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noTe From The direcTor
The Writers’ Slate          Spring 2015

 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 2014-2015 
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 321 entries. There were 99 high school 
students who entered, 180 middle school students and 42 elementary students. We had 
entries from across the United States. One of our winners is an American who lives in 
Turkey. 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: Megan Gearhart, Overland Park, Kansas; April Hawkins, Wheatridge 
Middle School, Gardner, Kansas; Bob Sailler, Eudora Middle School, Eudora, Kansas; 
Erin Foley Tegtmier, Julie Brown, Natasha Van Dyke, and Brooke Kueser Basehor- 
Linwood Middle School, Kansas; Carolyn Doolittle, St Mary University; Jaime Meyers, 
Eudora High School; Susan Alexander, Washburn University; John Franklin, Pittsburg 
State University; Kelly Doolittle, Baker University; and Stephanie Zecker, Auburn 
Washburn.

John H. Bushman, Director
The Writing Conference, Inc.



x xi

leTTer From The assisTanT ediTor

In the 5th grade, I participated in a pageant. It was my first, and last, one and led to 
neither great success nor exemplary achievements. However, in preparing for this 
pageant, I realized how a passion for language could grow and change as I did. I 
looked at my past, thinking back to letter games played on road trips; at my present, 
devouring library books ten at a time; and toward the future, wondering what sorts of 
opportunities could be possible for a girl whose only love was for some quiet time and 
a good read.

That same question is one that follows alongside me even now. I had the good fortune 
to come upon The Writers’ Slate. By working with each entry, author, and journal, I 
can now more fully appreciate the work that goes into every piece of literature I see. 
Dr. Franklin provided much-needed opportunity and guidance, and was nothing if not 
supportive. For his patience, input, and understanding, I thank him.

I must also thank the two interns before me, Michelle Gorges and Alex Sheppard. 
In redesigning the journal and laying the framework, they both helped to create a 
solid foundation and eliminate many of the nerves that could have overthrown me 
otherwise.

Finally, I thank each author that sent an entry in to The Writers’ Slate. It takes a great 
deal of hard work and courage to put your heart and soul on paper and send it out for 
judgment.

The theme for this contest edition is friendship, and as you read through, I hope you 
laugh and cry with each story.  But above all, I hope you see something of you and 
yours reflected in the writing here.

Enjoy,

Jessica Lucas
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Medha Gaddam
Centreville, Virginia
Elementary School

The glow of stars, as they lead us,
Smiling above us, protecting us forever,
Never leaving our side,
Through happy and grieving times,
 
The light of the sun,
Blazing with warmth,
Showering light into our world,
Staying with us as long as we live,
 
The purity of a rose,
Bringing happiness into our lives,
Flooding our hearts with love,
Showing us the real meaning of life,
 
The crackling of a fire,
Sheltering us with its comfort,
Lighting our faces with the glow of laughter,
Warming us to our bones,
 
The pitter patter of the raindrops,
Quenching our thirst for companionship,
Wiping away memories of pain,
Bringing out the fragrance of a new life.
 
A true friend,
Is someone who fulfills all of these qualities,
But most of all,
Loves you for who you are.

Light of 
Friendship
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A True Friend 
is Like

Lilli Wiegand
Sparta, New Jersey
Elementary School

A true friend is like your house,
always protecting you from danger.

A true friend is like Santa,
always leaving you special surprises.

A true friend is like your bed,
always there for you to cry on.

A true friend is like your parents,
never wanting to let you go.
A true friend is like candy,

always so sweet.
A true friend is like your everything,

always protective,
always there for you,

never wanting to leave you,
always sweet,

A true friend has all these qualities.
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Kacie Galla
Wrangell, Alaska
High School

The Dock

Her auburn hair, twisted around an index finger, 
glows under orange fluorescence.

His chestnut skin rises in goosebumps and shivers in the salty dusk air.

Her blue eyes reflect the pearly road the moon leaves on the water:

They are a part of me as the ocean is;
The dock is our home where

arguments float off on
the sounds of sea and wind,

drifting away into playful conversation.
Here, we sail past storms generated from thoughtless words and things unsaid,

and on through currents of loyalty and tides of trust,
belonging just as the mussels and minnows do:

Together.



10 11

Friendship is sensitive, yet it is strong.
To make great friends, you need an open heart.
With a strong friendship, you cannot go wrong
Because friendship is a wonderful art.

If you have good friends, all dangers will flee;
Companions will help you in times of need.
A strong bond will last between you and me;
New forms of friendship shun all forms of greed.

Lasting bonds can change the most evil soul,
And kindness and friendship fill you with love.
Friendship has freedom; it owns no control
So you will soon feel as free as a dove.

This powerful bond can get a good grip.
If you have good friends, not a tear will drip.

Anvitha Boosani
Omaha, Nebraska
Elementary School

Friendship
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Friendship

Amanda Smith
Gainesville, Georgia
Middle School

 And suddenly I am filled with a happiness
too true to be good
too bright to be the sun
too light to be of your heavy heart
 Heavy hands
hand this to me
some call it friendship
I call it a panda bear hat
 I call it endangered
I call it it’s fun but it won’t last
I call it midnight walks through the neighborhood
wearing our funky hats
 Not as a fashion statement
but as something we just laugh at
we would just laugh at each other
we were rogue planets traveling through the galaxy
 Misfits and smart-alecks
somehow we collided
somehow we made it
all just to laugh and say:
 “You’re like a flower
beautiful, but you always end up dying
in the end.”
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Friends 
Forever

Before you left this world, I thought the distance between us was able to  
 be measured
In the number of dictionary pages between best-friend and boyfriend
Or in the inches from your lips to my own.
But then I learned that although life is defined in breath and heartbeat, 
Death can neither be measured nor bridged.  

In absence of your presence, I was forced to accept life’s cruelest ironies.
Like how one drunk driver was able to erase 
Fifteen years, five-thousand days worth of memories,
And everything you were and would be,
Without even intending to.

How the silence you left behind was far greater than the force that took  
 you.
And how three years later, the silence is still as loud as ever
In every question unanswered,
In every word unspoken,
And in my footsteps as I walk home alone. 

And only recently now, how
Time is eroding my memory of you, 
And I know that one day
I will be left with only a
Faded photo recollection of you.

Aden Polydoros
Scottsdale, Arizona
High School



EXPOSITION
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Olivia Greco
North Wales, Pennsylvania
Elementary School

Friendship

Friendship is one of the most challenging aspects in life, but it is worth the effort. 
There are many great aspects of it. There are long-term friends that always have your 
back and friends that you know you can trust. There is also losing friends and making 
friends which is always hard, but friends are truly great.

Long-term friends are one of the best experiences you will ever have. They will al-
ways be there for you. My best friend of ten years, Makayla is always there for me. 
We met in daycare and have been best friends ever since.  I was there when Makayla’s 
grandfather died. I comforted her and missed an entire day of school on the day his fu-
neral. She called me and we talked for hours. My mom was talking to Makayla’s mom, 
and I was talking to Makayla on the same night.  She is there whenever I am not okay; 
I can call her anytime and just talk for hours. Long-term friends know you very well. 
They know when something is wrong because they have seen you when you admit 
you are upset. Once you have had a friend for a long time, you will notice that they 
become more like siblings than friends. They know every single little thing about you. 
They know your likes, your dislikes, your interests, and every secret that you have. 
Long-term friends are amazing. 

Losing friends is very difficult, but it is a part of life. The impact on life is huge. You 
might feel like you don’t want to do anything or you might not feel like you have any 
friends, but you do! More than likely, you have another friend or someone who wants 
to be your friend. Make sure you are open to other friends. Put yourself out there; talk 
to people. Losing friends is tough, but it an important life lesson. Maybe you were 
unkind to this person. You might have been mean to them, but you didn’t even notice. 
What you have to do is apologize. Apologizing has saved many friendships, but some-
times that might not work. In some cases, people just don’t want to be friends any-
more. No matter what, you have to be open. Notice people who might want to be your 
friend. Look for little clues like that person talking to you more often. Losing friends is 
hard, but there will always be another friend to make.

Making friends may seem difficult, but it really isn’t. When I was little, I would often 
travel with my grandmother. We would go to the pool and my grandmother would 
give me five minutes to make a new friend. I always did it. Sadly, making friends isn’t 
as easy when you get older. You have to put yourself out there. Find people who have 
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the same interests, people who play the same sports or people who share the same 
classes. I met one of my best friends at a theatre camp. Other friends I had met through 
sports and school. Making friends is actually pretty easy if you think about it. All you 
have to do is find someone you like and who has common interests. Making friends 
may seem hard, but really it’s easy!

 Friends can be lost or could move away. You can have friends who are always there 
for you and friends who you can trust. Friendship is not something that comes easily; 
it can be challenging. Friendship is a great thing. Challenging, but amazing.
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Jared Mann
Phoenix, Arizona
Middle School

What is friendship? Is it an instinctual behavior for survival? Is it a social nuance cre-
ated by mankind? Or is it something more? Maybe to find the answer to this question 
and better define friendship, we have to look beyond our species to see if friendship 
can exist in animals.

        There are many cases where animals exhibit behaviors that seem to have little to 
no personal gain but have the attributes of friendship. One such case is the wild herds 
of the Camargue horses in the Rhone Delta of France. Rarely, these herds of horses 
have two stallions instead of one. When they do, the two stallions work in unison to 
keep the herd protected and together instead of fighting each other for dominance. 
Many believe that this behavior exhibits a form of friendship between the two horses.

        A newspaper reported another case of possible animal friendship. A piglet and 
calf were trapped in a barn when it caught fire. The piglet sustained third degree burns 
while destroying a part of a wall to create an exit. At this point, you would expect the 
piglet to keep on running away from the burning building. In fact, the piglet returned 
to the barn to push the calf out through the opening the piglet had created. The calf 
and the piglet survived the fire due to this selfless act of courage. There is no denying 
that the piglet was motivated to this action by its concern for the calf. I think that this 
is a clear example of friendship among animals. It is important to note that there is no 
personal gain for the piglet unless there is a friendship between the two. The farmer 
also recognized this fact and kept the piglet and calf safe and together for the rest of 
their lives.

