a young man who understands racism, 
who understands poverty, who understands all the hurts, and he didn’t let it 
defeat him. He set out to share his joy, his love, his great respect, his religion, his 
spiritual power with the whole world.” Bob Marley grew up in the slums of 
Kingston, Jamaica, and he relied on his music and his religion to get him through 
the hard times. God became the main driving force in Bob Marley’s life. His 
philosophy was that “if you’re singing, God’s listening.” It’s what motivated him to 
keep going, after a failed assassination attempt in which he was shot, and after 
he learned he had cancer. When a cancerous infection was found in his toe, he 
refused to get it amputated, because Rastafarianism required its members to 
keep their body whole. Because of this, Bob Marley soon had cancer of every 
kind, and it’s what killed him at the age of thirty-six. His love and obedience to 
God was stronger than his fear of death, and that is courage. 
 
There is courage of all kinds, not just from God. There are policemen, firemen, 
soldiers, etc. Winston Churchill refused to surrender to Germany during World 
War II. That is courage. My namesake had the courage to keep trekking west, 
even after his beloved nineteen year old son died on the trip. That is courage. 
Martin Luther King believed words were stronger than violence, and refused to 
sink to the level of his enemies. That is courage. I’ve seen my friends overcome 
deaths of loved ones and continue to carry on, even when they feel like they 
can’t. That is courage. My personal belief is that although courage can come in 
many ways and shapes, the greatest courage comes from God: the belief that we 
are not alone and that there is somebody greater than us that we can always 
lean on. What can inspire more courage than that? And it is because of this 
courage that we build our own empires for our descendents to remember us by. 
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Dylan Wolaver 
Third Place High School Division 

 
St. Francis, Kansas 

 
 

    My Childhood   
 

 In your childhood have you ever had to live in a household 

surrounded by smokers and drug users? Have you ever had to move 

from place to place every year so your parents wouldn’t get caught 

using drugs by the police? Have you ever seen your mother go into 

shock because she has epilepsy? I have lived through all these situations. 

I even got abandoned by my mother at age seven and spent two years in 

a foster home. It took a lot of courage to live through these situations. In 

this essay, I will let you look into my life and see the kind of courage I 

have used to get through my dreadful childhood.  

 Everyday after elementary school I would walk into the place I 

was living in and wonder if I was going to eat that day. Sometimes I 

didn’t have anything to eat at home that night or the next day. Yet I still 

found a place to eat whether it was at my friend’s house or at a 

neighbor’s house.  

 One thing that still bothers me as a teenager is when my mother 

goes into shock because of her epilepsy. If you have ever seen someone 
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go into shock because of epilepsy, you would know how bad it is. I 

would not even wish that on my worst enemy to have to see that.  

 When I was five, my father was arrested and put into prison for 

the third time in his life. This was not good for him because he had to 

serve a longer prison sentence. He was arrested for the possession of 

drugs and theft. This just left me living with my mother. Today my dad 

and I keep contact with each other through letters and phone 

conversations. 

 When I was about seven or eight, I was abandoned by my mother 

and put into a foster home. This is what I would consider the turning 

point in my life. I no longer had to walk into the house wondering if I 

was going to eat or be around the drugs. There was one drawback 

though. When I was abandoned, I had a severe case of depression and 

had to go to counseling for several years.      

   Since I was adopted by my grandparents in 2004, I have been a 

very happy person and leading a pretty successful life. It took a lot of 

courage to live through what I have lived through. With courage and 

determination you can live through just about anything. Do you have a 

story of courage and determination?  

\ 
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Narrative 

 

The Writing Conference, Inc. Annual Writing Contest Winners 

Michelle Ruzicka 
First Place Elementary Division 

 
Bellevue, Nebraska 

 

    Courage from the South 

From the wagon, I see hills of grass. I look back. My parents sent me 

away to the North, away from the South, and slavery. I remember the 

exchange of goodbyes, and how very sad we all were. It took courage and 

strength, more than I had. My father forced me on the train, and the train 

kept rolling, even when I cried for it to turn back. Eventually, I gave up, 

letting it take me to a strange, new place. I was alone, more than I could ever 

feel, almost more than I could bear.  

 When the wagon driver slowed to a stop, I jumped out of the canvas-

covered seat. The driver said, “You need to follow me to your new home.” 

And the driver said no more, not even when I asked to stop for water. 

Eventually, he said, “Your parents could be dead for all I know! I cannot 

answer all your many questions!”  

I began to cry. I said, “I don’t even want to be here! I’d rather be a 

slave in the South with my family!” The driver said,” Well, you are at your 

new home. So, look decent once you enter, kid.” He raised his cap, and then 

ran to the wagon. Before I knew it, he was gone. As soon as I stopped 

crying, I knocked on the large, oak door and a plump woman came out. She 

had a warm smile but I was still nervous.  

 “Welcome here, sweetie!” she said excitedly as I walked in slowly, as 

if pondering whether to trust the lady. She called for someone named Mila, a 

darker lady, but not as dark as me. She was colored like hot chocolate, and I 

was more like a dark-chocolate bar. She had a pretty smile as well, and I 

asked her, “Are you from the South?” She said that her parents were from 

the South, but not her. She was a northern person. I felt like an alien, the 

only one from the South. I felt I was being stared at. But all these women 

were kind, you could tell it in their eyes. 

 Once I got in, they showed me all the rooms: my room, Mila’s room, 

and Candice’s room. The plump lady was named Candice. Candice showed 

me the kitchen, the parlor and the dining room. That was all there was in the 
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big house, other than the basement and attic. They had a dog, part coyote, 

and part Dutch shepherd. I smiled as he came up for a pet. Right then I said, 

“I am going to love it here!” The women were ecstatic. I knew that my 

courage and the courage of my parents paid off. 

 I lived and worked on the farmstead for three months. One morning 

Candice was giggling as I came down for breakfast. I noticed that Mila was 

outside still, doing chores, I suspected. Then Candace exclaimed, “Happy 

Birthday!” I was so shocked. She had torn some cloth from a rag, and tied it 

around my eyes. She led me outside. I could tell because of the chilly 

morning air. On the count of three, she ripped off the blindfold, and my eyes 

flew open. I screamed with joy when I saw a horse standing next to Mila. It 

was a large shire, with black, white, and caramel-colored spots.  

 I threw caution to the wind, and ran up to Mila and my horse, which I 

immediately named Star. I knew fear was a thing of the past. No more 

slavery, no more bad times. Courage really paid off! 
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Emily Headrick 
Second Place Elementary Division 

 
Kismet, Kansas 

 

THE WORST EXPERIENCE 

 

Morning had just broken; dew was still on the grass when I was born. My 

mother was lying on the ground breathing hard.  When my mother got up I tried 

to get up too but I struggled.  I had to try three times before I got the hang of it. 

Then I took my first step toward my mother to find that good white stuff. After I 

was done I lied down and went to sleep. When I woke up my mother was just 

settling down to sleep. Since I had just slept I was not that tired so I stayed up 

most of the night. I had not had a chance to look at the place fully, so I did look 

around a little and I liked it.  In the morning my mother and her herd went down to 

the lake.  It was glistening in the early morning sun.  When they were done, they 

went to look for a nice grazing spot. 

 

A YEAR LATER 

Big and strong, I was the leader of the herd.  Looking down I saw foals 

fighting with each other preparing for when they get older and have to fight.  The 

mares were either drinking at the lake or grazing peacefully.  With the sun going 

down it was getting colder.  Mares were checking on their foals and were turning 

down to sleep.  But for me and my fellow stallions we had to stay up and watch 

over the herd.  Wait what was that noise?  It sounded like distant hooves but it 

couldn’t be as there were no more wild herds around this part of land.  The sound 

was getting louder.  A weird sound echoed through the plains.  It was like a wolf 

yelping when it was scared or hurt only a lot louder and scarier.   

In the dark I could see horses but they had something strange on their 

backs.  SWISH!  Something went over my head and dropped around my neck 
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and pulled tight.  It was stuck around my neck, yanking me towards them.  When 

I got to them I saw the worst thing a wild horse could ever think of… Cowboys!  

“Good job Bill, you got him,” said a cowboy.  I’m guessing the cowboy who 

caught me is named Bill.   

“It was nothing Joe,” said Bill.   

“Let’s get him down to the ranch before he decides he doesn’t like this” 

said another cowboy.   

“Alright, alright, we’re going Peter,” said Joe.  Tugging and pulling they got 

me to walk with them.   

When we got to the ranch it was almost morning.  They put me in a corral 

with a six post fence almost level with my eyes. I saw other wild horses being 

brought in.  The whites of their eyes were showing. I looked the other way and 

saw Peter coming towards me with a saddle and harness. He opened up the 

gate and slipped in. I backed up against the fence. He threw a rope over my 

head and tied me up so I could not move. Heaving the saddle he got it on my 

back and buckled it. I tried to bite him but the rope held me back; next he put his 

thumb into the corner of my mouth trying to get me to open my mouth to get the 

bit in.  I couldn’t resist.  I opened my mouth and he slipped the bit in and got it 

over my ears.   

While I was still tied up he swung his leg up and over my back. He leaned 

over my neck and untied me. Once he did I started bucking but he stayed on me 

and I could not get him off. After I had been bucking for an hour I got really tired 

and stopped.  Peter patted me and got off. He led me to the rope that was still 

tied to the fence and slipped it over my head.  Then he undid the tack and walked 

to the gate and put it on the fence. He walked back over to me and took the rope 

off. I just stood there and caught my breath. Peter went back over to the gate, got 

the tack and went out. I watched him go back to the stable and come out of the 

stable with two buckets in his hands.  He went over to the faucet and filled one 

up with water and walked over to the fence where I was.  He opened the gate 

and went over to me, set the buckets down and left. I sniffed at the bucket filled 

with oats.  It smelled okay so I ate it. It was so good I didn’t realize it was getting 
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dark out.  I had been here a whole day; I needed to get out of here. When it was 

pitch black out I went over to the gate, reared up, and came down on it hard.  

Ten times I had to do that before three of the posts broke. I jumped over the rest 

and ran for home. It was about morning when I finally reached my destiny. I was 

greeted with a chorus of neighs. That was an experience I will never forget. 
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Payton Pokorney 
Third Place Elementary Division 

 
Evansville, Indiana 

 

Monica Abbott 
 

Have you ever met Monica Abbott with the Beijing Olympic USA team? 

Well I have! I met her at a softball camp in Evansville, Indiana this past summer.  She 

was the person that I’ve always wanted to meet because I love softball and she                                           

has courage in everything she does, especially softball.     

 Monica Abbott was born in Salinas, California. Her parents names are Bruce and 

Julie, and her sisters are named Jessica, Gina and Bina, and her brother is Jared.  She 

throws left handed and she’s a pitcher. She’s been a member of the national USA team 

since 2005.  A few accomplishments she has made are that she earned a Gold Medal from 

Pan America in 2007.  She also won a gold medal at the 1
st
 world university softball 

championships in 2004.    

Monica is courageous because she tries her hardest trying not to strike out, but 

sometimes good players strike out.  Never be sad if you strike out sometimes because you 

always get better at what you’re doing if you mess up because you try harder. I want to 

be like Monica Abbott because she is athletic and I am athletic and she has good 

sportsmanship and I have good sportsmanship and she helps me express myself in 

softball.     

Monica teaches kids the right way to play softball. Monica helps teach the 

right way to pitch and hit and catch. She helped me improve a lot and she can help 

you. I hope Monica comes to your town soon.     
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 Monica encourages me to be a pro softball player because she is brave and 

I really want to be like her. Monica Abbott is a passionate person and I want to 

follow her footsteps.  
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Brooke Mills 
First Place Middle School Division 

 
Ashville, Ohio 

 
A Fox Tail for Me      

 The pale dirt swirls up from beneath my worn feet. We have walked a long way. 

Warm breath tickles the back of my neck, making my body tremble as the vapor cools 

and clings to tiny hairs. I rest a comforting hand on the mane of my mare, Chesca. I can 

see it in his eyes. Can he see it in mine? I can feel the almost acidic fear fester within and 

escape just a little with each breath. It lingers between us, waiting to attack. 

 Just over the hill dances smoke. We must be getting closer. My hand creeps down 

to my most prized possession hanging at my side. Beside me, the tribal women walk 

carefully behind their mates, cradling babies to their chests and humming with hope. 

 As we approach the village, the entire Watinuba tribe gathers around a smoldering 

fire in front of us. Their gaze meets the stare of my people and then slides across our 

bodies, picking out distinctions and deciding if we pose any threat. The Watinuba are 

dark complected as we are, but appear bald. We, men and women alike, wear pony tails 

well past our shoulders. I look down at my deer skin pants. I am just a boy. I barely know 

how to use a bow and arrow to the skill level of the weaker elders. 

 The fire licks up the wood and throws shadows back in fear. We introduce 

ourselves to the chief. He is easily recognizable, for he wears a full headdress of majestic 

feathers. He also clings to a squirrel tail, as do all of the Watinuba. 

 “We are the Eloke. We have traveled many miles to ask for your hospitality and 

support,” our chief said confidently. “Our village was overrun by the English on the 

coast. Please accept us and we shall help defend your tribe.” 
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 The chief of the Watinuba deliberated with the other council members, as anxiety 

pulsed in our veins. After much thought and consideration, they accepted. Together, we 

were able to lay the foundations of several wigwams for our people. By that time, the 

moon was high in the sky and happiness was boiling in our blood. As I made my way to 

the heart of the celebration, people stared and a finger shot out, pointing at my side. 

Whispers echoed into the night. A hand now grasped my shoulder from behind. 

Instinctively, my hand slid to my side. Slowly, I spun around on my heels. Chief Omi of 

the Watinuba, stood firm faced, in front of me. “Young one, you cannot wear this as long 

as you are with us.” There was no hint of humor in his tight, glistening eyes. 

 I removed my fox tail from my pants. I ran my fingers through its silky hair and 

thought of my grandfather. He was the greatest warrior for the Eloke. Someday, I hoped 

to be like him. So did he. That is why he gave me his lucky fox tail. It is a symbol of 

loyalty to the Eloke, my family. 

 I drew my hand back to my chest, clutching the fox tail tight. I am not sure what 

Omi saw in my eyes, but he must have seen my resistance, for he then added, “We do not 

honor the sly and deceitful fox, but the careful and preservative squirrel. Now give it to 

me.” 

 To this, I leaped back. Quickly, I scanned my people. All of their fox tails had 

been removed and replaced with a squirrel tail. Didn’t they burn with shame? 

 Gathering all of the courage of my grandfather, I spoke. “I choose to wear my fox 

tail because I am an Eloke. You cannot take away my pride. If I cannot be myself, I will 

not remain here. It is your choice. Shall I leave, or shall I stay? One day, I will be a fierce 
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warrior. If I leave, then you’d better prepare. For, I will unleash my all on you and you 

will be sorry.” 

 To this, Omi burst into uncontrollable laughter. I kept my face composed even 

though embarrassment and panic seeped into my sinking gut. “What makes you so 

great?” he managed to hiss between chuckles. “My culture, my tribe,” I replied. With my 

remaining confidence, I strode away. I was almost invisible in the night, when my people 

began to follow me in awe of my bold display.  

 So, when Omi realized that he truly needed our assistance for his tribe’s survival 

against the foreigners, we were waiting. We could see it in his eyes, feel the desperation 

that drew beads of sweat to his temple as his eyes searched frantically to find us in the 

dark. Because we were ready to defend our culture, and our people, we were strong. 

 Now, as I watch my people mingle effortlessly with the Watinuba, I smile at the 

sight of the fox tails. I realized it was not physical strength that made my grandfather the 

greatest. It was the courage and pride in his heart. I believe I am on my way to living up 

to his expectations. Becuase, only a fox tail is for me. 

 

                

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



51 

 

Dana Hunt 
Second Place Middle School Division 

 
Evansville, Indiana 

 

Stand Up 

 

The bell that indicated lunch was over and recess was beginning rang. My friends 

and I jumped up from the table, anxious to get outside for some fresh air after a long 

morning of hard tests and boring lectures. After I threw away my plate, I dashed 

outside into the crisp afternoon air. I skipped happily over to the playground where my 

friends were waiting for me. I was about to walk over to them when I heard someone 

scream “OUCH!” I spun around and saw Faith Andrews, a small, smart girl also in the 

seventh grade, on the ground clutching her arm. She looked furiously up at Henrietta 

Morris. Henrietta was the biggest, meanest girl in the seventh grade (maybe even in the 

whole school), and she looked very much like a pig. She stood over Faith laughing, her 

curly blonde hair whipping this way and that in the wind, and then walked away. I stood 

there, trying to figure out what had happened to lead up to the violence, when my 

friends called over to me from the swings, “Skylar! Come on, we only have five minutes 

of recess left!” I shook my head and shoved the scene I had just witnessed into the 

back of my mind and walked to where my friends were waiting for me. 

 The next day was freezing. It had to have been in the negative temperatures. My 

sweater and puffy green coat didn’t even keep out the icy air. As I made my way to the 

soccer field where my friends were picking teams for a soccer game, I noticed Faith was 

sitting all alone by the school wall. I decided that I wanted to go hang out with her 

instead. I felt really sorry for her, so I walked up to her and sat down beside her. 

 “Hey,” I said cheerfully. 

 “Hi,” she muttered, not looking at me. 

 It was quiet for a moment before I asked, “Is something wrong?” I immediately 

realized that this was a stupid question; of course something was wrong: she was being 

terrorized by Henrietta Morris. 

 Faith looked down at her feet. “I’m so sick of Henrietta pushing me around,” she 

said quietly. “I don’t know why she had to pick me of all people.” 
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 I was about to reply when Rachel Donald, the head cheerleader, gossip girl, and 

mistress of all things pink, skipped up to us. “Hey, guys,” she said giddily. 

 “Hi, Rachel,” Faith and I moaned in unison. Whatever she had to say, it couldn’t 

be good. 

 “So,” she began, sounding as if she wanted one of us to say something. When 

we didn’t, she continued, “Henrietta told me the strangest thing about you, Faith, and I 

just want to know if it’s true or not.” She paused again to see if we were going to say 

anything. We didn’t, so she continued again dramatically, “Is it true, Faith, that...” She 

paused for dramatic effect. After a few seconds, she continued, “...you’re failing social 

studies and your parents had to hire a tutor?” 

 “What?” Faith exclaimed. “No! Where did that even come from?” At my school, 

hiring a tutor was pretty much the most pathetic thing a person could do. A few years 

ago, a really nerdy guy at my school had his dad hire a tutor because he was getting a B 

in science. People found out, and he had to switch schools. It gets that bad.  

 “I don’t know, that’s just what Henrietta told me,” Rachel replied, shrugging her 

shoulders. 

 “It’s not true,” Faith assured. 

 Rachel looked at her with a sympathetic look. Then she forced a fake smile and 

said, “Well, if you say so.” Then she waved and energetically said, “Okay, bye!” Then 

she ran off to her best friend, Sasha, and started talking briskly. Sasha started laughing 

hysterically and looked at Faith out of the corner of her eyes. Faith blushed red and 

jumped up right as the bell rang. 

 “Is it true?” I asked her quietly. “Do you really have a tutor?” 

 “No, of course I don’t have a tutor!” Faith spat angrily. “I’m at the top of the 

class and she knows it! I bet that’s why she bullies me...she’s jealous! She’s jealous of 

me and wants to make my life miserable so it makes my grades suffer. That’s it!” Faith 

babbled on until we had to go our separate ways for class, and even as I walked away 

down the hall, I could hear her muttering to herself. 

 At the end of the day, I found Henrietta in the hallway. I cornered her. “I want 

you,” I demanded, “to stop torturing Faith. I know you’re probably insecure about 

something and that’s why you’re so mean to her, but you need to stop; it’s getting old. 
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Just because you have a problem doesn’t mean you have the right to make other people 

feel bad, too. Okay?” 

 Henrietta grinned. “Nice try, loser,” she hissed, then pushed me down and 

sauntered away. I watched from the ground as she tapped Rachel on the shoulder. 

Rachel’s face morphed into an expression of pure shock and then she doubled over 

laughing. She looked at me a few times, then nodded and skipped away. I was really 

starting to hate those bouncy red curls. 

 Faith and I talked for almost two and a half hours that night on the phone. We 

decided that we should tell someone about Henrietta. Faith was sick of her and I didn’t 

want the same fate Faith had. So when we walked into school that next day, we walked 

straight into the principal’s office. It seemed like the walk from the front doors to the 

office was miles away; almost everyone at his or her locker pointed and laughed, which 

gave the affect that the walls were made of students, all staring at us. I saw out of the 

corner of my eye that Faith was turning red. “Just wait until I get my hands on 

Henrietta,” she growled. 

 “Don’t do anything stupid,” I said. “Calm down.” 

 When we finally made it into the office, Mrs. Marcus was sitting at her desk 

talking on the school phone. We waited until she was finished talking to walk up to her 

desk. 

 “Yes…okay…yes, I understand, Mrs. Fredric…yes…yes, Mrs. Fredric…yes, Johnny 

is doing fine…no, he hasn’t gotten in trouble yet…Mrs. Fredric, I’m sorry, but I have to 

go…yes…yes, goodbye.” Mrs. Marcus slammed down the phone. “My, that woman can 

talk,” she breathed, then looked up at Faith and me. “Oh, hello!” she exclaimed in 

surprise. “I’m sorry; I didn’t see you two there. Can I help you?” 

 “Yes, you can,” I began. Then I launched into the big, long story. Faith chimed in 

every once in a while when she felt I hadn’t gotten the story quite right. After a few 

minutes, we fell silent and Mrs. Marcus examined us as if to make sure we weren’t lying.  

 “Well, then,” she sighed, “I suppose I’ll see to it. Thank you for the information, 

girls, and I’m very sorry you had to experience this. Just try to ignore her for now, 

okay?” 

 “Okay, thanks, Mrs. Marcus,” Faith and I said in unison, and headed for the door. 
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 “Oh, you two will need a pass; class has already started.” We turned back 

around and Mrs. Marcus gave us both a little green slip of paper that said in big curly 

letters: “HALL PASS: PLEASE EXCUSE THIS STUDENT FROM BEING TARDY. THANK 

YOU.” 

“Thanks,” we said, and ran out of the office. 

 After class, I found Henrietta at the water fountain pushing some little fifth 

grader out of the way so she could get a drink. I stomped up to her, my heart beating 

fast with anger. 

 “Henrietta,” I huffed, “I need to talk to you right now.” 

 She rose up from the water fountain. Her ugly red face was scrunched up with 

annoyance. 

 “What do you want now?” she snarled. 

 “I don’t want anything,” I replied, “but I need you to stop tormenting people! I 

don’t know why you’re so mean, but it needs to end now.” 

 Henrietta laughed a very frightening chuckle. “Okay, how about a deal?” she 

hissed. 

 I thought on it. “What is it?” I asked suspiciously. 

 “You and I are going to duel it out with a soccer tournament tomorrow at 

recess,” she cackled. “If I win, I’m free to do what I want to you, Faith, and whoever 

else annoys me. If you win, which is very unlikely – I’m the star on my soccer team – 

then I’ll stop bullying people. Is it a deal, or are you too afraid?” She stuck her hand out 

with a wicked grin on her face. 

 Soccer…I was horrible at soccer. I played for three weeks in first grade and 

practically got kicked off the team because I was so bad. But I was in seventh grade 

now, and I could take it. 

 “Deal,” I replied, taking her hand. We shook on it.  

As I walked away to class, she called after me, “Oh, by the way, since this is a 

fifth through eighth grade school and we all have recess at the same time, the whole 

school will be watching. Good luck!” 

 I froze. The whole school? I would do nothing but humiliate myself. 

 It will be okay, a little voice in my head said. At least you’ll be trying to help a 

friend. I took a deep breath and continued on to class. 
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 The next day was simply horrifying. Henrietta had apparently told everyone 

about our tournament at recess. I was bombarded with comments like “Have fun getting 

killed” and “Good luck today...you’ll need it.” Even my best friends had turned against 

me and said things such as “What were you thinking? You should have just stayed out 

of it!” and “You ditched us for that little nerdy girl. I hope Henrietta destroys you.” It 

hurt me. During my free period right before lunch, I ran to the bathroom and cried. I 

didn’t even hear the door open, I was sobbing so loud. 

 “Skylar?” said a small voice. “Are you okay?” It was Faith. I reluctantly pushed 

the stall door open and stepped into the open bathroom, wiping my face. 

  “What’s wrong?” she asked with concern. 

 “All my friends hate me,” I sniffed. “I’m going to humiliate myself in front of the 

whole school. Henrietta is going to torture me to no end after this.” A sudden rush of 

anger made me say harshly, “And it’s all because of you.” As soon as it had come out of 

my mouth, I wished I could eat those words. I bit my tongue hard as to prevent me 

from saying anything else I didn’t mean. 

 Faith stepped back with a look on her face as if I had just slapped her. “Oh,” she 

said softly. “Well, I’m sorry you chose to involve yourself in this situation.” Then she 

turned on her heel and stormed out of the room.  

“Faith!” I cried desperately. When she didn’t answer, I collapsed again into 

another series of uncontrolled sobs and crawled back into my stall. 

 I had regained my composure by lunch. I sat alone because everyone hated me. 

As I walked out the doors to recess, I saw everyone was already circled around the 

field, even the teachers. I made my way through the crowd only to find Henrietta in the 

middle, smirking at me with her piggish face. 

 My heart raced. This was scary. No, this was terrifying. It was like all my recent 

nightmares had gained up on me and become a reality. I stopped at the middle and 

closed my eyes, inhaling, and then exhaling. I slowed my heart down and gathered up 

all my courage, trying to focus on the icy wind instead of my adrenaline-spiked body. 

When I opened my eyes, Henrietta was inches from me. 

 “Ready?” she growled. 

 I exhaled again. “Yes,” I said as fearlessly as I could.  

 She held out her hand. “Good luck,” she sneered. 
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 “You, too,” I breathed, shaking it. 

 “Okay, here’s the deal,” Henrietta yelled so everyone could hear. “First person to 

ten wins. If the bell rings before, the person with the highest score wins. We can’t knock 

the other person down and if we do then that person gets a free kick at the goal. 

Everyone got it?” The students of my school cheered wildly. “Okay, then let’s do this!”  