        A marine biologist reported a story of an interaction between a dolphin and a 
boy. The dolphin and the boy swam many times together with the boy often riding the 
dolphin’s back. One time, a storm rolled in, turning the placid waves into a roaring tor-
rent of water. The boy was riding the dolphin’s back when the storm struck. The boy 
fell off the dolphin’s back and drowned in the raging waves. The dolphin could have 
easily swam to safety, leaving the boy’s body behind. Instead, the dolphin took the 
boy’s body and laid it on the beach. It then beached itself next to the boy and stayed 
there until it died.

We may never know why the dolphin did this, but what we do know is that it did 
this out of concern and possibly friendship for the boy. He may have done this because 

Friendship: 
Our Greatest 

Link
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he did not understand that the boy was dead and refused to leave him for rescue that 
never came.  It is also possible that he felt responsible for the boy’s death and thought 
that it was only right to share in his fate. This story shows how even cross-species 
friendships can exist and are valued even at the expense of their own lives.

        After examining these examples, we can see animals working together for a 
common good. They often value another’s well-being over their own personal safety. 
They also perform acts of great personal sacrifice, even facing death, for the sake of 
another. Perhaps now we can define friendship as putting the needs of someone else 
above your own.
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String of Fate

Lara Uygur
Istanbul, Turkey
High School

Legend goes that gods tie an invisible red string around everyone’s little fingers. 
The string ties two people together and means true love. The string can get tangled or 
stretch but it will never break.

If the red string is for true love, then there must be a string for true friendship.

Friendship is usually underestimated nowadays. With everyone looking for the one 
true love of their heart, someone to share the rest of their lives with, they begin to care 
less about true friends. But friendship isn’t less than love. It’s just as strong as a roman-
tic relationship.

The sad thing is that it’s harder to find a true friend. There are hundreds of people 
who would do anything to be close just to use you. It’s near impossible to find the one 
that isn’t there just to talk. They are there to make things right.

True friends are the ones who will make bad jokes and make you laugh, remind you 
of the homework you should have done weeks ago – then help you do the said home-
work in record time. They get you food and honestly tell when you look silly in your 
outfit. They will mother you around when they have to, tell you when you are wrong, 
and make you learn. They answer the phone when you have a bad nightmare and have 
to talk to someone at four in the morning. They will talk to you about the deepest and 
stupidiest topics regardless of the time. They will annoy you to the depths of hell and 
yet you will laugh on the way there.

A true friend is a friend you consider them family. Not by blood but by bond. You 
won’t remember just how you met them and how you became close. But you will re-
member running down the street to catch the last bus because one of you miscalculated 
the time.

Friends may help you to find your true love, but chances are your true best friend 
will kidnap your true love and bring them to your door.
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There will be times where you want to rip that string apart, cut it into pieces and 
leave them. Burn it to ashes because you’re angry at them. But the string won’t break. 
It will get tangled, stretched, it will have countless knots that both will have to deal 
with. But the string won’t break.

Legend goes that gods tie a red string aroud everyone’s little fingers, and it is for 
love. Well, if that’s the truth, the string of friendship must be made from iron wires. 
Maybe not as pretty as the vibrant red but stronger.
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Friendship is one of the hardest things to handle in life, but once you have friends, 
it’s extremely rewarding. There are many tough things, like picking the right friend. 
It’s also difficult to be kind and keep your friends once you have them.. 

As stated above, it’s very challenging to pick the right friends; you have to make 
sure they are the perfect person for you. What I would personally look for in a friend is 
honesty because I would like them not to keep secrets from me. They have to be trust-
worthy and caring as well. This is because I would need someone to have my back, 
and I could have theirs. This is why I think it is challenging to pick the right friends. 

As mentioned before, keeping friends is one of the hardest parts in friendship. You 
have to be able to support them in their activities and studying for tests and stuff 
like that. If you end up making them a little sad, you have to be apologetic by cheer-
ing them up with a gift or something along those lines. You also have to say the right 
things in front of them, and by that I mean, don’t say anything hurtful or offensive. 
Don’t talk too much about their heritage or their background (It might offend them, 
but questions are fine sometimes). That’s why I think keeping friends is the hardest 
part of friendship.

Finally, you have to be kind to them, so they won’t be mean to you either. You have 
to try not to start fights or arguments. You can do this by doing what they want to do 
some of the time, and don’t make it all about you. Compromising is a good idea; if you 
don’t want to play exactly what they want to, you can do what they want a little, then 
do what you want a little. You can also call your siblings your friends, like when I had 
to bike with my sister, but afterward she played basketball with me. You also have to 
be careful about putdowns and perk ups. By this I mean instead of saying anything 
mean, you should say good things and cheer them up. You should never be mean, 
make fun of, or bully your friends. I do hope that you now get why it’s hard to pick 
and keep your friends. Also, I hope you will now be (if you haven’t already been) nice 
to all of the friends that you have or that you may get. This is why I think it’s hard to 
keep, pick, and be nice to your friends. 

Owen Felbin
North Wales, Pennsylvania
Elementary School

Friendship 
Challenges
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What Makes 
for a Good 

Friendship?

Gabe Wells-Lilly
Dillsburg, Pennsylvania
Middle School

I first met Ben when we both ran for our Middle School cross-country team.  As I was 
warming up before a meet, Ben came up to me and we struck up a conversation.  We 
talked about the race and pumped each other up.  As the season continued, we began 
warming up together for almost every race. As the weeks progressed, Ben became a 
regular at the lunch table where I sit with some of my close friends. We talked about 
school and life.  I realized that many of Ben’s friends were also mine.  That’s when I 
thought to myself that Ben and I were going to be good friends.

 It has been over a year since we first met, and Ben and I continue to grow closer.  
Ben recently started attending my church youth group. In that context, he opens up 
more and I’ve learned more about him.  If I find myself in the same place as Ben, even 
if there are many people present, we quickly gravitate to each other.  It’s funny how 
one day you don’t know someone, and then before you know it you are friends. How 
does that happen?  What makes for a good friendship?  

 You have a good friend when you remember the best times in your life and recall 
the presence of that friend’s face. When I think about the times I ran a personal best, 
I recall Ben being there to give me a high five. When I think about laughing during 
lunch, I picture Ben cracking up. When I think about being at youth group, having the 
freedom to just run around and be silly, I think of Ben doing the same. Our times to-
gether come because we have similar interests and experiences.

 Good friends have things in common.  Ben and I attend the same school and are 
both in the 8th grade.  We’re both boys.  On a deeper level, he and I share the same 
religion.  We are also both adopted; he was born in North Korea and I was born in 
Guatemala.  It’s not something we’ve even had to talk about, but I’m sure it draws us 
together in some way.  We are both resilient, and let things roll off our backs.  We are 
both funny; we make people laugh, including each other.  

 You have a good friend when you support each other.  It can be something as lit-
tle as when I spilled my apple juice and Ben got me a napkin to help clean up.  It could 
be something deeper, such as if my dog ran away I would call Ben to help search for 
my dog.  A good friendship provides you a person to talk to when you’re struggling or 
having a rough day.  A good friend is there whenever you are at the worst moment of 
your life and think that there is no way to be happy again. When you need him or her 
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the most, they will be there with their arms wide open to comfort you.  A good friend 
will always be by your side through thick and thin. 

 You know you have a good friend when you want to be like him. What I really 
like about Ben is that he’s not afraid to be himself.  He is kind to his friends and even 
to those people who are not his favorite.  He is very loyal, and he does not talk about 
other people behind their back.  Another characteristic I admire in Ben is that he lets 
troubling news or actions slide right down his back; he takes the worst times and tries 
to find the good in them. Lastly, he is not afraid to talk about his feelings, even though 
he shares them mostly when it’s just him and me alone.  A good friend models how to 
be a better person. 

 I am glad that I found and now have a friend like Ben.  It’s been said that 
“Friendship isn’t one big thing - it’s a million little things” –thequotepedia.com. My 
friendship with Ben reflects this quote.  It wasn’t any one big thing that led to Ben and 
I becoming friends, it was a whole bunch of little things.  Each little thing might not 
seem like it matters very much, but when you put them all together they add up to one 
wonderful friendship.
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Friendship

Laurie Nguyen
Sachse, Texas
High School

I remembered watching the children play in the sunlight, with their peers and tem-
poral playmates, both real and imagined, while I sat in darkness, with one book in 
hand, as I kept dreaming throughout the remainder of recess. My head was buried in 
the fine print, but I knew of the whispers that kept floating around me: who was this 
strange girl, the one who keeps her thoughts to herself, the one who does not interact 
with anyone? Who was that strange girl, the one who devotes herself to learning non-
sense, all the while keeping the laughter at a distance?

Well, in my opinion, you cannot spell “slaughter” without “laughter.” Those impos-
sible questions served as a mental massacre for any hope that I might have held some-
one close. The sunny depiction of the small toddlers running around the playground 
served as a reminder of how cruel they were, and how merciless they will become. 
Because of those thoughts, I shied away, away from the prying eyes, away from the 
rumors, and away from the word “friendship”.