 To make a long story short, I lost...bad. Five minutes into the game, the score 

was nine to zero, Henrietta’s lead. I already felt people’s mocking gazes on me. 

 Needless to say, within the next few minutes, I was walking off the field as the 

loser of the game. People huddled around Henrietta, congratulating her and probably 

hatching up some evil plot to annihilate me. Faith was one of the few people who stayed 

back and watched me leave. I didn’t feel humiliated. I didn’t even feel embarrassed. It 

was strange, but I walked into the school when the bell rang with my head held high. 

 My cell phone rang at about nine o’clock that night. I looked at the caller ID. 

 “Hey, Faith,” I said in confusion. “Why are you calling? I thought you hated me.” 

 “Really?” she replied in udder amazement. “How could I hate you? You 

completely humiliated yourself in front of everyone to prove a point to Henrietta that 

she shouldn’t mess with me or you. Nobody has ever done anything that nice for me 

before. I know I kind of made you even more upset today before the game, and I’m so 

sorry for that. I guess what I’m trying to say is...thank you, Skylar. You’re an amazing 

friend.” 

 I smiled. “Thanks.” 

 “So what are we going to do about the Henrietta problem?” she asked. 

 “I guess we just have to wait until she does something bad and Mrs. Matthews 

sees it,” I replied with a shrug. 

 “That might take weeks!” Faith exclaimed. 

 “We just have to be patient. We’ve come this far and we’re not breaking down 

now.” 

 Henrietta had the whole entire school against Faith and me by the next day, 

even the indifferent fifth, sixth, and eighth graders. We were bombed with pointed 

fingers and laughter all day. At the end of the day, Henrietta found us and pushed us 

down in the hallway. The witnesses laughed. At least, they did until Mrs. Marcus 
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stormed through over to Henrietta and hissed, “Come with me, Miss Morris.” She 

grabbed her arm and dragged her to the principal’s office. 

 Faith and I stood up. “Well,” I said with a sigh of relief, “I think that horrible 

chapter in our lives is over.” 

 “Um, I don’t know,” Faith said unsurely, motioning to a group of girls heading 

our way. 

 “Great,” I muttered. That group was my ex-best friends. 

 “Hey, Sky, can we talk to you?” Marissa, the leader of the group, asked. 

 “Yeah, sure,” I replied. 

  “She has to go, though,” Marissa said, looking down disapprovingly at Faith. 

Faith started to saunter away, but I grabbed her arm and stopped her. 

 “No,” I said. “She stays.” 

 Marissa rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she groaned. “Okay, well, we’re all really sorry 

about how we treated you during your big...um...conflict with Henrietta. We want to say 

that we’re very sorry, we all miss you terribly, and that we want you to be our friend 

again.” 

 “You want me to be your friend again?” I laughed in her face. “If you guys were 

really my friends, then you wouldn’t have abandoned me when I was suddenly ‘un-cool.’ 

You all are just fair-weathered and I can’t trust you again after what you did to me.” I 

paused, enjoying the look of shock on Marissa’s falsely tanned face (she went to the 

tanning salon twice a week). 

 “Well, then,” she huffed, “we don’t need you anyway! Come on girls!” She 

stomped away, my other ex-best friends following her. 

 “I can’t believe you used to be one of them,” Faith said in disgust. 

 “I know,” I replied. 

 “Well, that was really brave,” Faith said admiringly. “Standing up to your friends 

like that, I mean.” 

 “I’ve dealt with Henrietta,” I said, starting toward the door. “They’re not that 

threatening after her.” We walked out the doors to our bus. The sunlight felt warm and 

delightful after the days of icy cold and snow. This seemed like a sign from Heaven that 

our days of being bullied were over.  
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“Spark!” I cried. My new little beagle ran through the kitchen, and on into the 

den.  

 “Angela Courtney Baker, get that blasted dog under control right this instant! Just 

because your father brought this dog home for your birthday present, it does not mean 

you have no responsibility to look after him,” my mother yelled from the kitchen.  

 “I’m trying, Mom,” I said exasperated as I too ran through the kitchen trying to 

catch up with Spark. When I got to the den, I saw him. The little rascal I had been 

chasing for over ten minutes was in a crouch, his tail wagging in the air, daring me to try 

and catch him. I crept forward ever so slightly, not wanting to scare him.  

 “Here Spark. Stay Spark, oh yes, good boy,” I whispered. 

 I silently inched forward just a little more, and right as I bent to grab his collar, he 

was off. Through the other door and up the stairs he ran. I tore after him, pounding the 

stairs as I ran, when suddenly I slipped on rug that ran up and down our stairs. I fell back 

and CRACK! 

 I fell on my wrist, and a sickening sound rang out. 

 I fell back down the stairs, and landed on my back at the bottom. I groaned. A 

couple seconds later, I heard a small whimper in my ear, and felt a gentle tongue lick my 

face.  

 “Ang!” my mother called, who had raced in once she heard me fall.  

 She bent downwards to see if my wrist, for I was cradling it against my body, was 

badly hurt. As soon as she got close to my wrist, a sharp growl was heard from inside 

Spark’s throat.  

 My mom couldn’t get near me for several minutes, and Spark stood over me, 

prepared to take a bullet to protect me.  My dad arrived home five minutes after I had 

fallen, and my mother called him in there. By this time, my mother was in hysterics, for 

she knew I was in pain, but could do nothing for me.  
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 My dad ran in, hearing the hysteria in my mom’s voice, and the silent sobs 

coming from me.  

 He gently eased Spark back, and held him away from me a couple of feet, while 

my mother felt my wrist, deciding it was broken, and I would need to go to the hospital. 

Spark’s teeth could be seen as my mother touched my injured hand, but you could also 

see pain in his eyes.  

 My dad told my mom to let go of me and come hold Spark, so he could carry me 

out to the car. She agreed, and very warily came near Spark, and brought her arms around 

the front of his body. My dad picked me up, and at this Spark let out an earsplitting howl. 

He broke away from my mom and ran circles around my dad, jumping up on his hind 

legs every few strides. My dad opened the door, and before he could be stopped, Spark 

ran out the door, and came to a stop right in front of our car door.  

 “Looky there, Ang,” my dad said trying to soothe me. “Your new puppy is 

coming along for the ride.” 

 “William,” my mother said. “I don’t think a dog should come along to the 

hospital.” 

 “Carmen, it will take longer to get him away from the door than to just let him 

come. This really isn’t the time to discuss this. Besides, he’ll comfort her.” 

 My mom shook her head, but didn’t argue, and opened the door. My dad gently 

set me down and buckled me up. Spark sat on the floor board with his head on my knee, 

whimpering. My dad decided he would drive, and my mom got in on the other side to sit 

beside me. 

 I was still sobbing, but the pain was going down a little, as long as I didn’t move 

my right arm at all. 

 When we reached the hospital, we reported to the desk and my mom began 

hurriedly filling out papers for me. The nurse called my name a few minutes later, and we 

followed her into the back room.  We went back to pediatrics, and I had to get an x-ray.  

The doctor got my results and told me I had a minor fracture, and would need a cast for a 

couple of weeks. I was told to go over to a hospital bed and wait there. My parents sat 

with me a while, but then had to go work something out with the doctors.  
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 I turned over in the bed, and that was when I noticed a girl about my age sitting 

on the bed next to me, and she was staring right at me. We stared at each other for a 

couple of seconds. After a little while, it became a little awkward, and I asked her what 

her name was. 

 “Lynn,” she replied. “What’s yours?” 

 “Angela,” I told her. “What happened to you?” I noticed that she had a big bruise 

right on her forehead. 

 “Oh, I uh, I… ran into a door. Concussion,” she told me hurriedly, almost like she 

was hiding something. “What about you?” 

 I could tell she was just trying to change the subject, but I didn’t want to pry, so I 

just said proudly, 

 “I broke my wrist running up the stairs.” I was already thinking of my broken 

wrist as a battle wound. 

 We started chatting about different things when my parents walked back in. 

 “Ang, I think someone here wants to see you,” my dad said smiling. 

 Right on cue Spark came flying into the room, jumped on my bed, and started 

licking my face. I giggled, and started scratching his head. 

 “How did you guys get him in here?” I asked suspiciously. 

 “We talked to the lady at the desk, and she said as long as he didn’t disturb 

anybody, and he stayed right here, he was fine to come back here. Ang, your mother and 

I wish we could stay, but we have to go talk to the doctors again. Will you be okay here?” 

 I nodded and turned back to Lynn, and saw that she had gotten up out of her bed 

and she was scratching Spark in the gentlest way. 

 “I see you’ve met Spark,” I grinned. “I just got him for my birthday.” 

 “I’ve always wanted a dog,” she told me.  

 We started talking again, and we were there for a long time, but I noticed she 

never let her hand leave Spark’s back.  

 “He likes you,” I informed her. “I’m guessing you like dogs.” 

 “Well, I’ve never actually had a dog, but I’ve always wanted one. They’re so 

loyal, and no matter what you do to them, they’ll never stop loving you. They can be your 

best friend that will never betray you. They wait for you when you’re coming home from 
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school, play with you when you’re bored, comfort you when you’re mad or upset, and 

give you someone to cry on when you’re sad. They’re the perfect best friend and they 

don’t even break sweat doing it.” I could hear the longing in her voice for a dog, and felt 

sorry that she didn’t have one. I had never thought about it like that. I had had a dog 

before, but it had died three years ago.  

 We decided we wanted to stay in touch and we exchanged phone numbers and 

emails. Her email was doglover4evr@goingfastmail.org.  

 A man walked into the room, looked around, laid his eyes on Lynn, and walked 

over.  

 “Lynn, we’re about to go. Say goodbye to your new friend. I’ll be back in a 

couple minutes,” he told her and walked out. 

 “Who was that?” I asked curiously. 

 “That was my dad,” she said in a monotone voice, her eyebrows pulling together. 

From the way she had been acting, I could tell she had something to hide, but I wasn’t 

one to invade another’s privacy. 

 “Where’s your mom?” I asked curiously. Her eyebrows pulled apart and all traces 

of the stiffness that had been there a moment before disappeared. In its place was a 

pained expression. 

 This startled me. 

 “You don’t have to answer,” I told her quickly. “I was just curious.” 

 “No, it’s okay. It’s just that…my mom passed away when I was just six years old. 

She was in a car accident with a drunk driver,” the stiffness appeared again, and I could 

almost see anger in her eyes, “and he merged into the left lane without looking and a 

truck hit them from the side. She hit her head against the window and that killed her 

almost instantly because they had been going so fast. Of course the drunk appeared 

without a scratch.” 

 The fierceness in her voice shocked me more than anything else. She acted as 

though it had been her own daughter that had been killed, not her mother.  

 The pain was back in her eyes. I could tell this had been very hard on her.  

 I was silent.  

 “I’m sorry,” I was finally able to mumble. 
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 At that moment the man walked back in. The anger jumped back into Lynn’s eyes 

before disappearing again. 

 “You ready to go Lynn,” he asked casually. 

 “Yes,” she answered him.  

 “Excuse me?” He said almost like a military sergeant. 

 “S...s...s...sorry,” she stuttered, and it seemed almost fearful. “Yessir.” 

 “Bye Angela,” she said dully as she walked out of the hospital. 

 I was alone now and looked down and noticed that Spark was asleep on the bed.  

 

 Over the next couple of years, Lynn and I did stay in touch. In fact, we became 

best friends. We talked on the phone every night, and she came over to my house a lot. 

Every Saturday night we had a sleepover. After a few visits, I noticed she always had 

new bruises, but they were always in different places. I asked her once about it, but she 

became jumpy just like that first time we met in the hospital, so I never brought it up 

again. I learned to avoid her touchy subjects. Every time she came over, she had to see 

Spark. While I slept sometimes at our sleepovers, I would wake up in the early hours of 

the morning and she would be stroking Spark, singing to him, and his head would be in 

her lap. She had a love for animals like I had never seen before. Every time I took a good 

picture of Spark I would email it to her, and by now she had to have at least four hundred 

pictures. 

  We had been best friends for three years when I asked her why she had always 

come to my house and I had never gone to hers. She just said she got tired of her house 

and took every opportunity to get out of it.  

 Four years into our friendship, she was over at my house watching a movie. We 

both fell asleep and didn’t wake up till three hours later. When we woke up, she jumped 

up and screamed.  

“What time is it?” she screeched. 

I told her it was nine o’clock. She told me she had to go. Now.  She told me her 

dad would kill her. And she didn’t sound like she was kidding. This startled me. 
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 “It’s okay,” I told her. “Just explain to your dad what happened. He’ll 

understand.” 

 “No. No he won’t. You don’t understand.” She was in tears now.  

 I jumped up and hugged her.  

 “What don’t I understand? Maybe I can help. Don’t cry.” 

It was no use. The tears were pouring out of her eyes. 

 “No. You don’t understand. Whenever I do something wrong...” she trailed off.  

 “What? What does he do? It can’t be that bad. I know it sounds dumb, but that’s 

what our parents are for. To help us learn from the things we do wrong,” I sounded like a 

counselor. 

 “He hits me,” she finally choked out, looking down at Spark. “Whenever I do 

anything wrong, he hits me. Hard, and I know I deserve it because I did something wrong 

but I try to be good. I really do, but I can’t.” 

 She broke down sobbing. 

 I was stunned. I had heard stories about parents that abuse their kids, but I never 

thought it happened to normal kids. Normal kids that had best friends and did well in 

school and went to sleepovers and loved animals.  

 Her sobbing interrupted my inner-monologue thinking.  

 This is my best friend I thought. I’ve got to do something.  

 “Look, I’ve got to go. Really. I’ll be in enough trouble as it is.” She headed to the 

door.  

 “Lynn, you’ve got to tell somebody,” I cried out to her. 

 She whirled around.  

 “I can’t and neither can you. You have to swear to me that you won’t tell anybody 

about this. Ever.” 

 “But-,” I started. 

 “No!” she suddenly looked sad. “They’ll take me away from him! I don’t want to 

leave him. Swear!” 

 “I swear,” I murmured. 

 She turned around to leave. 
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 “Lynn!” Great, now I was starting to cry. “I’m scared for you.” 

 She turned around again. This time it was a different expression that she wore.  

 “I’ll be fine,” she said almost comfortingly, but not convincingly. Why was she 

trying to comfort me? Shouldn’t it be the other way around? 

 I could tell she was just saying that. Putting on a brave face.  

 She turned for the last time, stepped out my door, looked back at me and smiled a 

sad smile, then ran down my drive way and grabbed her bike and rode off.  

 Days passed and I had heard nothing from Lynn. No one ever answered her phone 

and she didn’t reply to my emails. It was like she had never even existed. Two weeks 

passed and I was beyond worried, beyond scared. I was terrified. Terrified that something 

really bad had happened to her. I stuck to my promise and never told anyone in all that 

time, but my parents did notice that she didn’t come over anymore. When they asked 

what Lynn was up to I always had to lie and say she had a ton of homework, or she was 

grounded for some reason.  

  I tried to convince myself that she was grounded and wasn’t allowed to use her 

computer or phone, and she couldn’t go anywhere. I prayed that this was the truth, but in 

actuality I knew that that wasn’t the case. Somehow I knew she was so badly hurt she 

could not be seen. 

 “Angela, I know you, and for the past couple of weeks you have not been 

yourself. Did you and Lynn get into a fight? You know one little fight isn’t enough 

grounds to give up four years of being best friends,” my mother said to me one night at 

dinner.  

 I had been pushing my food back and forth across my plate. I looked up. That 

speech sounded like it had been copied right off a television show.  

 I knew what she had been talking about but I still muttered a “What?” 

 “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”  

 Wow, it was like she could read my mind.  

 “Why hasn’t Lynn been over in so long? You two used to be joined at the hip. She 

was always here more than you were, playing with Spark,” she said. “Angela, if you two 

got into a fight, you should fix it.” 

 Mom!” I said, frustrated. “We didn’t get into a fight.” 
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 “Then what is it?” she questioned, just as frustrated. 

 “I…I can’t tell you,” I mumbled. 

 “Ang, you can tell me anything. You know that.” 

 “I want to tell you. You have no idea how much I want to tell you. But it’s not my 

place to tell you.” 

 “If it has made you so upset that you walk around like a zombie, only speaking 

when spoken to, then I think you’d better tell me.” 

 I wanted to tell her so badly that I almost blurted it out. I caught myself at the last 

second. Lynn would never forgive me if I told someone after I had sworn I wouldn’t. 

Then again, if I didn’t tell anybody, she might not get the chance to be mad at me. I 

mean, Lynn and I had never gone more than three days without seeing each other after 

we had met in the hospital. It had been two weeks! I flashed back to that night in the 

hospital. The remembrance of the giant bruise on her forehead brought on a wave of 

nausea. She had gotten a concussion, and now I knew why she had been so jumpy. I 

looked down at Spark and realized he had been staring up at me solemnly, almost urging 

me to tell them everything 

 “Well,” I began, looking back up, “two weeks ago, Lynn was over here and we 

were watching a movie. We both fell asleep and then when we woke back up, it was nine 

o’clock. She jumped up and told me she had to go right then, and she looked really 

scared. I told her it was okay, and she would be okay, that she could just explain to her 

dad what had happened, and he would understand. Then she told me I didn’t understand 

and she started crying. I asked her again what she meant, and she told me her dad hits her 

when she does something bad. He really hurts her Mom! I can tell by how scared she 

was. I never understood why she was always bruised all over. I thought she was just 

clumsy! I-,” I broke off and started sobbing. It felt so good to finally get that off my 

chest.  

 I looked up at my mom. She had sat down, and her face was ghostly pale.  

 “That poor girl,” I barely heard her whisper.  

 She seemed able to regain control and looked at my dad who was almost as pale 

as she was. 
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 “We have to do something William!” she said a little louder than before, but still 

very pale.  

 “No!” I almost screamed. “She told me not to tell anyone and she would never 

forgive me if she knew I told you. She knows if anyone found out, they would take her 

away from her dad.” I was crying again.  

 “Hon,” my dad said comfortingly, speaking for the first time, “what do you think 

will happen if we never tell anyone? Do you want her to continue to be hurt? Do you 

think he’ll stop hurting her all of a sudden? If this is true, then she’s not safe where she is. 

You have to be brave, Ang, and do this for her.” 

 I looked up at him, tears still streaming down my face.  

 “Okay,” I said to him “We’ll do it for her. She’s going to hate me though.” 

 My mom came over to hug me again, and my dad went to get the telephone. 

 A few days later, my mom came into my room where I was doing my homework, 

and sat on my bed.   

 “She’s going to be okay. She’s being put into foster care until someone decides to 

adopt her as their own child,” she told me.  

 “Can I see her?” I asked eagerly.  

 “Well, that’s up to her. She’s going through a lot right now, and she may want to 

be alone.” 

 I asked for the address to where she was staying now, and left to go see her. My 

mom told me not to be a bother, and only stay if she was up to it. I asked if I could bring 

Spark, and my mom said that would be fine. She knew how much joy that little dog 

brought Lynn.  

 I pedaled my bike as hard as I could, Spark understanding the haste we were in, 

and running heartily beside me. He was fast and had no problem keeping up with me.  

 

Just three more years until I get my license I thought to myself. I pulled up to the 

apartment building, now a little nervous about seeing Lynn. What would she look like? 

Would she be mad at me? Would she never want to see me again? 
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 Slowly I got off my bike and walked up to the front door. I knocked once, twice, 

three times, and waited for the door to creak open. A middle aged woman opened the 

door. 

 “Hello young lady. What might I do for you?” she inquired, looking down at 

Spark, who was at my feet, curiously. 

 “Hi, um, I’m a friend of Lynn’s. Is she here? I stammered. 

 “She certainly is. Come in, and I’ll go get her,” she told me kindly.  

 I began to tell Spark to stay. 

 “Oh, no, he’s fine. Bring him on in.” 

 I thanked her and stepped into the quaint living room. It was very girly, with a 

light pink rug, flowered curtains, and little cat ornaments that decorated the room.  

 “I’ve heard a lot of great things about you and your little dog here,” she said 

casually, offering to take my coat. “I know Lynn thinks the world of you. Angela, right? 

 I nodded. 

 “I’ll be back in just a minute, but make yourself at home,” she told me, gesturing 

towards the couch, pink also. 

 I thanked her again and watched her walk out of the room. Once gone, I turned 

toward the shelf that had many pictures framed and sitting upon it. There were several 

pictures of a young girl that I guessed was her as a child because they were in black and 

white, but also there were lots of pictures of different children and her, smiling for the 

camera. I remembered what my mom had told me about how different often children 

came to the same house to the same person, and then moved on to another family to live 

with. So this was where Lynn would be living temporarily. I looked at the pictures, 

focusing on the children, and they all looked sincerely happy. Lynn would like this place 

I decided to myself. I knew it was true.  

 “Hi,” I heard a small sound coming from the back of the room.  

 I turned around. Spark had been sitting at my feet, but at hearing Lynn’s voice, 

perked his ears up, and started wagging his tail. He jumped up, and raced over to her, 

putting his front paws up on her legs.  
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 She winced, but smiled and reached down to stroke his head. He jumped down, 

satisfied and sat down on the floor, tail still wagging. She took her gaze from Spark, and 

met my eyes. I felt sick. 

 Her arm was in a sling, and there were bruises all over her other arm and her face. 

Her left eye was swollen almost shut. She wore jeans, so I couldn’t see her legs, and for 

that I was thankful.  

 “I’m all right…thanks to you,” she added looking up at me with a smile, guessing 

what I had been thinking.  

 I ran over and hugged her. I started crying. 

 “I’m so sorry,” I said to her, “for telling my parents about your dad. I tried not to, 

but I was so scared for you.” 

 “Ang,” she said to me, “there’s nothing to apologize for. I should be thanking 

you. Mrs. Halten is the nicest person I have ever met, and she treats me like her daughter. 

I’m really happy here.” She smiled reassuringly. 

 I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer, but I had to ask.  

 “What…what happened…after you know…you left my house that night?” I asked 

her looking down at the floor.  

 Her tone changed the slightest amount, but she hadn’t become all jumpy like she 

used to when I brought up anything about her home.  

 “When I got back to my house,” she began, and I noticed she didn’t use the word 

home, “I tried to creep in quietly, hoping he hadn’t missed me. I went into the kitchen to 

start making his dinner, and when I got in there, there were empty bottles on the floor. 

Wine bottles, beer cans, and other things like that. I got real scared, because he was 

always even angrier when he was drunk. I hastily cleaned everything up, trying to keep 

him in a good mood, if by chance he was in one. I tried to get a pan out to make his 

favorite dinner, but I accidentally dropped it in my hurry. I guess he heard that, and I 

heard a door bang open and he came pounding out. He came up and slapped me for being 

late and not calling, kicked me, he said, for not having his dinner ready, and then pushed 

me into the wall for disturbing his rest with me ‘flinging pots around’. After that…well, I 

won’t make you listen to the rest,” she finished. 
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 I was going to be sick. How could anyone be that cruel to my best friend? She 

was safe now, I reminded myself. She was with a loving woman who would take good 

care of her.  

 She looked at me. I knew I was very pale. 

 “Are you okay,” she asked me anxiously. 

 “Yeah, I’m fine.” I looked up at her again. “I missed you,” I said to her, trying to 

change the subject. 

 “Right back at ya!” she grinned and we hugged. I smiled too. Everything was 

going to be fine.  

 Lynn started coming over to my house again, and my parents were always happy 

to see her, but now we went to her house sometimes too. Spark always came. She never 

spoke of her dad, and I knew she missed him. Or maybe she just missed a father figure. 

Either way, I knew she was much happier now, and had no intentions of ever seeing her 

dad again. 

 It was one day in the middle of October of our freshman year when she called me 

and told me the good and bad news.  

 She was being adopted into a real family, with real brothers and sisters. I knew 

she loved Mrs. Halten, but she still wasn’t like a mother. She was more of a distant aunt 

who took care of you, but was more of a friend that anything. She was so excited, she 

couldn’t keep from screaming. I asked her where she lived, hoping it was only a little 

ways from here, and her voice was no longer excited.  

 “That’s the bad news,” she told me. “See, she lives in Wilmington, North 

Carolina. She was on a vacation with her husband and children, and was doing volunteer 

work for foster kids, and I guess she liked me. She asked me if I wanted to come live 

with her all the way in North Carolina. And I told her yes.” The excitement was creeping 

back into her voice.  

 For some reason, I was suddenly extremely angry. 

 “Why would you say yes? That’s all the way across the country!” I demanded. “I 

thought we were best friends!” 

 “What? We are best friends. And I’ll never find anyone to replace you, but 

Angela! I haven’t had a mother since I was six! I’ve never had a real family! Do you 
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know how much I’ve always wanted a real family? I’ve always wanted a brother or sister 

to get into fights with; a mom who hugs me every time I get home and asks me how my 

day was. Why aren’t you happy for me?” she was angry now, and I was sorry for what I 

said, but how could she be so excited about leaving the only town she had ever known?  

 “Lynn, we’ve been best friend since we were nine! How could you be so excited 

to just leave with someone you’ve known for a few days?” My sadness was plain in my 

voice, and I knew she would pick up on it. 

 “Ang, I’m not happy to be leaving. I thought you knew me better than that. You 

know I will miss you every day I’m out there, but Ang, I’ve never had a family! Imagine 

if your mom died, and you never wanted to see your dad again, and you had never had 

Spark. How much would you want to be able to go somewhere where you could start 

over, and start fresh? You would have a clean slate, and had no judgments made against 

you yet. That is all I’ve ever wanted!!! You have to understand,” she said to me over the 

phone.  

 I was quiet for a few minutes. 

 “Yes, I do,” I said to her finally. 

 “Look, let’s make the most of the few weeks we have left, okay?” 

 “Yeah. Hey, want to go to our elementary school carnival? It’s tonight,” I said to 

her, excitement starting in my voice again. 

 “Sure, we haven’t been to that since the seventh grade!” 

 “I’ll meet you there, okay?” 

 “Okay, see you in an hour.” 

 “Bye!” 

 The weeks passed by in a blur. We had a great time, seizing every opportunity we 

had to do something together. I could feel the date creeping closer, however, and I knew 

she could too. She was excited most of the time. But at other times, she just looked very 

sad. Before I knew it, it was the night before she was going to leave 

 “You okay?” I asked, nudging her. She had blanked out for a minute. 