I now have some grasp of the concept; friendship, in hindsight, is defined as the 
capacity for a small cliché to love one another. It is a description that merely endeavors 
to discuss the attraction between strangers, although they do not yet know each other. 
The saccharine manner has different types, such as that of immature, educated groups 
that cannot differentiate foolish dreams from harsh reality, and those that do not pos-
sess such narcissistic pride, yet still find a way to endeavor in selfish desires. Meaning-
fully enjoying a person’s company is nonexistent, and possibly the only reason anyone 
ever tries is to fend off a certain disease called loneliness, or to taste the sweet honey 
of childhood. The desperation of not being isolated, or some pride, is what creates the 
shallow bonds we perceive as friendship. This dismal prospect is portrayed in Shake-
speare’s “Macbeth,” where King Duncan had the bad fortune of being murdered by his 
“friend”. In this situation, it was Duncan whom had a hand in his own murder; Dun-
can, who was too trusting of Macbeth; Duncan that when, in the end he should have 
foreseen his own fate, had gone blind to Death. But even more pathetic was how His 
Majesty did not even understand what friendship was. The illusions Duncan carried 
to Macbeth clouded his judgment; he believed Macbeth was one of his most loyal con-
fidants, yet even now, he lies within a shallow grave. Thus, friendship is nothing but a 
tool to distract oneself from loneliness. It is simply a desperate attempt to temporarily 
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hold off the sadness.
Even more tragic than this harsh characterization of friendship is the lighter, more 

peaceful nature within it; real companionship. Why is it that humans strive toward the 
presence of one another, even though they may use each other only as distractions? 
Why is it that people risk their lives for each other, even when their motive may only 
be to pursue self-satisfaction? It is to seek out real friendship, one that is not defined 
by the stereotypes of society, nor the deceptions of the human mind. In that trampled, 
ruined heart, there is a small voice crying out for the taste of benevolence, and such 
a plea can only be soothed by the presence of others. The concept is illustrated thor-
oughly in the famous figures of King Arthur and his knight, Lancelot. Why is it that 
even though they consistently betray one another by the deeds of one woman, they 
still remain loyal to one another? How is it that though they cause each other pain 
and strife, they still consider each other as comrades? The simple statement “Because 
they’re friends” illustrates much of the gloom of human depravation, but it also reveals 
a small light in that morose atmosphere. Lancelot and Arthur are each other’s counter-
parts; they aid one another out of the simple desire to keep one another safe. Although 
both sides of friendship are present, in the end they give their lives to shelter one an-
other from whatever pain may be near. The idea of friendship can, thus, balance oppo-
sites; for humans, one cannot exist without the other, as Arthur and Lancelot have so 
painfully shown.

And now, the definitions of friendship have been established, expressed by the pa-
thetic ego of the individuals, as well as the quiet hope of an immature heart. It is a 
beautiful, cruel definition that may finely entrance those that have been exposed to 
only the corruption of the human mind. With this, I return to my predicament, the 
one where I am in the shadows, while everyone else bathes in the light. The delusions 
I have, and the false world my peers live in, have little to do with some secret of life. 
Rather, it has to do with the obscurity of the word “friendship”. Now that the enigma 
has been removed, I can move forward, possibly pursuing that pointless relationship 
with someone else. 
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Arav Raval
East Windsor, New Jersey
Elementary School

What is a friend? Are they the people you play with at recess, or are they your lunch 
table buddies? Is this person on your table or a bus-buddy? Are they your Facebook 
friends or Phone-o-Friends? And how is this person related to you? Are they first-time 
class friends or an everywhere–you–go companion? Is this person a family friend or 
are they on–my–block friends? Who are they and how are they related to you? – I agree 
with the proverb, “A friend in need is a friend indeed,” as it stands as a touchstone of 
true friendship.

 Friend and friendship are two words commonly not looked up in the dictionary. 
The reason for that is because when we experience our brains will infer, adjust, and 
even sometimes mimic. So when confronted with a friend for the first time our brains 
infer what is happening, try to adjust to the situation, and mimic others with the same 
experience to fit in. 

 If you were to look up friend and friendship’s definition by Merriam Webster 
here is what you would find: friend: a person who you like and enjoy being with. 
Friendship’s definition is the state of being friends: the relationship between friends. 
Looking at the definition of friend, it says to be friends with someone you ENJOY be-
ing with. Only that person who helps us when we are in need or difficulty is a true 
friend. In our daily life we come across people who over a period of time become close 
to us. But we cannot be sure if they are true friends or just fair weather friends. The test 
of true friendship is in time of difficulties. On the other hand, the fair weather friends 
disappear in times of trials. They find excuses to distance themselves from us. A true 
friend will always stick to a person when if that person is in deep trouble. If need be, 
he will make every effort to help his friend overcome the difficult situation, instead of 
running away from him. As the saying goes, “Prosperity makes friends and adversity 
tries them.” Such friends are life’s greatest blessing. Friendship with people like these 
last a lifetime. Friends should be people who you don’t mind being with. The “friend” 
should also feel the same way about you and not mind your company.

 There is also the part of friends and friendship when you are confronted with the 
question, ”Who is your best friend?” Some answer this easier than others. Some may 
say they don’t have a best friend. If your best friend is taking you for granted, teasing, 
bullying, or saying mean things about you, the person probably isn’t your best friend. 

Friends
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It’s possible that he is your fair weather friend. When it comes to friends, the possibili-
ties are endless. Anyone can be your best friend. Your siblings can be your best friend. 
Your parents can be your best friend. Even the kid who just moved in or your friend 
who moved far away can be your best friend. 

 Friends are people you have a good time with. Don’t let others ruin friendships 
and just remember to be nice and have some friendships. My best friend is my younger 
brother. Through rough days and during bad moods, my best friend will always find a 
way to clear the storm clouds of the day and make me happy and cheerful once more. 
As the saying goes, ”A real friend is one who walks in when the rest of the world 
walks out.” The most important part of life that makes every single day worthwhile is 
friendship.
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Friendship
Tree

 Friendship: one of the most important qualities of life. Whether they are true 
friends or fake friends, they all have an influence on the way we live. Staying up all 
night doing spontaneous things that we don’t regret, binging on pizza, and having late 
night conversations about anything and everything under the sun, that’s what true 
friendship is. Burning pancakes, making up dances, and laughing until you cry, friend-
ship is often guaranteed until the day that you die.

 Friendship starts with a simple “hello”. That’s where the roots are planted. From 
there, the friendship sprouts. You start to interact more and get to know the other 
person’s story. As your friendship blooms, you become closer and closer. You laugh 
together, you cry together, you share your feelings, you do everything together. Your 
branches intertwine and your tree of friendship becomes indestructible. The leaves 
change colors, the flowers bloom, your tree of friendship becomes a beautiful thing.

 But as we all know, life isn’t perfect and it never will be. Your tree of friendship-
seems inviolable, until one day, the sun stops shining, the flowers stop blooming, and 
your tree of friendship starts to suffer. The branches wither, and become untangled. 
The brown, wilting leaves and flowers that were once vivacious memories have now 
become dull and lifeless. All that is left are broken twigs and bitter sadness.

 Although many people look at the loss of a friend in a sorrowful manner, you 
can look at it in a way as if there is a new opening in your heart. In time, your old tree 
will sprout into a new one. You will make new memories with a different person, you 
will get to know them, and your tree will grow into an exquisite, revived one. You will 
start to understand the true meaning of friendship.

 The Webster’s Dictionary denotation of the word “friend” is, “a person with 
whom one has a bond of mutual affection.” Certainly, that is what a friend is, but a 
true friend is so much more than that. We, alone, could not make it in this world by 
ourselves. We need someone to fall back on, someone to put us back on our feet when 
it seems impossible to stand. We need someone to inspire and encourage us, someone 
to give us hope in the dark times.

 I simply think of friendship as understanding one another, and being there 
through thick and thin. Not having a care in the world when you are with them, and 
not letting one another do something foolish by themselves, that is true friendship. 
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Pouring into each other’s hearts to fill the empty spaces, and chasing your dreams to-
gether, that is what it’s about.

 Through the circle of life, your trees will inevitably grow older, and they will 
keep their branches intertwined. The older the friendship grows, the sturdier your tree

becomes. At the end, you look back and you realize that it was worth it all. All the 
hard times when the sun wasn’t shining and your trees were struggling, when others 
tried to come and cut your trees down, standing tough through it all is what’s worth it. 
You will appreciate those who were there for you, and those who taught you a lesson 
or two. Life is a beautiful thing, and having someone to share it with makes it so much 
more memorable.



NARRATIVE
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Koel

 Drew Moore looked down at his old and rusty keyboard. Thrusting a short and 
stubby finger against the black and white keys, he expected to hear a sweet, melliflu-
ous and consoling burst of music. All that came out was silence. Drew kept banging 
the piano keys with agitated and furious movements. Still, no sound came out. Sud-
denly, the keyboard fell backwards, and, when it did, the wire it was connected to 
snapped off. The keyboard landed on the threadbare, pink carpet, and a long crack 
gradually spread along the black, rough surface of the instrument. Tears slowly trick-
led down the ashy cheeks of the ten-year old boy, stopping at his chin, falling onto 
his trousers. The sound of laughter from the other boys outside the dark and gloomy 
shed, a special place outside his house where Drew liked to play, made the boy whim-
per louder. The keyboard was priceless to Drew. Now it was just a broken and useless 
pile. The only things in the shed other than the keyboard were an old rice cooker, some 
cheesecloth, a pair of tattered socks, two sturdy chairs for reading, and a long, musty 
shovel.

 Drew wiped the tears from his face and tried to concentrate on not quivering too 
hard. Seeing the sunshine blaring with great intensity and beauty, he stored away his 
keyboard, stuffing it in a small corner. Then, taking a deep breath, Drew wiped away 
his tears and remembered Mama Gina, who was away on a grocery shopping errand. 
“I will not see my boy cry! His spiritual muscles are made of steel, he sees things miles 
deep! He never cries! And if he does, he’d rather drown in his tears than live knowing 
that he cried!” Drew smiled a tiny bit, letting the words sink in. Then he strolled out-
side, enjoying the warmth of the rays, forgetting the keyboard.

 Suddenly, something moved in the bushes behind Drew. The leaves that rustled 
with suspicion made Drew’s face turn ashy white before turning into a deep purple. 
The frightened boy froze and spinning around on his heels slowly, as Mama Gina had 
always taught him. He peered closely at the bush. Suddenly, a leaping figure jumped 
out! Drew had no time to act; the attack had been sudden. Drew shrieked, losing 
his balance and falling to the dirty floor. Drew was sobbing with fear by the time he 
gained composure again. However, just as he noticed how beautiful the figure was, it 
attacked once more! It had a fine white coat, with golden dots sprinkled over like flow-
ers. Drew screamed, scampering to the shed to grab the shovel. Thrusting it over his 
shoulder, he charged over to the small creature. Banging its paw, he noticed that it was 
no monster. It was a beautiful, but helpless, whimpering, and bleeding dog. 