 “Yeah, it’s just that I’m really going to miss this place.” 

 We looked at each other, and smiled solemnly.  
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 The next day, I was sitting on the couch, Spark’s head in my lap. I had said 

goodbye to Lynn earlier that morning, and we had promised to stay in touch forever. I 

sighed really loud, and Spark looked up at me, and licked my hand. I smiled, and started 

petting him again. Suddenly, the doorbell rang. 

 I got up, and went to answer it.  

 When I looked out, I almost gasped. Lynn was standing right there on my 

doorstep! I flung the door open and hugged her. 

 “Lynn! What are you doing here? I thought you already left,” I cried in ecstasy.  

 “Well, I was supposed to have, but I asked my new family if I could come over 

and say goodbye again. That’s them over there.” She pointed to the car parked on the 

street.  

 “Wow. Nice car.” It was the first thing I could think of to say. 

 “Yeah, well they’re fairly rich,” she mumbled to me, her back to the car. 

 I just laughed.  

 “Um, well, I can only be here a second, cause we have to be at their…I mean, uh, 

our house at a certain time tonight.” 

 I could tell how she loved saying that.  

 I reached out, and hugged her tightly.  

 “I’m going to miss you,” I said to her. 

 “Me too,” she said. I could hear tears in her voice.  

 She pulled away and wiped the tears form her cheek.  

 Spark sauntered up, and came up to lick her hand which was dangling at her side. 

 She knelt down to stroke his head. 

 “You be good, you hear me?” she said gently. Spark whimpered. 

 “Hey, how would like something to always remember me by?” I asked suddenly, 

making up my mind to a snap decision. 

 “You don’t have to give me anything,” she said. 

 “I want to. Wait right here.” I raced inside, feeling tears spring to my eyes, but I 

wiped them away before she could see how much this hurt. 

 When I came back, I had Spark’s leash in my hand. I held it out to her.  
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 “That’s okay. They don’t have a dog,” she said to me, slightly puzzled at my 

choice of gift.  

 I knew if I said anything, I would start to cry again, so instead, I reached down, 

clipped the leash to Spark’s collar, and stood back up again and held the leash out to her.  

 She gasped, realizing what I meant. 

 “Angela, I couldn’t take Spark! You love him!” 

 “So do you. You love him just as much as me, but now you’ll never forget me. 

And you’ll start off your new life with a friend already there.” I said smiling sadly. 

 She looked at me, but instead of happiness, there was sadness in her eyes. 

 “What’s wrong, don’t you want him?” I asked puzzled. 

 “Of course I do; I’m just sad to be leaving behind such a good friend.” 

 A horn honked behind us. We turned to see it come from her new car. 

 “I gotta go,” she told me turning around to face me again.  

 I held out Spark’s leash again.  

 “Are you sure?” she asked me anxiously. 

 I just nodded. I still couldn’t talk very well. 

 She took the leash, and I could tell she was extremely happy. I always thought 

Spark was smart. He crawled up to me, whimpering, and I held out my hand. He licked it, 

and I bent down and hugged him tightly. He licked my face several times. I stood up and 

he continued to sit at my feet. 

 The horn honked again and she told me she had to go again. I hugged her one last 

time and then she ran to the car, Spark trotting behind her, looking over his shoulder 

several times.  

 I tried to blink back the tears, but it was too late. They had buckled their sea belts 

and were preparing for take off. They started streaming down my face. I heard one howl, 

and then it was silent except for the car engine running. I waved goodbye and watched 

my two best friends disappear forever. 
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Hannah Richard 
First Place High School Division 

 
Surprise, Arizona 

 

 
The Courageous Coupon Clipper 

Or, Anyone Can Be a Hero  
 

So. What is courage? What makes someone a hero? What is the meaning of being brave? 

Is it overcoming fears - big and small? Is it being willing to help someone when they’re 

in need and no one else comes to their aid? Or, is it daring to wash a grouchy little dog 

with a mouth full of razor sharp teeth that you know will bite you - but you wash it, 

anyway?  

 

Those are the questions I’ve been asked to write about. Except that last one. 

 

Edit: Those are most of the questions I’ve been asked to write about.  

 

Let’s do this story thing properly. From the top!  

 

Sundays are not particularly thrilling. I mean, maybe they are for you. Some of my 

friends go to church on Sunday. Some go shopping with friends and some go on dates. 

Most of my friends go home at curfew and share details of their red-hot weekends with 

me at school. Sundays are not for me. Not at all. Honestly, Saturday is my one me day in 

the week. There’s no school, no chores and no curfew.  

 

Okay, that’s a lie -“Eight o’clock, Hayden! Or I’m sending out a search team!” Mom 

loves reminding me of my very real curfew- but I don’t have a bedtime on Saturday. 

Which sounds really juvenile. I meant for that to sound cool.  

 

Anyway...My Sundays are spent with the adorable devil-dog Zoey and the paper. Mom 

works long hours these days. She had to go back to work when we filed for bankruptcy 

and so she doesn’t have time for her two favorite pass-times anymore. Watching recorded 

episodes of the Bonnie Hunt show and clipping coupons for payday. Bonnie Hunt is 

funny and everything, but I skip it and just go to cutting out coupons for Mom. She didn’t 

ask me to do it, but she’s been so thankful that I just can’t stop. Now I’m sick of it. And 

she hasn’t used any of the Ben & Jerry’s I keep cutting out for her, but she’s always 

saying positive thinking gets you positive results so I’ll continue to positively place the 

ice cream coupons in her wallet. Who knows? She might have a lapse of sanity.  

 

Speaking of lapses of sanity, you’re probably wondering why it takes my whole Sunday 

to collect the latest dollar-off deals for Mom. It doesn’t. But the other thing I mentioned 

occupying my Sundays was Zoey, a very cute Pomeranian weighing in at about 12 

pounds. According to Pommy and You, Pomeranians are supposed to be smaller, but 

Zoey is about seven pounds extra of teeth.   
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Let’s just say, me and Zoey don’t get along and my bitten hands show for it.  

 

 

Zoey’s bath day is Sunday. Bath time for Zoey includes actually dragging her down the 

hall and forcing her into the bathtub, much jumping out of the way of her indignant 

chompers, a shampoo, a conditioning, trimmed nails and brushed teeth - not to mention I 

blow dry her hair. When she has two pounds of five-inch fur (I measured) all around her 

body, it takes a while to dry her. Then, bath day is wrapped up with a walk around the 

neighborhood.  

 

 

Honestly, I’d rather spend my Sundays reading Japanese comics or chasing boys like my 

friends do. Or, um, doing homework. Because this is a paper for school, and you’ve got 

to know that I love doing my homework, Mrs. Conner. Sometimes I read the books you 

assign just because I’m bored. I do it for fun! It’s like, homefun. Not work at all. Oh no.  

 

Let’s get on topic. This is a courage paper and at this point you’re probably wondering 

what my eccentric relationship with Zoey has to do with that. Well, it has a lot to do with 

it. It was weird.  

 

But I’m getting ahead of myself.  

 

The whole incident started with something as simple as the phone ringing. I scanned the 

Caller ID. It was Megan Walker* (*all the names have been changed to protect the 

reputation of the author. And the identity of those herein mentioned, I guess. Except 

Zoey. She can’t read.) so I rolled my eyes. Let’s just say that for a best friend, she’s not 

my favorite person. Probably because she’s way more confident than me and she has this 

incessant need to tell me I look like a washed out vampire in pale pink, but the world may 

never know why I detest her.  

 

I picked up the phone anyway, like always, because I’m too scared to stand up to her and 

leave her hanging. Besides, my wrist was sore from clipping- from writing my courage 

paper. “Hey, Megs. What’s up?”  

 

“You’ll never believe what just happened to me!” She shrilled.  

 

“I won’t? Then why are you trying to convince me?”  

 

“Bad mood much? Anyway, shut your mouth, you hermit. Some of us have lives. 

Unbelievably awesome lives! Anyway. Guess who asked me out?”  

 

“Hmm.” I hummed, and leaned back on the couch, eyeing Zoey. She was pretty mellow -

i.e. miserable- like she always was after I finished bathing her. Plus I was refusing to take 

her on a walk -i.e. rabbit chasing expedition- because she tore my right hand to bits. It 
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was covered in three band-aids that made holding scissors very difficult. It also made 

writing difficult, but I was so doing that anyway. I am that dedicated to school.  

 

Megan was still on the line: “Okay, don’t be a jerk about it. Guess! Who have I had a 

crush on all semester?”  

 

“Uh, Jared Leto?” I swung a guess, patting Zoey’s head. She looked at me pitifully. Not 

apologetically, mind you, just pitifully.  

 

 

On the other end of the phone, Megan groaned melodramatically at my total lack of 

playing along.  

 

“No! Jason Burkes! He asked me out today. I mean, oh my gosh - Can you even believe 

it? Jason asked me out. Me!”  

 

“You’re right! That’s a big deal!” I chirped back enthusiastically. But I really felt 

sarcastic, I admit it. I even wanted to throw in ‘you’re right - I thought he was too good 

for you!’ to get back at her for telling me she looked better in the jeans she bought me for 

my birthday last Friday. But I didn’t. Because Mom raised me better than that. And - Oh, 

who am I kidding? I just can’t think of snappy comebacks during the moment like 

Megan. I only thought of the he’s-too-good-for-you thing later. 

 

“But it gets better.” Megan went on, more bubbly than melted cheese on an enchilada. 

“Because guess what Jason said?”  

 

“What did Jason said?”  

 

“He said his best friend, Robby -you know the one, he’s not as hot as Jason but better 

than that Keiffer freak you dated last year- he said Rob has the hots for you.” Her 

backhanded compliment jumped straight from her mouth and onto my nerves. But I 

didn’t care. I’d been crushing on Robby since summer vacation. Not to mention, Robby 

is a lot better looking than Jason - it’s not even funny. He’s got beautiful, white teeth that 

pull back into this super-sweet smile and gorgeous eyes. Jason’s the bad boy and Robby’s 

his Jiminy Cricket.  

 

“He does, does he?” I said. I tried to play it cool, but I was halfway to squealing. 

 

“Yeah, but you see, it still gets better. Jason and Robby want to meet us at the park.” 

 

“Um. Today?” My happiness plummeted. I couldn’t go anywhere - it was Sunday. 

 

“Well, duh, girl. And you’ve gotta come today. ’Cause Jason’s trying to convince Robby 

to go after Ashley Waters - instead of you?”  

 

“But why?”  
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“Well, she’s skinnier than you. Face it. You could...”  

 

“I get it, Meg. Your kindness is what reminds me of why we’re friends.” I didn’t actually 

add that second sentence. Remember that think-of-it-later affliction? Yeah. It applied 

there. “But I can’t come and you know that!”  

 

“I just wanted to let you know.” She said it in a tone as nonchalant as a shrug. Is she 

trying to rub it in my face? I kept thinking. “I thought you’d come with me, that’s all.”  

 

“I take care of Mom’s dog on Sunday, remember?”  

 

“So bring her with you.”  

 

“The dog?”  

 

“Are you stupid or just tired? Who else! Bring the dog with you.”  

 

“You want me to bring a lapdog on a date with me?” 

 

“Boys love animals.” 

 

“Megan...”  

 

Maybe I was afraid of facing the fact that the super-cute, super-nice Robby actually liked 

me or maybe I’m just a really responsible student, but after that I pulled out what I knew 

was a weak excuse. “But Megs...What about the courage papers?”  

 

“Those? God, you’ve gotta be the only geek in our class who obsesses over good grades. 

All these stupid papers aren’t going to help us in real life, so why are you bothering?” 

Megan snapped. She gets horrid grades, so of course she doesn’t understand how much I 

like writing and how much I like getting good marks for my writing. “Hello? You there?” 

 

“Yeah, I’m here.”  

 

“So, like, can you refresh my memory? What are we supposed to write in those courage 

things?”  

 

“We-um, we have to write about a personal experience in which we faced our fears and 

showed courage in the face of adversity. It doesn’t have to be major. Just facing a fear or 

helping someone. You know?”  

 

“Wow. Well, Hayden. Uh- you realize you’re the farthest thing from courageous, right? 

You’re always running away from things.” Megan giggled. I flushed. She wouldn’t stop 

laughing!  
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“What’s so funny?”  

 

“The thought of you actually having guts. I mean, you won’t even leave the house 

because you’re scared of having a life. And your best excuse is that you’re writing a 

courage paper? It’s hilarious.” She kept laughing. Zoey groaned when I pulled her into 

my chest like a little kid with a teddy bear. 

 

“Fine. You think I’m so scared? Well, I’m going to the park right now. And I’m going to 

ask Robby out and he’ll say yes.”  

 

“What if he doesn’t?” She taunted.  

 

“If -and that’s a big if- he says ‘no,’ then I’ll just have to date his older brother.” 

 

“His brother is a senior!”  

 

“So? I’ve got guts.”  

 

And before I could hang up and have the last word, Megan laughed one more time and 

said: “Suuure.”  

 

 

Fed up, I slammed my thumb on the END button and threw the phone into the couch 

cushions beside me. I squeezed Zoey tighter and she growled. 

 

“You’re my only friend.” I said to the dog. To which she struggled to get free and bit me 

on my band-aided hand.  

 

* * *  

  

With headphones blaring, Zoey on her chain leash and me in my best jeans, I strode down 

the sidewalk with conviction. I was going to prove to that friend of mine that I was brave. 

So what if I helped my mom out on Sunday? So what if I didn’t have a whip-fast tongue 

like her? I could ask out a stupid boy. And he would say yes. And we’d go off into the 

sunset and clip coupons together, because he would do anything to spend time with me. 

 

It’d be perfect.  

 

That’s when the weird thing happened. And I probably wouldn’t have gotten involved -

not knowing a thing was out of the ordinary with my headphones blocking out the world- 

but Zoey started barking excitedly and she was trying to pull me down the sidewalk in the 

opposite direction of the park. And when I say she was barking, I mean she was wailing. 

She has this high-pitch squealing yip common to Pomeranians that you could use to warn 

people of national disasters.  

 

Just saying.  
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“What is it?” I demanded of the dog, tearing the music out of my ears. She kept yipping. I 

growled. “What?” And I whipped my head around to look at whatever she was barking 

at.  

 

I saw them.  

 

They only looked about ten years old, the whole group, but there were three or four little 

girls that I could make out standing in a semi-circle around another little girl. I noticed 

that the pinned little girl had her back to the tree in what I guessed was one of the girls’ 

front yards. It was obvious from their body language that the kids were arguing and the 

circle was tag-teaming the sheepish kid against the tree. They were waving dolls around 

her. I figured out why Zoey was barking when I saw the dolls. For whatever reason, she 

loves chewing dolls of all kinds. They were waving food around in her eyes.  

 

But in my eyes, something was wrong. Very wrong. The girl against the tree was holding 

a doll of her own and looking down at it with a sad face. I got closer and Zoey stopped 

barking - probably thinking it was almost feeding time. She started running but didn’t get 

far on the leash.  

 

As I got closer, I could hear them.  

 

“God, why do you even play with us?” The girl directly in front of the pinned girl said. 

“It’s like you’re a little injured puppy. We let you play with us once and now you won’t 

stop following us around!”  

 

“Yeah,” said another girl. “Why can’t you leave us alone?”  

 

“I just wanted to play with you guys. I mean, why can’t Barbie have super-powers?” The 

girl being attacked said, looking at her doll.  

 

“You’re weird,” said the leader of the pack of girls.  

 

“No I’m not.” But she was different. Besides wanting to imbue Barbie and Ken with 

unimaginable powers, she was dressed differently. Where all the other girls were wearing 

light greens and blues, in skirts and pretty tops, she was wearing orange jeans and a 

highlighter-yellow shirt with a pink and purple panda on it.  

 

“Uh. Yeah. You are,” said the leader. “It’s obvious.” 

 

The little girl against the tree flushed. So did I - out of anger. Megan’s voice came back 

in my head: You’re the farthest thing from courageous... You’re always running away 

from things. The thought of you having guts? It’s hilarious!  

 

I wasn’t going to run away from this. I wasn’t going to let them do this. 
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“You blush just like a baby, Melanie.” Said the leader. “Are you going to cry?”  

 

Melanie’s lip started trembling. “No.” 

 

“Did you know your hair is really ugly?” Said the leader, like she just noticed it. She 

batted one of Melanie’s pigtails with her fingers.  

 

“It is not.” Melanie protested feebly. Tears welled up in her eyes. “I like my hair. I do it 

like this on purpose.”  

 

I didn’t want them to do this - but what could I say? I didn’t know what to say!  

 

 

“So that just makes you ugly?” Said another one of the little girls. Her and the leader 

giggled maliciously and high-fived each other. I wanted to slap them. They were all just a 

bunch of little Megans and Melanie reminded me of myself. The off-beat one. The one 

kid who didn’t get the Pink Day memo or who didn’t go out on the weekend. The one 

who got teased and was powerless. Anger bubbled inside me. I was enraged. My teeth 

clenched and I fought desperately to think of something to say. Violence wasn’t the 

answer. So what could I say?  

 

“Face it.” The leader poked Melanie’s gut. Melanie’s hands tightened around her doll. 

She fought not to cry. “No one will ever like you if you dress like that.”  

 

“I...I think her clothes are awesome!” Someone said. Oh, wait. I’d said that! 

 

All five of them turned to see me right behind them. The little clique of Megan-ettes eyed 

me like I was a hairball one of their kittens coughed up. Zoey wagged her tails, woofed, 

and sat obediently - waiting for the treat of inhaling Barbie and Skipper dolls. 

 

“Who are you?” The leader asked.  

 

“Sorry. Did you say something? I don’t hear mean little girls, so you need to be nice and 

try that again.” I said in an uncaring tone. Basically, I was copying Megan. I even 

examined my nails for a minute to show how little she affected me.  

 

“If you can’t hear her, then why did you even start talking to us?” Said one of the leader’s 

little sidekicks. I looked at her. She smiled smugly like she had me there. I smiled back, 

sweetly.  

 

“Same goes for you, sweetheart.” I chimed. “Now. Because I can’t stand a bunch of little 

girls picking on my friend Melanie, I’m going to have to ask you get away so we can 

leave. She doesn’t need to hear you fashion-blind kids tell her what’s ugly and what’s 

not.” I fired. I was smiling - not because I was necessarily happy to fight a bunch of 

fourth-graders, but because I was actually holding my own for once in an argument. 
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Maybe it takes someone you can empathize with to bring out your fire and make you 

brave.  

 

Melanie waved at me. I waved back. She looked majorly confused but I hoped she’d stay 

quiet.  

 

The leader wheeled around to face Melanie, who flinched. “Is that your friend?” She 

jabbed her finger at me. 

 

With a glance at me, Melanie nodded, silent.  

 

“How old is she?” The leader asked skeptically.  

 

Oh shoot. Melanie had never seen me before. I panicked just a little bit inside.  

 

“She’s a senior. In High School.” Melanie mumbled. I’m only a sophomore but I liked it.  

 

“Why are you friends with a High Schooler?” Said the sidekick.  

 

“She’s friends with my brother.” Melanie nodded again, more confident in her answers.  

 

“Besides Melanie’s got great fashion sense.” I added. “Orange is hot right now. And if 

it’s got pandas on it - everyone in High School is wearing it.”  

 

I went around and stood beside Melanie. 

 

“Yeah. Everyone.” Melanie crossed her arms, emboldened with a friend on her side. 

“Even the boys.”  

 

I fought not to laugh at the sudden mental image I got of bad boy Jason in a bright blue 

panda shirt.  

 

The clique all looked at Melanie with scrutinizing, squinted up faces. Trying to decide if 

she was being serious or if she was pulling their legs.  

 

“Look, I’ve got somewhere better to be. Come on, girls.” The leader finally said, and 

turned around with an indignant, ‘hmph!’  

 

All the other girls turned around slowly, staring at Melanie and I. Trying to memorize 

Melanie’s outfit and it’s stylish glory, I think. Trying to find the pandas on my clothes. 

Hopefully, they decided I was wearing a panda shirt underneath my jacket.  

 

Eventually, they were out of earshot. All of them complained about what just happened. 

They were talking about going shopping before school tomorrow, too.  
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Seconds whizzed by, me still high on adrenaline. All I could think about was how I’d 

actually been brave. I defended somebody! I mean, does that count as courage? I think it 

does. Zoey was getting antsy, so I didn’t have long to think about it. She really wanted to 

munch on the Barbie doll in Melanie’s hands. Melanie messed with her brunette doll. In a 

teeny-tiny voice, she said, “Thanks. Um. For getting them off my back. I mean, they’re 

my friends and sometimes they’re really nice but...”  

 

“Even friends can be mean.” I said, and thought of Megan. 

 

“Yeah.” Melanie agreed, her head bowed away from me. I couldn’t see her face but she 

sure sounded bummed.  

 

“You know what? Sometimes you just have to be brave enough to face your fears - even 

when they’re you’re friends - and you’ve got to think about your friends. ‘Is this person 

really my friend?’ Because friends should respect each other. Be good to yourself, as my 

mom says.” I said. I scooped Zoey up into my arms. I pet her head and she calmed down 

just a little bit. She still eyed that doll, though.  

 

“That’s really great advice. I think-I think I’ll go talk to some other kids at lunch 

tomorrow. I’m tired of being the kicking post.” So was I. “Do you ever have problems 

finding good friends?”  

 

 

“Um, yeah.” I laughed a little bit. Kind of rueful. I’d thought about Megan once again. 

“But you know what? How about this - If you promise to go get new friends, I will too.” 

 

“It’s a deal.” Melanie turned around to face me. She beamed. “Starting with you, okay? I 

mean you were like my hero. We’re friends for life now.”  

 

“I think I like the sound of that, Melanie. I’m Hayden.” I grinned at her. But then 

remembered my true purpose for leaving the house and looked over my shoulder, toward 

the park in the distance, because now I really wanted to get back to my asking-Robby-out 

plan. “You want to go play at the park? There’s usually lots of kids there.” 

 

“Sure.” Melanie went to my side and gestured that we start walking. “’Sides, my brother 

Robby is there, and so’s his friend Jason. Maybe I’ll introduce them to you. They’d make 

great friends.” 

 

Melanie seriously said that. Small world, right?  

 

When we got to the park, we ran into Megan right off the bat. She had her hands on her 

hips and her nose in the air like always. Her first words to me were: “Wow. I’m surprised 

you actually had the guts to come.”  

 

“Megs,” I sighed. “I don’t need to prove myself to you, okay? I know I have guts.”  
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“Go quiet hero.” She rolled her eyes. “But I’m glad you made it, I guess.”  

 

And I could see in her eyes -all of a sudden, like a revelation- that she was just as scared 

of talking to the super-hot boys as I was. She wanted me there to lend her support. Like 

when I stood behind Melanie earlier, Megan was emboldened by my presence.  

 

“Yeah, I know.” I smirked at her. “Now let’s go hook us some boyfriends.”  

 

She smiled. “Duh. Who’s your friend?” 

 

“Melanie. She’s awesome.”  

 

After defending Melanie some very cool things happened. I asked Robby out and he said 

yes like Megan said he would, I made a new friend in Melanie that believed in me and 

finally spoke up to Megan and told her I wouldn’t take her mouth anymore. And, finally, 

when I went to the store the next night with Mom, I saw the leader of the clique buying 

two panda shirts. And orange shorts.  

 

So there you go, Mrs. Conner. I think pretty much anyone can have courage. Anyone can 

be a hero. Even me, the coupon-clipping, Pomeranian-bathing Hayden 

 

End.  
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Robert Rust 
Second Place High School Division 

 
Williamsburg, Virginia 

 

 

Everyone experienced different reactions when Johnson informed us that the 

Lieutenant had ordered our squad to perform a reconnaissance mission in the hot zone 

northeast of Firebase Bastogne.  Some flinched, while others shuddered.  Some exhaled, 

some muttered.  Some, like me, merely stood there, stupidly, and blinked.  We had heard 

the horror stories of ambushed soldiers in the hot zones.  Just last week, a squad of ten 

kids flew off to back up Echo Company near the hills in the west.  Six returned. 

Later that night I dreamt about death.  This was usual- nightmares of dying were 

commonly experienced by us soldiers.  I'd be in a foxhole, reading, and, without warning, 

a bullet would sail straight through my helmet.  Or, I would be walking along on one of 

our usual patrol paths and the ground would suddenly disappear from beneath me, the 

terrible realization that I had stumbled upon one of the Cong's death pits (holes dug in the 

ground and filled with sharpened stakes disguised as the rest of the forest floor) dawning 

too late.  That's how men died in Nam- suddenly, quickly, violently.  No heroic deaths, 

nothing honorable, just one moment alive, the next dead. 

I would wake up from these dreams gasping for air.  Sitting up, I would discard 

my sweat-covered shirt on the dirt floor of my squad's barracks.  My fear would infuriate 

me.  Soldiers are supposed courageous and valiant, and there I would be, sweating like a 

scared little boy.   Fuming, I would listen to the soft chirps of the crickets until I once 

again began to fight my way back to sleep. 

*** 

The clearing the Hueys dropped us into looked exactly like every other clearing I 

had been set down in.  About the size of a Cul-de-sac and surrounded by hundreds of 

green trees, it possessed no distinguishable characteristics whatsoever.  I sensed the 

familiar feeling of dread creep into my conscience as the tall grass flew toward us.  The 

Congs enjoyed hiding pits, sharpened stakes, and even mines underneath the canopies of 
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those blades.  But, when the pilot gave us the inevitable go-ahead, we all departed the 

chopper. 

Johnson jumped out first, then Murphy, then Callahey and I, and finally Pio.  

Johnson was our squad’s sergeant and took point.  Murphy always followed behind him, 

and then Callahey and I walked beside each other.  Our newest guy, Pio, took the rear.  

Pio always seemed nervous, especially on missions.  His face grew pale as we watched 

the helicopter rise back into the air, break through the treetops, and disappear entirely.  

We stood listening to the chopper's heartbeats for the next few moments. 

“Come on, boys,” Johnson said, breaking our silence, “the sooner we get this over 

with, the sooner we get back to base.”  With this compelling argument, we all turned and 

started toward the tree line. 

I hated ‘Nam.  It was a completely different land from the “real world” back 

home.  New recruits always seemed surprised by the place they found themselves in 

when they arrived.  Although they had been taught to be clean and respectful in boot 

camp, the so-called “war heroes” they were presented with were dirty and unkempt.  