Rebekah Sun
Boyds, Maryland
Elementary School
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 “Oh!” Drew threw back the shovel, and ran towards the dog. “Oh! I’m sorry, 
boy. I love dogs like you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. It’s okay. I’m going to get you fixed up. 
I’m sorry.” Drew carried the beautiful dog. A fine coat like the animal’s would cost a 
fortune! Drew stroked the dog’s soft fur and started singing softly to it.

     Oh, I’m sorry
    Sorry, my love, sorry my friend
         Sorry for my foolish act
       Sorry for my coldness and heartlessness
    Sorry, my love, sorry my friend    
     Oh, I’m sorry
    Sorry, my love, sorry my friend 
           Sorry for my insolence, disrespect
    impertinence, impudence
           cheekiness, gall
    Sorry, my love, sorry my friend

 His song had turn into a choked whisper. Tears began dropping out of Drew’s 
eyes once more. “Sorry, my love, sorry my...” the droplets slowly dribbled down 
Drew’s face onto the dog. “Friend.” The dog was starting to fall asleep, but by its spo-
radic winces and whimpers, Drew realized it was still in pain. He ran into the shed and 
grabbed some cheesecloth off a chair, the type that his mama and he used to put over 
the garden. Wrapping the trembling, left paw of the dog in the cloth, Drew dipped it 
in fresh, spring water running in the birdbath. Then, using the socks on the rice cooker, 
he concealed the bandaged paw with the warm stockings. After a while, the Maltese 
dog stopped wincing. The bandage ceased any pain, and now the dog was sleeping 
more comfortably.

 Drew then began to feel tired himself. He went over to the keyboard in the cor-
ner of the shed and snuggled up beside it. But as he drifted off for a couple of minutes, 
something was missing. Drew woke up, picked up the dog, and started to sleep, lean-
ing on the keyboard again. Now that was better.

 Drew woke up with a start. Mama Gina was approaching the shed, each of her 
heels clicking in such a way that it reminded Drew of a clock ticking away, losing a 
second every time it made a sound. The boy picked up the still sleeping dog and car-
ried him outside to Mama Gina, a beautiful and strong-willed woman. When Mama 
Gina first laid her eyes on the dog, she blinked her long and dark eyelashes twice in 
surprise. “Who is this, Drew? C’mon, I don’t have much time to listen. But hurry up.”

 Drew made a gesture toward his mother signaling that she sit down on the 
chairs. Then he took a deep breath and explained everything about what happened 
ever since the keyboard broke. Mama Gina was a good listener, with occasional com-
menting, but other than that she was focused on Drew’s spilling words. “You are the 

most wonderful story teller, my darling. But did this really happen?”
 “Oh yes, Mother, it most certainly did, I tell you! From the beginning to the end, 

every word is true.” Drew placed his scratched and bruised fingertips on a long, red 
scratch spanning from his knee to his middle thigh. He made sure Mama Gina didn’t 
see his injury.

 “It’s fine, sweetie, I believe you. I give you my permission to keep this beauty. 
But...” Mama Gina paused. “But... you must take the responsibility for him. Okay? If 
anything happens to him, the responsibility will not be laid on me. You understand, 
Drew, honey?”

 “Oh, yes Mother! Thank you! Thank you! Now let’s go to the house! I can hardly 
wait to start a new life with this guy!” Drew gently picked up his new dog and raced 
to the house, bursting into the door. “Mother, I will feed him some grocery food items 
you bought. Is that fine?”

 “Yes... but don’t... feed... him all... of it. Okay?” Mama Gina paused at the door-
step to catch her breath. Her heels were not the best shoes for sprinting. “Now I’m just 
gonna go do my work and you be a good boy, alright, Drew?”

 “Buddy, we’re going to have a great time!” Drew shouted, not hearing Mama 
Gina. Then he quickly clapped a hand over his mouth. The dog slowly opened his 
eyes, his eyelids threatening to drop back down again. Then, he seemed to smile in 
such a way that he bared all of his teeth. 

 The next morning, Drew yawned and stretched, reluctantly getting out of bed. 
He noticed his dog staring at him in a wistful manner. Drew smiled and hugged his 
dog. “Today it’s time to teach you some tricks.” His dead father, once a great and 
mighty seal trainer, had taught him a thing or two about training before dying the hor-
rible death of a fire in a hotel. Drew stood back. “First,” he paused. “I’m going to have 
to give you the perfect name...Koel, after my father.” 

 A few weeks passed. After long, dragging days of hard work in training, Drew 
finally figured out how to teach his dog to jump through a hula hoop, catch a ball in 
mid air with his paws, and most amazingly, walk a tight rope! Surprisingly, the dog 
was quite compatible and easy to control and train. 

 “Come here, Koel, come on, Koel!” Koel, whose fur had begun to turn slightly 
golden, came bounding after Drew, attacking him in a playful fit of slurping. “Aw, 
hey buddy! How ya’ doin’?” Barking and playful laughter filled the sweet summer air, 
drawing some squirrels and mice over to stare in curiosity; however, it also drew some 
boys, bullies at a nearby school.

 Drew and Koel froze as three towering boys came storming in the creaky door 
of the two’s shed. The dust that flew into the air smelled putrid and choked Drew. 
To Drew, the loud thundering clomps of footsteps of the teens was more like roaring, 
pitiless steps that would squash Koel and the boy any second. The bullies approached 
Drew, their faces twisted in a smile that was more like a pathetic simper. “Playing with 
your new best friend, huh, Adriana?” Jamal Morris, a dark boy with cracked, black 
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fingernails, scrunched up dusty, dark hair, and fire blazing dark eyes stepped forward, 
putting his index finger on Drew’s forehead and pushing him back. Drew stumbled 
and landed on the hard ground with a painful shock up his thigh.

 Drew fought back. “He is my best friend, Jamie. And Hannah, your shirt is so 
ugly, even for my taste.”

 “What’d you say?” Hamilton Zellers, a plump and tall boy with shadowy hair 
and pale cheeks grabbed Drew by his shirt collar.

 “I- I said your shirt was nice-” Drew stammered. Hamilton kicked Drew, spitting 
on him as he did so.

 “Liar.”Hamilton glared at Drew. Suddenly, Jamal and the other boy, Joseph, 
stared at Koel in horror, who had leaped up. The dog had torn at Hamilton, barking 
loud enough for the whole world to hear. His teeth and paws reached Hamilton’s light 
skin, making deep red welts and scratches.

 “Ow!” Hamilton stumbled back, grabbing his arm. “Oh! That hurts! Auggh!”
 Hamilton complained in another language. “Let’s go, bros!” he yelled. As the 

three ran out of the door of the shed, Hamilton glared back at Drew and mouthed, It’s 
not over yet, his face twisted with hatred. Drew gulped and sighed, beads of sweat 
forming on his lip. When the three disappeared from his sight, Drew felt a whoosh of 
relief settle over him, but he still wondered why Koel, who had only been with him for 
three and a half weeks, would risk an injury from Hamilton, Joseph, or Jamal, perhaps 
a kick or a blow from the fist.

 Drew stared in shock and admiration at Koel. “Thank you,” he whispered, “my 
best friend.” He carried Koel into his lap and began humming. “I-I’ve been bullied a 
lot. But thank you so much.”

 Koel looked up at Drew, and his sparkling black eyes seemed to spell out, I’d do 
anything for my best friend. “You are my best friend, Koel. I won’t forget that.” And 
with those closing words, the two leaned against the broken keyboard and began drift-
ing off to sleep. As true best friends.
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Chapter 1

 “Hey, Marlissa! Marlissa!”

 She’s two feet away from me but doesn’t even glance up when I call her name. 
It’s been going on for a month or so now. It doesn’t really bother me. Marlissa and I 
were never close - just surface friends, you know? At least that’s what I tell people.

 Truth is, I did like being around her and I did trust her with some stuff. (Notice 
the past tense.) And then one day she just stops talking to me. Just like that. So did 
Cameron and Linda.

 Great friends, right? And hey, apparently they didn’t break my heart into enough 
pieces by shutting me out - they gossip, too. Bad gossip. Whispering, pointing, laugh-
ter whenever I walk anywhere, I’m used to it now. But the worst part? My best friend 
still hangs out with them sometimes.

 Laurice – she’s the one I call my best friend - she doesn’t even realize that it hurts 
me when she hangs out with them - like, at all. Yeah, she can be an idiot like that. You 
could say that Laurice isn’t really the empathetic type. But I love her so much; I just 
can’t bring myself to tell her about the anger or sadness I feel every time she laughs or 
smiles with Linda or Cameron or Marlissa. Guess that makes me an idiot, too.

 But I already knew that.
 “Elodie. Elodie. Yoo-hoo.” Laurice says, waving her hand in front of my face, 

“Elodieeeeeeeeee.”
 “I’m here, Laur,” I say, “Aliens didn’t abduct my spirit.”
 Laurice smiles slightly. “Oh, Elodie,” she sighs, “You didn’t have one to start 

with.”
 I grin and elbow her in the ribs, nice and hard. She smiles back at me, that daz-

zling smile I love. The one where her teeth show and she’s actually smiling, not just 
doing that weird I’m-Just-Being-Polite-But-I-Really-Want-To-Kill-You smile. You do it, 
too, so don’t judge. You’re doing it right now, actually.

 Laurice points to a bench about fifteen feet away from us and looks at me, cock-
ing her head, wordlessly asking if we can sit there. I answer with a nod and an evil 
smile.

 “Race?” I say, shifting my weight to the tips of my toes.

After
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 Laurice grins back and takes off. I sprint after her. We probably look like wound-
ed waddling walruses (Yea, I said it.), running with our 40-pound backpacks on. But I 
really couldn’t care less.

 “Hey!” I cry, as I catch my breath and sit down, “You had a head
start!”
 Laurice just tosses her hair and takes out her lunch. I lean over to see what she 

has. Like usual, she has some really good leftovers - stir-fried vegetables and some 
brownie-cake thing for dessert. I take out my own lunch - ham and cheese sandwich. 
It’s not so appetizing when your mom packs you one everyday of your life. Literally.