Nobody spoke politely here.  The only time you heard a soldier say, “Yes, Sir!” was 

when he acknowledged a captain or general. 

In fact, ‘Nam existed in almost another world all to itself.  Especially in this eerie 

twilight, when the light cast shadows all around you.  I sometimes felt as if I had fallen 

through a hole into some parallel universe.  The Congs appeared to be hiding behind 

every tree and bush, and every noise in the forest seemed to promise doom for our 

intrusion.  My heart skipped countless beats during my time in the war when I would 

mistake some inanimate thing for the enemy. 

Evening ran into night, and we still had seen no sign of Charlie.  In this absence 

of light, though, it was almost impossible to see anything more than a few feet in front of 

you.  The sun had long left, and the moon’s rays were too dull to penetrate the foliage 

above us.  I looked at Callahey.  He stared at the ground as he walked, obviously lost in 

some other time.  

Pio’s quick, shallow breaths resonated behind me.  Turning around, I saw that his 

eyes were fixed directly between Callahey and me, straight at Murphy’s back.  They 
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didn’t move until I smiled at him and waved.  He tried to return the smile, but it looked 

more like a grimace. 

“Calm down,” I whispered.  “There’s no point in dyin’ from bein’ afraid of 

death.” 

His shoulders dropped slightly.  “I know,” he sighed.  “I just heard too many bad 

stories is all.” 

“I read ya loud and clear, man.”  Callahey had joined the conversation.  “It’s this 

damned jungle.  Charlie’s got this guerilla warfare thing down squat.  They get into your 

head, the Congs.”  A crack sounded from somewhere in front of us.  We all jumped and 

brought our guns up to shoulder level. 

“Sorry about that,” Johnson whispered from the somewhere in the blackness.  

“Stepped on a twig.” 

“See what I mean?”  Callahey snorted.  “We go through intensive training in boot 

camp and push our bodies to their physical and mental limits, and the Congs have us 

jumpin’ over a twig!” 

We walked on for about fifteen more minutes, until Murphy gave us the sign to 

start heading back.  My stomach growled and my hands ached from the long period of 

time spent holding my rifle.  By this point we had all stopped slapping away the 

mosquitoes that waged war against our skin- there were simply too many of them.  I 

leaned over to Callahey. 

“You think we’ll get back in time for dinner?” 

He grinned.  “Time doesn’t exist in this hellhole.”  His smile faded as he looked 

up at the sky.  I looked up, too.  I could just barely make out a few stars through the 

treetops. 

“You think they’re lookin’ at those stars, too?”  Callahey asked. 

“Who?” 

“Our folks back home.  You think they can see ‘em?” 

“I don’t know.  I hope so.”  I felt good knowing that I had some connection to the 

real world back home.  My gaze fell.  Johnson had circled around and once again walked 

ahead of us.  Pio followed him, and Murphy now held the rear.  Murphy told us to be 

quiet. 
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“Come on, Murphy,” Callahey started walking backwards.  “The silence is the 

real killer.  It’ll drive us all insane.” 

Murphy glared at Callahey.  Murphy was a good guy, but much more rational 

than Callahey.  "When I say shut up, Private, it means I want you to shut the hell up."  

When Callahey opened his mouth to argue, Murphy silenced him with a threatening 

hand.  "That's an order, Callahey." 

Defeated, Callahey turned back to the front and resumed his downward stare.  We 

walked for what seemed like an eternity, picking through the underbrush and keeping 

silent.  The crickets’ constant chirps were the only sounds that could be heard.  It seemed 

as if we walked through one of my dreams, on and on to no particular end, when finally 

Johnson stopped. 

The sudden stop startled me.  “What’s up, Sarge?” 

His whisper was just audible to the rest of the group.  “We’re nearing the clearing.  

I don’t like clearings, so be on your guard.  I radioed the chopper a while back, so it 

should be here shortly.” 

We started up again.  After a few more steps, I saw it too.  The clearing was like 

an empty stage with a single, huge spotlight.  The moon’s rays shone like a beacon to 

everywhere else in the forest.  Johnson was right.  If we got caught out there with no 

cover, the Congs could see us from a mile away.  We would have to wait for the chopper 

to be right on top of us before we went out there, even if it meant spending a few more 

moments in this godforsaken jungle. 

Soon, the chopper’s deep thump thumps became audible.  We stopped as we 

neared the tree line.  Callahey and I leaned against two opposite trees.  Pio raised his gun 

toward the other side of the clearing, but shook his head and lowered it again. 

“What is it?” asked Murphy. 

“I… I thought I saw something,” said Pio, but then he shook his head.  “Never 

mind. I’m just seeing things.”  Murphy looked at Pio’s face quizzically, but then 

shrugged.  It wasn’t the first time one of us imagined something. 

I allowed myself to relax slightly as the chopper’s shape materialized out of the 

sky.  It descended through the canopy and hovered about three feet above the forest floor.  

“Let’s go!” shouted Johnson. 
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We made a dash for the helicopter.  Johnson cleared the forest first, followed by 

Murphy, and then Callahey.  Then, I took off into the clearing, focusing only on the 

looming giant in front of me.  Ahead, Johnson began hoisting himself into the chopper.  

Just twenty meters.  That's all that's left.  Just twenty meters. 

Callahey neared the chopper and threw his supplies onboard.  After clambering 

aboard, Johnson turned and helped Murphy jump in. 

Fifteen meters.  Just keep running.  You'll be safe in fifteen meters. 

Murphy and Johnson pulled Callahey onboard and took up defensive positions on 

either side of the chopper. 

Ten meters.  You're there in ten meters. 

At five meters I stumbled and almost lost my balance, ramming into the side of 

the helicopter at full force.  My shoulder throbbing, I took Callahey's hand and was 

dragged onboard. 

"You alright there, buddy?" Callahey laughed over the roar of the propellors. 

"Yeah," I panted, "but I think I just gave myself a heart attack." 

"Hey!" Johnson shouted at me.  "Where's Pio?" 

My heart stopped as I scanned the edge of the forest. 

"Oh, no," Callahey breathed. 

Suddenly, I heard an unmistakable crack come from somewhere in the tree line.  

Then, five more broke out around us.  We ducked as the helicopter's sides clanged with 

the reverberations of bullets bouncing off it.  The gunner of the helicopter opened up into 

the tree line, reducing the trees to splinters.  We felt a slight pull as the helicopter began 

to take off. 

"Stop!" I shouted to the pilot.  "One of our men's still in there!" 

He hesitated.  "This zone is crawling with Charlie!  You got 60 seconds before I 

get out of here!" 

I snuck toward the side of the chopper.  I turned to Johnson.  "I'm going after 

Pio!" 

He merely looked at me and gave one short nod.  "Get your asses back here alive, 

Private." 

I swallowed hard.  "Keep my seat warm!" 
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I jumped back out onto the grass and kept low as the gunner covered my reentry 

into the forest. 

Oh, God, Pio, please be okay. 

Guessing where we had started from, I picked my way through the trees to where 

I last remembered seeing him.  The darkness made it almost impossible to see anything, 

though, and I was forced to make my way slowly through the forest.  It was easy to trip 

on invisible roots and I was limited to only a small area around the clearing - without the 

sound of gunfire to lead me back to the Huey, I would surely get lost.  Realizing any 

attempt to find him with my sight was futile, I began to shout his name.   

"Pio!" 

No answer. 

"Pio! Come on, man where are you?  We've got to get out of this forest!" 

The sounds of battle seemed to come toward me.  I froze in place, waiting and 

listening.  When the sounds seemed to grow distant again, I tried one more time before 

heading back. 

"Pio!  Come on!  Where the hell are you?  Please, answer me!" 

"Price, is that you?" 

I almost cried out with joy.  I followed the sound to its origin.  Sure enough, he 

was still standing there, clenching his gun tight to his chest.  Then fear finally got the 

better of me. 

“What the hell are you doing?” I shouted.  “We have to get out of here, now!" 

For a second, he just stared at me, dazed.  Then, he regained his composure. 

“Sorry, man,” he shouted back as he followed me back out to the clearing. 

The fight seemed to have stopped when we reemerged.  Instead of keeping low, I 

broke into a full sprint, with Pio trailing just slightly behind.  The helicopter roared as I 

neared it, buffeting me with gusts of wind. 

A boom shook the forest, and the ground disappeared from beneath me. 

I hit the floor almost as suddenly as I left it.  The sky and dirt fought for my view 

as I rolled head over foot.  My ears were whining with an incessant ring, as if my entire 

head was screaming.  I stopped near the tail of the helicopter and looked around, 

confused.  Callahey and Murphy were running to the place where I had just been while 
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Johnson and another man I did not recognize ran to me.  I started to get up, but my legs 

would not budge.  Horrified, I looked down to make sure they were still attached, but 

breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that they were.  Johnson hoisted me up by the 

shoulders and the other man lifted my feet.  They carried me to the chopper and laid me 

on the floor by the gunman, and then got in themselves.  Callahey and Murphy returned 

carrying Pio, and laid him next to me.  He was paler than I had ever seen him before.  

Callahey and Murphy jumped up into the helicopter as it started to rise. 

“What happened?” I shouted at Murphy.  “Were we attacked again?”  The man 

who I had not recognized before knelt by Pio’s side and started tending to him.  He wore 

a patch with the Red Cross insignia on it.  “Your friend hit a mine,” he said. 

I felt as if a bullet had just punched a hole through my gut.  Is he gonna make it?” 

I asked, looking into Pio’s face and grasping his hand. 

Nobody answered as we rose out of the rabbit hole and into the night. 
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COURAGE 

 “Courage can be defined in many different ways. It could be as simple as getting up on 

front of you class to present a project, or kicking your foot off the pavement and finally 

riding your bike without training wheels. I don’t doubt for a minute that all these things 

take a lot of courage. But let me tell you what courage means to me. To me, courage is 

having the strong for the ones you love even when you should be the one cowering in 

fear. Courage is staying up beat and optimistic despite the fact that your body is tearing 

you down more and more by the minute, making it almost impossible to survive. Courage 

is believing you can make it out of even the worst situations, even if all odds are against 

you. That’s what courage is.” 

 

It was just supposed to be a routine checkup. That’s when they found the tumor. 

 I’d invited my girlfriend Ella to come with me to the doctor’s, only because she 

kept nagging me to take her. I think she was worried that my appointment wasn’t just a 

plain old physical, even though I assured her that was all it was the entire car ride there. I 

wasn’t entirely sure I’d convinced her, but I think bribing her that I’d go get her a new 

dress afterward was enough to suffice. 

 Dr. Kendall summoned me only a few minutes after we got there, and I blessed 

my luck. I didn’t know how much more of Ella’s worrying I could take, so I was anxious 

to get this over just to make her feel better. 

 Once inside the sterile patient room, Dr. Kendall went over the procedural 

questions, all of which I answered yes to. It was when we got the neurological tests that 

our trouble began. 

 “Okay, Adam,” Dr. Kendall said, “I want you to follow my finger with your 

eyes.” He moved the finger, and I thought I was following it. I was surprised to see his 

bushy eyebrows furrow. “Are you following my finger?” 
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 “Yeah, I’m trying to.” I began to grow frustrated, squinting my eyes to do what 

should be a simple task. 

 Dr. Kendall remained calm. “Raise you right hand for me, please.” 

 I did. 

 “No, your right hand, Adam.” 

 “Sorry,” I muttered, raising my other hand. “I got confused.” 

 “Have you been getting confused a lot lately? Getting a lot of headaches, maybe?” 

 My heart began to accelerate. Was he really insinuating that I… Suddenly, I grew 

angry. “No. No, you’re wrong. I’m just tired, that’s all.” 

 “Mood changes are common with this type of thing. You of all people should --” 

 “I know. It’s not that, though. You’re wrong.” 

 Dr. Kendall scrutinized me. I looked away, trying to calm myself down. Yes, I 

knew this system all too well. And even though every symptom he was telling me I had 

experienced, I didn’t want to believe it was true. I told myself in my head that I was just 

stressed from work and taking care of my sister Veronica. It had to be. 

 “I want to schedule an MRI right away. Should I tell Ella what’s going on?” 

 “No,” I replied gruffly. “She doesn’t need to know, only if anything is really 

wrong.” 

 “Come with me, then.” 

 I followed Dr. Kendall down a long hallway, past the ER and into the depths of 

the hospital where the X-Ray centers were. I lay under the huge machine as it made loud 

grinding noises above me. My body wanted to fidget, to wrench itself from this chamber 

that brought back so many horrible memories, but I kept myself still.  

 When the MRI was over Dr. Kendall told me he would call me back in a day or 

two to let me know about the results. I thanked him for his help and left. 

 “So, are you all healthy?” Ella teased me on our way out.  

 “Healthy as a horse,” I said with a smile. No reason to scare her. I was sure I was 

fine. 

 The next day, Dr. Kendall called me. His tone was grim. 

 “It’s a tumor, Evan. Stage two. I’m so sorry.” 

 “Just like my mom,” I said. His words hadn’t quite sunk in yet. 
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 “I’d like to refer you to a colleague of mine. She’s a great oncologist who I’m 

confident will take the best care of you.” 

 “I’ll come in Thursday.” I clicked off the phone and stared blankly out the 

window. Everything Dr. Kendall told me began to process in my deteriorating brain, and 

when the fact that I had cancer, the same cancer that had killed my mom, I laughed. I’m 

not sure if it was because of the tumor or because I found the thought amusing. But at 

that moment, nothing else mattered to me. Not what was going to happen to me, not how 

Veronica or Ella would react, nothing. All that mattered was that I got to laugh, as I was 

sure it would be the last time I did for a while. 

 

I told Ella first. I took her out to her favorite restaurant, hoping the familiar atmosphere 

would soften the blow. She had just finished her chicken salad when I blurted it out. 

 “I have stage two brain cancer. I’m going to the oncologist tomorrow, and I want 

you to come with me.” 

 Ella’s jaw went slack. She looked over at me, her eyes so glazed over I didn’t 

think she was actually seeing me. I reached my hand out to her, but she got up from the 

table and charged to the bathroom. When she returned two minutes later, she was met 

with curious glances from the other customers. Her eyes were dilated and her skin pale 

when she sat back down. 

 “Why didn’t you tell me when we were at the doctor’s?” Her voice trembled. 

 “I wasn’t sure until yesterday. I didn’t want to scare you.” 

 “It wouldn’t have mattered. I’m scared now. How could this happen? How could 

you not have seen the signs earlier, after everything that happened with your mom? How 

could I not have seen the signs?” 

 “Don’t blame yourself. It’s no one’s fault.” 

 Ella reached over the table and grasped my hand. “Have you told Veronica?” 

 I shook my head. “I want to wait until the appointment. You know her; she’s 

going to want all the facts.” 

 “Are you scared?” 
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 I’d been prepared for this question. In the hours since discovering I was sick, the 

question had been ricocheting through the chambers of my brain. At first I hadn’t been 

sure of the answer, but after some thought I was pretty sure. 

 “I’m not, actually. As much as I should be, I can’t force myself to be afraid. 

Besides, being scared wouldn’t change anything.” 

 Ella squeezed my hand. “That’s okay. I’ll be scared for you.” 

 

Dr. Adams, the woman who would be my oncologist, was a rail-thin woman with straight 

black hair. She seemed to wear a mask over her face; a mask that probably hid what she 

wanted to feel but couldn’t in order to stay professional. She seemed cold when you first 

saw her, but as she got to talking to me, her demeanor became very warm. 

 “Right now you’re at stage two,” Dr. Adams told me. “Very close to a stage three. 

Now that’s not good news, but I think that if we start treatment right away you’ll have a 

good chance at beating it.” 

 “What do you think my prognosis would be?” Ella asked for me. 

 “I don’t want to say right now because we haven’t started the chemo. Once we get 

in a round or two, we’ll check to see if the tumor has shrunk and go from there?” 

 “You can’t operate?” I asked. 

 Dr. Adams shook her head. “I’m afraid it’s inoperable. I know that sounds bad 

going into this, but that just because we can’t take it out ourselves doesn’t mean we can 

get rid of it using chemotherapy.” 

 The word sliced through me like a knife. I’d seen my mom suffer through chemo 

for years, seen how it had made her skin sallow and her body brittle. I know what it did to 

a person, and though I wasn’t worried about me, I was worried about what it would do to 

Ella and Veronica. 

 “When can you schedule a session?” I asked. 

 “I want to start as soon as possible, so how about Saturday?” 

 “That sounds great. Thank you.” Ella and I shook hands with Dr. Adams and we 

left. Part of me wanted to take a quick look back at the doctor, just to see if she had taken 

her mask off. 
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I didn’t know what to expect when I told Veronica about my cancer. She’d been young 

when my mom passed, but now she was fifteen, and there wasn’t any way I could sugar 

coat it for her. 

 I brought her into my room, and motioned for her to sit on my bed. I tried keeping 

my expression placid as I told her everything that was going on. I kept eye contact with 

her, but she kept looking away, her face flushing with panic. 

 “Dr. Adams thinks I’ll be able to make a recovery,” I concluded. I grabbed her 

hand. “It’s not too late for me.” 

 Veronica snatched her hand back, using it to strike me across the face.  

 “How could you let this happen?” she screamed at me through angry tears. “After 

you watched Mom wither away and die, you’re going to make me go through it, too? Is 

this your idea of cruel and unusual punishment?!” She stormed out, and I let her go. I 

didn’t move again until I heard the sound of her door slamming shut.  

 I let Veronica cool off for a while before talking to her again. I cooked her 

favorite, macaroni, put in the bowl she had used since she was a little kid, and brought it 

up to her. She was sitting on the edge of her bed when I came in, and she began to sob the 

minute I set the bowl on her dresser. I wrapped her up in my arms and she buried her face 

in my chest, soaking my shirt. I would let her cry. I owed her that much. 

 

My first session of chemotherapy was a weird experience. I’d always been sitting on the 

opposite, less comfortable chair, and now I was sitting in the nicer chair with the poison 

being shot through me.  

 Ella came with me to this session, watching over me as the ice spread through my 

veins. It began to hurt, but I kept a straight face. How could I be scared when being here 

was nothing new to me? That’s how I thought about it.  

 I felt fine the first few hours after my session, but once dinner rolled around I 

became nauseous. I vomited just about every hour, so much so my throat became raw and 

my body trembled uncontrollably. Even when I thought I had nothing else to heave from 

my stomach, something always managed to come out.  
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 Veronica and Ella stayed at my side the entire time. I told them they could go to 

sleep, but they didn’t budge. Just when I thought it was impossible to love them anymore 

than I already did, there they were to prove me wrong. 

 

Two weeks into my treatment I decided to shave my head. It wasn’t as big a deal for me 

as it might be for a woman. I was more than ready to get shears and take it off myself. I 

told myself it would be better that way than to lose it little by little every day. 

 I did it by myself. My hands had been a little shaky as of late, causing me to nick 

myself a few times. But I got the job done, and I even swept up the brown clumps of my 

hair all by myself.  

 When Ella saw me bald for the first time, she began to laugh. This hadn’t been the 

reaction I was expecting. She was crying, yes, but that was because she was laughing so 

hard.  

 “What’s so funny?” I asked. 

 She ran her cool fingers across my naked head, still laughing. “When I was little, 

my grandma had this hairless dog. It hated me and my sister because we would always 

pinch its skin, just to make sure it wasn’t really hair. Seeing you like this just reminds me 

of him.” 

 “I remind you of a hairless dog?” 

 Ella nodded and burst into another fit of hysterical laughter. She hugged me. 

“Would it make you feel any better if I said you looked better than that dog?” 

 I chuckled. “Sure.” 

 

A few weeks later I returned to Dr. Adams’ office, taking Veronica with me. I was a little 

apprehensive bringing her, but I was confident that the chemo had helped me out a lot. 

I’d been nauseous most of the time, and my vision was a little off, but I wasn’t as bad at 

remembering things as I thought I’d be. 

 “Well,” Dr. Adams said. “I’ve examined the MRI you had yesterday, to check the 

progress of the tumor.”  

 Veronica grabbed my hand, and I squeezed it. 
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 Dr. Adams looked at me with a somber expression. “The cancer has become a 

stage three, and it looks like it may be spreading. I’m so sorry, for the both of you.” 

 Veronica’s hand went slack. 

 “We can try more chemo if you’d like…” 

 “No.” I said. I was in a sort of daze; I could hear everything that was going on 

around me but I wasn’t fully seeing it. “We tried, and I’m not going to push it any further 

than it has to be.” 

 “What?!” Veronica shrieked. “You’re just going to give up? You’re going to let 

this thing kill you, and leave me and Ella…” 

 “There’s nothing else we can do! You want me to spend my last few months 

getting poisoned? Puking day in and day out? I won’t do that to myself, and I won’t do it 

to you and Ella. I owe you both that much, after everything you’ve done.” I turned to Dr. 

Adams, trying to ignore Veronica’s sobbing. “How long do I have.” 

 It seemed a challenge for Dr. Adams to keep her mask on. “Six months, at the 

most.” 

 

Like Veronica, Ella didn’t take the news that I was terminal well. She kicked, screamed, 

and cried as I told her why I wasn’t going to try anymore, why it would be futile to try. 

She didn’t talk to me for a good two hours, but then she came around. “I’m going to be 

by your side, through it all,” she promised me. 

 It took Veronica almost an entire day to talk to me. I was watching T.V. through 

squinted eyes when I heard her approach me. I turned it off and let her talk. 

 “I’ve been thinking a lot,” she began. “About everything you’ve said since this all 

started. Your big spiel on how you were going to be brave, and that it’s not worth it to be 

afraid. And as much as I didn’t want to believe it at first, I know now you’re right. It’s 

just a waste of energy being scared. All it does is bring me down. So I’m done being 

scared. I’m gonna be positive, not just for you, but for me.” 

 That did it. I gave her a huge hug, and as I held her petite body against mine, tears 

formed in my eyes. For the first time in a long time, I cried. 
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My vision left me first. I had been prepared for this; Dr. Adams had said the tumor was 

pushing on my optic nerve, and that it wouldn’t take long for me to go blind. It was 

strange at first having to be guided everywhere, but after a while I got used to it. 

 As the months passed my memory began growing spotty, and there would be 

times where I wasn’t quite sure where I was. But no matter how much I forgot, even if I 

stumbled on Ella or Veronica’s name, I never forgot to stay courageous. I put all my 

energy in that, and it proved pretty effective. I didn’t fear that the end was coming at all. I 

just enjoyed every day I had with my two favorite girls in the world. We’d worked out 

that if we all stayed positive and just seized the moment, then everything would be okay. 

 I was pretty sure their optimism faltered when I had the seizure. We had been out 

on a shopping day at the mall, and as Ella led me through the flow of people I could feel 

myself brushing against, I lost it. My body shook and I lost consciousness. When I woke 

up I was lying down, and I knew I was in the hospital as soon as I felt the IV in my arm.  

 A warm hand grasped mine as soon as I stirred, and I could tell it was Ella’s by 

the assortment of rings I felt on her fingers. She was crying quietly. 

 “I’m sorry,” I said. My voice was a croak. 

 “Don’t be. There’s nothing you could’ve done.” 

 “Where’s Veronica?” 

 “Right here.” She grabbed my other hand, being careful with the IV. We were all 

silent for a moment. 

 “What’s going to happen to me?” I finally asked. 

 Ella’s cries turned into sobs. 

 “Dr. Adams doesn’t think you have much time left,” Veronica said. “A few days, 

she told us.” 

 With the tumor this advanced it was hard to figure out how I was supposed to 

react. I’d been growing very irritable in the last few weeks, yelling in fits of rage over the 

smallest thing. I didn’t know if I’d get angry, sad, or be happy. 

 “Well,” I said. “At least we got the few months she promised.” 

 Ella squeezed my hand harder. I could feel her hair tickling my cheeks, her lips 

press against mine. Her face was wet from crying, but I didn’t mind anymore.  
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 “Evan,” Veronica said from beside me. I turned to her. “I’ve tried these last few 

months not be scared,” she continued. “But I can’t help it anymore. I’m afraid. And don’t 

tell me not to be. Just please, let me be afraid for you.” 

 She hugged me, crying into my shoulder. I put a brittle arm around here, 

forgetting what I had wanted to say. 

 

A few hours later, the hospital room was quiet. I was resting, reluctant to let myself fall 

asleep. It was then that I remembered what I’d intended to tell Veronica earlier. I had to 

say it now, before it slipped away from me again. 

 “Ella…Veronica,” I rasped. I hadn’t heard them move in a long time, so I figured 

they were sleeping.  

 A warm hand slipped into mine. Ella’s, I could tell from the rings. 

 “I…have to tell you both something. Before I forget.” 

 “Go on.” 

 “Veronica…you said you couldn’t help but be afraid. I can’t stop you from doing 

that. But just keep this in mind. Courage can be defined in many different ways. It could 

be as simple as getting up on front of your class to present a project, or kicking your foot 

off the pavement and finally riding your bike without training wheels. I don’t doubt for a 

minute that all these things take a lot of courage. But let me tell you what courage means 

to me. To me, courage is having the strong for the ones you love, even when you should 

be the one cowering in fear. Courage is staying up beat and optimistic despite the fact 

that your body is tearing you down more and more by the minute, making it almost 

impossible to survive. Courage is believing you can make it out of even the worst 

situations, even if all odds are against you. 

 “It’s okay for you both to be afraid. You can be scared from me, for yourselves, 

whatever you want. But to be scared of something, you have to have the courage to face 

it and eventually move on from it. What’s fear if we can’t conquer it?  This is what being 

sick has taught me. Sure, I was scared. I was terrified. But I was able to stand up to my 

fear, and tell myself I’d be okay whatever happened.   

 “Just do that for me, okay? Don’t let it take over your life. Don’t be afraid to face 

it. Please…” 
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 Dr. Adams stood over Evan as he took his final breath. She continued to look over 

him as he flat-lined, not wanting to let go of his hand. Ella and Veronica had asked her to 

watch over him while they went to get some food, marking the first time either of them 

had left the room since Evan had been admitted. The thought of this made the mask she’d 

trained herself so vigorously to keep intact to crumble. A single tear fell from her face. 

 “Don’t worry,” Dr. Adams whispered to his motionless body. She let go of his 

hand and turned off the droning monitor. “I’ll tell them for you.”  

 