 I take a small bite of my sandwich as Laurice pulls out a carefully wrapped fork 
and stabs an artichoke straight through its heart.

 “Murderer!” I accuse, struggling to keep a straight face.
 Laury raises an eyebrow, and teases, “Don’t you wish you had delicious vegeta-

bles to murder, too?”
 I reach over, grab a broccoli from Laurice’s lunch, and stuff it in my mouth be-

fore she can take it back. Then I smile at my friend, real nice like. She mimes slapping 
me, and then starts to giggle. I can’t help but laugh at the sound of her laugh, and we 
end up kind of hysterical, you could say.

 “LAUR! LAURICE!”
 I shriek and run after my best friend. Who’s running away with my oh so deli-

cious sandwich. Hey, it might not be good, but I am hungry.
 Laurice laughs as she runs, hair flying back in the wind - she has these long, vel-

vety brown curls that are so pretty. They bring out the deep blue in her eyes. So, natu-
rally, when I get within two feet of Laurice, my first instinct is tug. I can’t help but give 
into the urge and I tug one of her boing-boing curls, steal back my lunchbox, and run 
screaming back to our bench with Laur in close pursuit. I reach the bench, giggling, 
and Laurice comes up not two seconds later, doing her evil witch cackle - the cackle 
means she’s about to strike back. Which isn’t good.

 Mrs. Rigabara walks by. Laurice stops laughing instantly and morphs into this 
little angel. I stifle a smile and take a bite of my sandwich to hold back the laughter 
that bubbles up inside of me, seeing Laur so quiet.

 “Hello, girls,” my least-favorite teacher greets us, looking at Laurice, the star stu-
dent, talking to Laurice, the brilliant one, addressing Laurice, the straight-A genius, not 
me.

 I’m not jealous of Laur; just...ok, so I am a little bit jealous, but in the best of 
ways. I like to think that there’s a good type of jealousy and a bad type of jealousy. The 
good type is where you look up to them and stuff; the bad type is when you want to 
destroy them. I swear to you, I’m the good type.

 “Hello, Mrs. Rigabara,” Laurice squeaks.
 I take another bite of my sandwich so I have an excuse not to talk and nod at 

Mrs. R.  I just. I really don’t like her. Laur doesn’t either – she just really cares about 

what her teachers think of her.
 She lets out a deep sigh of relief as Mrs. Rigabara turns the corner and leaves us 

to ourselves. Silence reigns for just a moment, as I raise an eyebrow at Laurice. It’s not 
a question, “Why do you act like that when she’s near?” and it’s definitely not a state-
ment, “You act funny when she’s near.” It’s more like…I’m Laurice’s mom and I’m 
scolding her for doing something she shouldn’t: caring too much about what other 
people think of her.  I don’t even know how to explain it. But Laur bows her head and 
looks apologetic. Laur also gives me the cutest puppy dog eyes you’ve ever seen that 
you just can’t resist. She’s forgiven instantly, puppy dog eyes or no puppy dog eyes.

 “So.” I say, after a short pause, “Wanna go to The Rebel Spot?”
 Laurice tilts her head back and forth, pretending to be making a tough decision.
 “I don’t know,” she says, “I really don’t. Do I want to have fun in my life or do I 

not? Let’s see…”
 “Oh, c’mon,” I say, stuffing her lunch into her backpack and pulling Laurice off 

the bench.
 Laur smiles at me and follows as I lead us through the throngs of nameless peo-

ple (some eating leftovers, some munching on sandwiches, some binging on Taki’s), 
past the grayish-brown buildings that will lie empty until the bell rings, past the sixth 
grade boys playing soccer and the seventh grade boys playing football and the eighth 
grade girls gossiping in circles, and to our little hide-out. Our secret place. Our quiet, 
off-limits, totally-would-get-detention-if-we-were-found haven.

 It’s behind the out-of-bounds bathrooms. Or really, behind the wall in front of 
the out-of-bounds bathrooms. We throw our backpacks over the wall and I kneel down 
so that Laurice can step on my hands and push herself over the wall. Then I climb up, 
using the wall as a support, and jump down. And then we sit.

 Together.  In silence. It’s amazing, back here, all alone. You can hear the birds 
chirping, you can see the grass swaying in the distance, and if you look up, you can see 
the blue sky and the sun, smiling down at you. It’s as if you’re surrounded by nature. 
Completely surrounded. But you’re not. It’s just the most amazing thing. And the best 
part? I’m with Laurice.

Chapter 2

 “Elodie Rizcalikan Maheada! You get out of bed this instant, young lady!”

 I just hate it when Mom calls me by my middle name. It’s so annoying. And it 
means I’m in Big Trouble.

 “Elodie!” Mom shrieks, “Elodie, you listen to me! Get out of bed right this 
minute!”

 “I’m coming, ok? I’m...coming,” I yawn.
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 Mentally, I tell my mother just to be quiet, as I force myself out of bed and throw 
on a T-shirt and jeans. Fine, so maybe I don’t just throw on a T-shirt. I carefully pick 
out a T- shirt, selecting one I haven’t worn in at least five days, and make sure it’s not 
wrinkled. It takes me about five minutes. Don’t pretend that you change any faster.

 I run downstairs and am greeted warmly by...drumroll, please…a long lecture 
from Mom about being punctual and mumbles  about how when she was a girl, she 
was never late. Oh, no, never. Not a day in her life did she get out of bed after 6:00 a.m.

 “And you! You, Elodie! Why, it’s nearly 7:30 and you haven’t even eaten your 
breakfast,” Mom finishes, setting a bowl of hot porridge in front of me.

 Now this is one of the benefits of having Mom as your mom. The food. Mom’s a 
great cook. She’s also good at yelling, scolding, screaming, and grounding, but that’s 
beside the point. The point is she can really cook.

 And yeah, I know, porridge sounds disgusting, but you really can’t judge until 
you’ve tried it. Because trust me, it’s good.

 You can probably guess that it doesn’t take me long to slurp down the porridge. 
Mom tries to talk to me as I eat, but...

  1. The porridge is too good to talk.
  2. I don’t trust my mom.
  3. What am I supposed to say? I don’t even know what she does all day!

 So I eat in silence and run out the door, even though I know the bus driver is al-
ways ten minutes late. By the time Mr. Hershey and his big yellow bus pull around the 
corner, Laurice and I are chattering away, yawning every few seconds.

 “While it’s moving?” Laurice says, grinning.
 I look at the slow moving bus coming towards us. How hard could it be to jump 

on?
 “Yahoo!” I scream, and start to run towards the bus.
 Laurice somehow beats me there, opening the doors without even hesitating, as 

if she’s done it a million times. I scramble in after her and we fall to the floor, laughing.
 “Laurice! Elodie!” Mr. Hershey scolds, standing over us, eyebrows knitted into 

a dark frown, “What were you two thinking? You could have gotten hurt! I don’t ever 
want to see you do that again; do you understand?”

 “Yeah,” I choke out, still laughing.
 Mr. Hershey shakes his head with disapproval and yanks me up. I shake his 

hands off my arm. Laurice scrambles to stand up before Mr. Hershey can yank her arm 
out of its socket.

 “Sit down,” he growls, stalking back to the driver’s seat.
 We do as we’re told. Laurice sits in Row 5 and I sit in Row 6. It’s our ritual. If a 

guy sits in the empty seat next to you, you’re loved. If a girl sits next to you, you’re 
liked. If no one sits beside you, you’re hated. I’m almost always liked or loved. So is 
Laur.

 It’s not that we’re extremely popular - just that the bus fills up pretty fast.

 “Can I sit here, please?”
 It’s Nick. I smile sweetly at him, turning my head slightly so that I can stick my 

tongue out at Laurice.
 “Of course,” I say and slide over so that Nick can take the empty seat.
 Nick and I chat about holiday break for a while, and I look back every now and 

then to see what Laur’s status is. Eventually, a girl sits next to her. They don’t talk 
much.

 When we get off the bus, Mr. Hershey yells at us some more, makes us promise 
we won’t do it again.

 Laurice smiles her devilish smile, says she’s sorry, and promises. She waves 
crossed fingers in front of my face as soon as the yellow bus drives away. I laugh and 
shake my head, showing her my own crossed fingers.

 “Party pooper!” Laur complains.
 “That’s an understatement,” I say sarcastically.
 “Alright, then, genius, what would you call him?” Laur says evenly.
 “How about,” I say, smiling, looking at my watch to make sure I get the timing 

right, “How about ding-dong?”
 It’s perfect. The bell that signals the start of first period rings as I say the word 

dong.
 “Oh, look,” I say, as the loud, automated, “DING DONG” of the warning bell 

echoes through the school, “The bells seem to agree!”
 “And this,” Laurice says as we walk to our first class, “this, Elodie, is why I love 

you. You’re absolutely brilliant.”
 I feel like the happiest person on earth.

Chapter 3

 “Anything, Laur?” I say.
 She nods.
 “Anything…” I whisper softly, looking up at the blue sky.
 Lying on our backs in a bed of grass, the world seems endless, limitless. There 

are no boundaries. I could be anything. I could do anything.
 “I’d be,” I say slowly, “I’d be a dance teacher by day and the next Gandhi by 

night, that’s what I would do, Laurice.”
 “Would do?” Laurice says, laughing, “Oh, you idiot, it’s will do. Not would do. 

You will change the world. I just know it.”
 We lay in silence for a few minutes and it’s a perfect silence. We silently dare 

each other to break it. I know Laurice will win – she’s the most stubborn person you’ve 
ever met. So I don’t even try to win.

 “Laur,” I say, the perfect silence gone forever, “What will you be?”
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 “A veterinarian,” Laurice answers, no hesitations, “Probably a dog vet, but may-
be a cat vet - I haven’t decided yet.”

 “Are you going to open your own business or work at someone else’s?”
 “Is that even a question, Elodie?” Laurice giggles, “Of course I’ll start my own! 

I’m not going to let anyone else tell me what time I should wake up, get to work, and 
come home! Never!”

 I smile. Laur’s something special, that’s for sure.
 “What are you going to call your vet?”Laurice thinks for a moment or two.
 “I don’t know yet,” she says finally.
 “How about…It’s Raining Cats and Dogs?”
 Laurice giggles. “Yeah,” she says, “That’s what we’ll call it.”

 “We?”
 “We.”
 “Best friends?”
 “Best friends.”
 “Forever?”
 “Forever.”

Chapter 4

 Laur and I are at the beach - there are little girls building sandcastles, little boys 
running into the waves, older girls tanning, and older boys laughing in groups. Lau-
rice and I just wave-jumped – it’s where you run into the water just as a big - and I 
mean big - wave comes rolling in. The sun smiles down at us from overhead. I wish it 
would just rain. Or the sun would frown.

 “Just shut up, Elodie,” Laurice says angrily, “Just shut up! You have no idea 
what you’re talking about so just shut up!”

 I finally get the courage to tell Laur how I feel about her being friends with all the 
girls who ignore me. And this is what I get. This is what I get for trusting my friend.

 “Just listen to me, Laurice,” I yell back, “I’m tired of you ignoring me when you 
hang out with Marlissa, Cameron, and Linda! I’m tired of you hanging out with them 
in the first place!”

 “Oh, I get it,” Laurice answers, tears smarting in her eyes, “I get it. I’m not al-
lowed to hang out with anybody except for you because you’re jealous. You’re jealous, 
Elodie. I get it. You know what? Marli, Cameron, and Lin have always been so sweet 
to me! I’m not just about to stop hanging out with them because you said so, Elodie! 
You’re not any more special than Marlissa or Cameron is!”

 I stand frozen in place, rooted to the spot, stock-still, whatever you want to call it, 

mouth wide open, looking like a guppy fish.
 “You know what?” I say, “I’m done, Laur. Done. You can go wave-jumping by 

yourself. I’m going home.”
 “You know what?” Laur says back, “I will! It’s your fault that you’re leaving! 

You know that, right? Yeah, go ahead. Walk away, Elodie. You’re just jealous.”

 Laurice continues to yell after me as I head back to the bike cage. I turn around 
and glare at Laurice for a full minute, then continue walking. When I reach the bike 
cage and I know Laur can’t see me anymore, I start to cry, but I quickly wipe away the 
tears. Why does friendship have to be so complicated? Why couldn’t Laurice just say, 
I get what you’re saying and I won’t hang out with them anymore? Why couldn’t we 
just never fight? Don’t answer that.

 I bike home – it’s a short ride, not even ten minutes. I seethe the whole way back, 
then sit in the front yard for a half hour to make sure I’m calm before my mom sees 
me. And to think.

 When I finally go inside, the sun’s already starting to set. Mom, who’s sitting on 
the couch, watching the news, worriedly asks me where I’ve been, reminding me that I 
promised to be home almost an hour ago.

 “Sorry,” I say shortly, “We lost track of time.”
 It’s not entirely a lie. And my mom buys it.
 “Well,” she says, “Dinner’s on the table. I made pasta.”
 “Thanks,” I say.
 Mom smiles at me. “You must be tired. Why don’t you eat and then go straight 

to bed?”
 It’s more of a command than a question. So I just nod and drag myself to the 

table. I pick up a fork and begin to eat. Not even the deliciousness of the pasta makes 
me happy.

 Mom flips back on the TV. The words of the announcer blur together and I force 
bite after bite of pasta down my throat. It tastes good, but I’m just not in the mood to 
eat anything.

 “There’s been an accident at North Shire beach,” the announcer on TV says, 
“A 12-year old girl by the name of Laurice McHallan drowned while running into 
a wave…” My heart stops. My chest stops falling. My eyes close. My ears wish they 
couldn’t hear.

 “The parents of Laurice McHallan were not at the scene of accident, but came 
moments later. Right now, I’m at the beach itself. The paramedics stopped doing CPR 
on the young, reckless girl two and a half minutes ago and declared her officially 
dead...This is a grievous tragedy…”

 I put my head down on the table and sob. I try to cover my ears so that I don’t 
have to listen to the Godforsaken announcer who doesn’t – didn’t - even know Lau-
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rice say how sad she is. But the announcer just keeps talking on and on and on and on. 
Rage hits me and I hurl my pasta bowl at the wall. It shatters, and the pasta sauce drips 
down the wall. It looks like blood. I smile a twisted smile.

 “Elodie,” Mom says soothingly, “Please don’t-“
 “Shut up, Mom!” I scream, “Shut up! Shut up! Just stop yelling at me for once 

and ask how I feel! Be a good mother for once!”
 I storm off to my room, angry, and sad, sad, sad, sad. I can’t even explain how I 

feel. The one time I was actually mad at Laurice and Laur was mad at me – that’s when 
she has to...has to have an accident. And then there’s the fact that she’s gone, gone, 
gone.

 And it’s my fault, too. Maybe if I hadn’t brought up the subject of stupid Marl-
issa and her friends, maybe we wouldn’t have gotten mad at each other, and if we 
hadn’t gotten mad at each other then Laurice might not have jumped that wave and if 
she didn’t jump that wave... then she would be sitting right beside me, telling me that 
all this TV-nonsense was depressing and begging me to walk to the candy shop with 
her.

 Oh my gosh, Laurice is dead. Dead. Gone. Not coming back. I can’t wrap my 
mind around it. I just can’t. I won’t! She’ll be here, knocking on the front door, telling 
me she staged it all in two minutes! I know it. Oh, gosh, she’s dead. It’s my fault. She’s 
dead.

 Laurice. The girl who jumps on moving busses. Laurice. The girl who could care 
less what anyone thinks of her. Laurice. The girl who is so full of life and energy every 
second of the day. Laur. Dead.  Because of me.

Chapter 5

 I wish there was a rule that you can’t wake up crying for more than 49 days in a 
row. I wish there was a rule that you have to laugh and smile at least once a month.  I 
wish there was a rule that you can’t wake up every morning feeling like you want to 
stay in bed all day for more than two months.

 The first day I smiled again was three months after the accident. It was the day 
of the burial, actually. Almost the entire town turned out for the event. Everyone was 
standing there dressed in black, crying as the priest said the last rites while the body 
was lowered into the grave – everyone, except me. I wore the prettiest light blue dress 
to the funeral, and I smiled - or at least I tried to - through the whole thing. I know 
that’s what Laur would have wanted. She would have hated to see people crying over 
her. Hated it.

 I talked to Laurice’s parents before the speeches started. Mr. and Mrs. McHallan 
have changed so much in the past few weeks. When they smile, they’re not smiling. 
Their eyes don’t twinkle like they used to. And the McHallan’s don’t laugh anymore. I 

wish I could erase their pain – I wish I hadn’t walked away from Laurice at the beach - 
I wish she were still here and that I had drowned instead.

 I signed up to speak at the funeral. I wrote a long speech – really long, almost 
five pages. Five pages of memories and wisdom. Five pages of remembrance. But 
when I get to the podium, the words catch in my throat.

“Laurice...she was a daredevil,” I say finally, starting with the words Laur would 
have given anything to hear spoken after her death, “And I loved her. She…she’s not 
actually dead. She’s not dead because I will remember her forever. She’ll live on inside 
of me. Laurice will push me to the breaking point, catch me when I don’t succeed, and 
she will always love me. She will always be there for me…”

 I trail off and a single tear runs down my cheek. My mom catches my eye and 
gives me the thumbs-up sign. I nod at my mom – who’s also my best friend now - and 
take a deep breath.

 “It’s my fault that she’s in that grave-“ I pause and take another breath of air, “So 
it’s up to me to keep her alive. Life without Laurice, it’s going to be hard. Very hard. I 
don’t know how I’m going to do it. But I know she’s looking down on me. She’ll al-
ways be watching, helping, waiting for that day when I join her again. She died an ear-
ly death. She had a long life to live ahead of her. She was going to change the world. It 
ended too soon for Laurice. But Laur, she would want us to move on from her, to live 
our lives as best we can without her. And that’s exactly…that’s exactly what I intend to 
do.”

 And then I do exactly what Laurice would have wanted me to do. I take a 
chance. A risk. I jump from the podium and into the sea of black below.

 Will they catch me? Will I fall?  Do I trust them? I don’t know. The only thing I 
really know is that love and true friendship are eternal. Because I can just hear Lau-
rice saying, “Idiot, you jumped into the sea of older guys. Next time, jump on the cute 
ones.”

 And I laugh, hard and loud, as I fall through the air.
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Shadow Friends

The daylight was waning and the damp beach had descended into a cool lull. Over-
sized men in beach towels hanging precariously around their hips strolled freely past 
the cramped shops. They clashed with the women from the suburbs returning home 
after their day at the beach, complicated wraps with bright tribal patterns clinging to 
their hips, gaudy jewelry bought in the overpriced boutiques hung from their ears, 
wrapped around their necks, hugged their bony fingers. An astonishing lack of chil-
dren quieted the town. All had returned home from their days playing in the sand; 
the ice creams had melted and their hot pockets filled with damp dollar bills spent on 
firecrackers and corn dogs down at the pier. Nearly everyone had a place to go; there 
were few lingerers.

Those leaving the streets glanced sideways at Elizabeth. Her soft, almond-shaped 
face was contorted with rage, hands gripping her hair in fistfuls of straggly dirty 
blonde around her hips. Her legs were locked at the knees and her neck was stiff, like 
a rabid dog on the alert. Toes arched in broken flip flops, a faded image of Ariel in her 
purple bikini beneath her soles; her agitation was palpable. Glaring at her from waist-
high was a round boy brimming in perspiration clutching a metal lock box filled with 
dollar bills, his cheeks bright red from the heat of the day and his palms burning from 
the heat of the metal.

Standing there, staring down at the probably helpless little boy, Elizabeth felt a flush 
of embarrassment. She slowly relaxed her hands shoving them in her pockets. This 
was a little kid.  “Look at him, he’s cute,” she thought. He flared his nostrils widely at 
her, giving a faint impression of someone with their face pressed against a sheet of cold 
glass. “Cute…” she whispered to herself. 

“What was that?” he retorted.
“Well, look at you, holding that little box like it’s all yours. You’re just adorable.” 

Elizabeth was taking slow deep breaths, beginning to enjoy herself. She bent down, 
allowing her cool, green eyes to meet his small ones. Coating her voice in honey, she 
added, glancing at the damp HELLO MY NAME IS… sticker pressed defiantly on his 
t-shirt, “Hi James, my name’s Zaz.  It’s great to meet you, sweetie.”

“I don’t think that’s a real name.”
“Well, I think you should mind your own business please.” Elizabeth relaxed her 

shoulders. She had this situation under control.  

Gabrielle Poisson
Township, New Jersey
High School
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 “That’s what I was doing, until you came by and spilled my lemonade.” His shifty 
eyes glanced accusingly at the incriminating yellow puddle pooling in the withered, 
brown grass.  Elizabeth chuckled. James knew how to play. She pulled at a gold chain 
around her neck, twisting it around her fingers.

“Gee, I’m sorry about the lemonade, the thing is I can be really, really clumsy.”
“You didn’t look too clumsy when you stormed over here and slammed it off the 

table.” He stuck out a thick finger and poked her in the stomach leaving a small round 
spot where his sticky finger had been covered in lemonade. Elizabeth untucked her rat-
ty white tank top twisting the threads hanging down around her fingers so the edges 
unraveled slightly.  

Elizabeth looked determinedly at the sky for a moment taking a deep breath. She 
fought for a moment to control her temper and then awkwardly tried to ruffle his 
hair, smiling weakly. James’s glare never wavered. Realizing it was time to leave, she 
reached into her pocket and pulled out a shiny leather wallet, placing a new twenty 
dollar bill on the table.  

“Bye, James. I’m sorry about the pitcher.” She glanced one more time at the little 
boy before walking away, her flip flops making sucking noises on the pavement as she 
went. The sun was beginning to fall behind the clouds and the streetlamps were turn-
ing on. She glanced quickly behind her. 

James’s lemonade stand was slowly becoming a speck in the distance. She shook her 
head; this wasn’t her problem. Pulling a quarter out of her pocket, she flipped it ab-
sentmindedly as she walked through the twilight.  

“Heads…you’ve got green eyes. They’re pretty, everyone thinks so.” She caught the 
coin again.

“Heads…you’re a great cook. Mom used to rave about your fabulous jambalaya at 
the PTA meeting.” She chuckled to herself, imagining her mother’s perfectly mani-
cured hands sipping a martini as she stirred the jambalaya pot, comparing those beau-
tiful pink nails with her own stubby ones. She flipped the coin again.  

“Tails. You need to work on your sarcasm.” A flip. 
 “Tails. You’re mean.”  
“Tails--” A hand reached out and grabbed the coin from the air. Elizabeth gasped as 

a thin man in a ratty jacket stepped out from the front stoop of the barber.  
“Got anything else to spare?” Elizabeth looked directly on the ground and kept on 

walking, becoming increasingly aware of the noise she was making with each step and 
how grimy the town became when the sun went down. To her left, she saw the neon 
lights of the bar flicker on. A throng of men loitered outside, starting to shoulder their 
way inside, making bets, laughing rowdily. Some were already drunk off their own 
flasks. There was a bulge in one of their pockets.  It was a pistol or a cell phone. Eliza-
beth stood still in her tracks, massaging her temples, looking behind her. She strained 
her eyes but she could not see. There was nothing and no one to see in the distance, but 
the dark sky filled with yellow lights. 

She was itching to continue on. She could imagine the sound of her mother’s voice 
when she walked in the door. She wouldn’t have called the police yet; she’d prob-
ably still be drinking.  She might have called Dad again. If she had, she’d definitely be 
drunk. Elizabeth would have to cover her with a blanket on the couch and take off her 
shoes. The next day she would see the rip in Elizabeth’s shirt and would suggest they 
go shopping. Then she would get passive aggressive pointing out every flaw on her 
body: her mousey hair, big feet, thin lips, and broad shoulders, but still…What if she 
got home and her eyes were strung out with worry? What if she were waiting, sober 
on that couch…she might even give her daughter a hug?  

Two young men with hairy beer bellies and unbuttoned Hawaiian shirts waddled by 
her.  He leaned closer to Elizabeth. “Hello, sweetheart.” The two men looked at each 
other and cracked up, continuing on. It was chilly outside, and the cold made her skin 
feel raw. But all she could see was that chubby kid holding that big box of cash so defi-
antly. She couldn’t steal from a little boy, but there were plenty of people who would. 
She took a step forwards and then froze.

“Fucking kid.”
A few minutes later, she arrived breathless in front of the lemonade stand. She had 

lost one of her flip flops running back, and there was a pebble stuck in her sole. She 
threw herself down into the grass, massaging her foot.

“What are you doing back here?” James sat in his plastic folding chair exactly as he 
had when she had left nearly an hour ago. His glare had not faded.  

Elizabeth opened her mouth to speak but then stopped. She glanced again at her 
bare foot and then composed herself.

“I think I left my shoe over here.”
“Well, aren’t you clumsy.”
Before Elizabeth could react, James burst into a fit of giggles. He fell from his chair 

onto the pavement so that he was hidden underneath the table.  ]Elizabeth stared in a 
confused horror as he rolled about. She knelt down and let her hand hover above him, 
unsure of what to do. Should she shake him, or was that too rough?

“James?” Her voice was surprisingly timid now. She coughed. “James, where are 
your parents?”

He stopped laughing immediately and sat up rigidly straight on the grass.  
“I told my mom I was going to sell lemonade all day today.”
“It’s almost 9 o’clock, who’s going to be buying lemonade this late?”
“I told my mom I was going to sell lemonade all day.”
“You take things pretty literally don’t you?”
“I told her I was going to sell lemonade all day.”
Elizabeth glanced at her watch. It was 8:57. If she left now, she could get home before 

her mom sobered up. “I guess we have three hours to kill then.” She settled herself on 
the grass next to James leaning into the slight hill. She was going to have to make her-
self comfortable.
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James shifted over to join her. “Aren’t your parents worried about where you are?” 
Elizabeth looked with fascination at the pigeon in the distance trying to pick up a dis-
carded hotdog bun. “Zaz?”  He whispered. Elizabeth chuckled. She liked the way that 
sounded.  

“I guess it’s like you, James. I told my parents I was going to be out all day. I guess 
it’s a good thing I found you. I could’ve gotten into loads of trouble.” 

James smiled. This was a very manly thing he was doing, protecting a girl. 
 Elizabeth looked at him. She could tell he liked her now. That was good. It was a 

nice feeling when someone liked you. She reached up to the table and grabbed one of 
the lemonade pitchers.  

“So how much does this cost anyways?”
“I started with 3.50, but by noon, I was charging seven dollars a cup.” James smiled 

proudly. He thought very highly of himself. Elizabeth stared in amazement. She took 
a cautious sip and smiled a little. Seconds later, her expression turned sour as she spit 
the lemonade out in a choking spray. James wiped his glasses and starting giggling 
again.

“What’s wrong with the world where people pay seven dollars for a Dixie cup filled 
with this lukewarm lemon-scented…stuff?”

“I don’t know, but, if people are willing to give me seven bucks, I’ll take it.” He 
placed his glasses on his nose again. “I find if I look really excited when people come 
up to the stand, they buy way more than they really want. This one lady with a huge 
beach hat with a fake pigeon comes up and buys like five cups. She says her kids are 
super thirsty, and she has nothing to give them. She gives me thirty-five dollars and 
then walks around the corner and pours the stuff into that hydrangea bush.”

Elizabeth snorted into the pitcher. “Doesn’t that hurt your feelings at all? I mean you 
must of worked really hard to make all this.”

Like clockwork, James face morphed into a small glare again. “Don’t mess around 
with me, Zaz. You don’t do nice very well. Even I know this tastes terrible. The guy 
at Quik-mart had some old lemons he needed to get rid of, and he was selling them 
cheaper than the lemonade mix. It was a pretty good deal.”

“You’re a little conman, you know that?”
He smiled sheepishly, “I’ve been told.” Elizabeth ruffled his hair fondly. He glared 

again.
“Sorry.”
“The way I see it, Zaz, you happened to run into my lemonade pitcher at the right 

time and the right place. It was a perfect moment because if you had gone the other 
direction or somehow missed my table entirely, you wouldn’t be here right now and 
we wouldn’t be spending this night together. I think if God puts two people like us 
together like this, he’s gonna expect us to be entirely honest with each other, and that 
means you can’t be nice like that. I don’t think it’s who you are.”

There was a brief moment of silence. Elizabeth seemed at a lack for words. “Well, 
that was profound.” She raised her arms over her head and stretched back, her thin 

shirt pulling up slightly above her stomach. James poked her roughly on the hip.
“What’s this?” he asked with judgment dripping in his voice. Elizabeth glanced 

down at the tattoo on her side. She blushed bright crimson and yanked her shirt down 
as far as it would go. James pulled it up again just as fast.  

“What is that?”
“It’s nothing, James. Leave it.”
“Is it an animal?”
“Yes…I guess.Yea.”
“Is it a squirrel?”
“No, James, it’s a rabbit.”
“Why would you tattoo a rabbit on yourself? You do know that tattoos never go 

away ever, and when you’re old and fat, it’s gonna look more like some sort of droopy 
slug and--”

“I don’t know, James, I guess I like the metaphor.”
“What sort of metaphor is a rabbit?” Elizabeth straightened up pulling her shirt 

down and tucking it into her shorts.
“Have you ever read that book where the little boy owns the stuffed rabbit and he 

loves it with all its heart, but that’s all it is, something that the little boy loves? And 
then he gets sick and they have to take it away and burn it, so he never gets sick from it 
again, and this fairy comes and makes it real?”

“My big sister used to read that to me all the time. It’s just a fairytale though. Rabbits 
don’t become real. And fairies don’t exist. I think angels do, but they’re more like real 
people, they don’t have wands and stuff, they just tell stories.”

Elizabeth rubbed her eyes and controlled the shaking in her voice. She was staring 
straight at the wall in deep concentration. “Yea? I don’t know. I guess I’m just wait-
ing for someone to make me real.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out another 
coin, flipping it over and over again her whole body going into an agitated stance. She 
muttered to herself quietly, “Heads, heads, tails, heads, tails, tails, tails.” James caught 
the quarter in midair.

“Zaz, what are you doing?”
“James you can stop calling me that now. It isn’t my name. My name’s Elizabeth.”
James choked on a laugh. It was Elizabeth’s turn to glare.
“What’s so funny?”
“That’s my sister’s name. My sister’s name was Elizabeth.”
“What’s so funny about that? I have the same name as your sister. Big deal.”
“We used to call her Bunny.” Elizabeth let out a heave of laughter. Suddenly, her 

eyes were burning and she laid her head in the grass. Her body was shaking, and she 
heard James besides her joining in with the laughter. They were both lying there in the 
grass. James had had to pull himself up several feet to be eye level with Elizabeth. He 
pulled the quarter from his pocket and began to flip it.  

“So how does this game work?”
Snatching the coin away from him, Elizabeth sat up straight again. “It’s not so much 
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of a game as a habit.” She smoothed her hair behind her ears. “But I’ll show you.” She 
placed the coin on her thumbnail and flipped it into the air catching it in her palm and 
flipping it onto the back of her other hand. She glanced at it. “Heads. Now I say some-
thing nice about myself. So…I…”

“You have a nice smile.” James looked up at Elizabeth with admiration. “What hap-
pens when it’s tails?”

“Well, then I say what’s wrong about me. So, I--”
“You’re awful clumsy,” James yelped through giggles. Elizabeth looked down at her 

feet, one flip flop and one bare. She flexed them up to the stars.
“I’m not actually that clumsy James. I used to dance in middle school. I was on a na-

tional team. I’m pretty good actually.”
“Maybe you’re a good dancer, but you knocked over a pitcher of lemonade and 

walked an hour down the street without realizing you lost your shoe. I’d say you’re 
pretty clueless.” Elizabeth could just make out the turned over plastic pitcher in the 
grass a few feet away. She looked away from James. The kid was so trusting.  

She lay flat on her back and looked up at the stars. Her eyes were starting to droop so 
she closed them, instead finding the constellations of the sky on the backs of her eye-
lids. She liked to do this sometimes, look at her head like it was a map, and navigate 
her way through memory.

She saw herself leaving the house that morning, locking the liquor cabinet, putting 
the key at the bottom of the cookie jar, knowing her mother would find it before long.

She could see herself just a few hours ago, sitting on a bench right across from a little 
boy’s lemonade stand. The kid was milking it, and people had been paying wads of 
cash and then throwing it away after two sips. She looked at him and at the squinty 
glint of his glasses. He was so sheepish, so cocky, and so full of his little self. He proba-
bly took his rich mommy and daddy for granted, buying whatever the hell he wanted. 

She wanted to hit him. He was evil. She was running at him and right before she got 
there she froze, knocking the table to the ground. He squealed. She tried to calm her-
self down but still she was furious.

“Elizabeth?”  She wrenched open her eyes, and soon she realized that she had been 
shaking. She reached her hand out towards his and squeezed it.

“You’re a great friend James,” she whispered. 
“Why are you crying?”
She squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m just so angry”
“About what?”
“That’s the thing. I just don’t know anymore. I’ve felt this way so long that now I’m 

looking for a reason to get angry. It gives me an excuse not to feel.”
He looked up at her, softly squeezing her hand even tighter. “Don’t waste yourself 

on not feeling. It’s the best people that leave too soon.”
A faint beeping began to go off. Her watch read 12:00.  
With a knot in her stomach she said, “It’s tomorrow, James. Mom’s gonna be look-

ing for you soon.” She got up and grabbed his hand. He squeezed it tight for a second 

before letting go and heading down the street. He walked ten feet in front of her before 
looking back expectantly.

“Aren’t you coming?” he retorted impatiently.
“Aren’t you forgetting your booth?”
“It’ll be there tomorrow, and if not, who cares? I was only selling lemonade for today 

anyways.” Elizabeth smiled in spite of herself. The kid was charming. 
She jogged to catch up with him, wincing as her bare foot hit the gravel. James 

looked at her for a second and then sat on the floor, untying his sneakers and pulling 
off his socks. He rolled them in a neat ball before sticking his feet back in his trainers 
and standing up again. He handed the ratty gym socks to Elizabeth. 

“These are for you.” Elizabeth graciously pulled them on her feet, tossing the odd 
princess flip flop in the lemonade-filled hydrangea bush.  

They walked together in silence for twenty more minutes before turning onto a long 
bare street with several small white-washed houses with identical dusty brown lawns 
and rusting mailboxes. 

“Well this is my stop.” The two of them walked up to the doorstop, James taking 
the key from under the mat and unlocking the metal door. Elizabeth watched him 
creep inside the small house and down the hall, going into a room at the end of it. She 
could just hear him whispering. She followed him down the hall to the small room and 
peeked in. It looked like a girl’s bedroom. There were posters of bands on the walls 
and faded pink wallpaper beginning to peel just slightly. The bed looked like it hadn’t 
been slept in for years. Elizabeth watched as James emptied the wads of dollar bills 
into a shoe box under the dresser, muttering what must have been a prayer. He began 
to turn and she snuck back over to the front of the house. She watched as he left the 
room and shut the door. Hanging from a hook on the top was a wooden rabbit with 
a small E carved into the side. James walked over to Elizabeth and she leaned down, 
hugged him tightly.

“Bye, Jamie.”  
Elizabeth turned to go but stared at him for a second longer, their eyes meeting, each 

longing that the other was more real.
“Bye, Bunny. Thanks for coming to visit,” he whispered.  
Elizabeth walked from the house and James closed the door, shutting him from her 

sight. She waited until she saw the lights flicker on and off in the upstairs window. She 
strained to picture what he looked like for in that moment she could not remember a 
thing. He was just a little shadow that had happened to align with hers on a humid 
summer night. Elizabeth walked briskly down the street flipping the quarter from her 
pocket up and down as she strolled away. Other than the click of the coin against her 
skin, it was silent.
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Another 
Day in the 
6th Grade

 My right hand drags the pencil across the snow white sheet of paper in a lazy 
slouch.  I awkwardly twiddle my other hand, and my index and ring finger twitch, 
moving the scribbled note that is stuck to my hand.  The yellow paper is crumpled, 
looking like some origami gone bad, the ink on it is smudges onto my nails. I’m dying 
of boredom here.  

 The teacher is yammering on and on about the substitution method of algebra, 
blah blah blah.  I learned that eons ago. Blackout. My neck suddenly decides to be lazy, 
and my equally lazy head makes a low pitched thunk against my wooden desk. Ouch! 
Dumb gravity.  The teacher gives one glance to me, her expression disgusted beyond 
words.

 Suddenly, the girl next to me utters out a ridiculously high pitched shriek, caus-
ing me and all the kids in this room to get severe permanent hearing damage. Oh, 
what I’d give for a pair of earmuffs now. 

 Lucky teacher. Adults can’t hear those high frequency sounds. Our teacher con-
tinues ranting about math like a babbling brook.

 That girl next to me shrieks again. I’m sure I’m deaf, now.  Turns out I’m not.  
She continues squeaking like a mouse about a bug in the classroom. Whatever. I scrib-
ble ‘STOP WHINING, CRYBABY’ on the corner of the sheet of paper, tear it off, then 
silently pass it to her.  She stops whining, as she picks up the note.  A moment later, 
she ferociously rips off a piece of paper, then writes two words on it: ‘BACK OFF’. The 
glare she gives me could kill. Oh well. At least she stopped complaining.

 Seeing that everyone’s bored, and the teacher doesn’t care, I quickly and silently 
fold a sloppy airplane from the rest of the sheet of paper.  

 When I’m about to throw it, I notice the note stuck to my palm.  I take it off my 
palm with little to no effort, the opposite surface sticky with my sweat.  I hurriedly 
read what I had written hours earlier: APOLOGIZE TO MARTY FOR WHAT I DID! A 
rushed message is passing through my brain like sticky molasses, and my eyes open to 
the size of dinner plates.

 Uh-oh.  I look at the clock. 2:57. Three more minutes to apologize! Marty, the new 
transfer kid, is sitting in front of me. I glance at Marty’s big head and the slightly red 
bump on the back of it. Why did I have to try to scare the pigeons during recess? 

 The reason I didn’t apologize earlier for accidentally hitting his head with a rock 
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was because of Marty’s sheer size (and mass). And also the school bell rang.  I bite my 
lip.  Mild pain always forces me to think faster and harder.  My feet lightly tap the 
ground.  After class today, Marty’s gonna kill me for what I did! The tapping intensi-
fies. The teacher shoots me a nasty glare.  I disregard it.  This is horrible! How can I 
send Marty a quick and convenient message in three...two minutes?! I stare at my desk, 
suddenly taking a huge interest at the deep red lines in the fake cedar wood. I see my 
paper airplane. What was I going to do with it?

 Shoot it to someone. Someone definitely not Marty.
 Wait a minute, Marty...Golly, I’ve got it!
 I scribble, I’M SORRY FOR TODAY. FORGIVE ME?, then sign my name at the 

bottom with a flourish. I glance at the clock, I have thirty seconds! I stare at Marty’s 
desk. This has never been so intense for a mere paper airplane shooting. I close my 
eyes and harness my chi, just how my karate sensei taught me to. Those lessons were 
handy in times like this. I start a mental countdown. 

 Ten, nine, eight...got to feel the power. 
 Seven, six, five...get ready. 
 Four, three, two...GO! 
 One! I shoot my paper airplane, my aim everything.  My legs go up, bringing the 

momentum with them. I’m biting my lip...I glance at the clock. Five seconds. I’m going 
to live...NO!

   It doesn’t hit Marty’s desk. Not even close.  It lands on Eric’s desk. Eric is a super 
brainiac. He’s the only one in our class who is still paying attention to the teacher. Not 
only that, but he is diligently and furiously taking down notes. Once he sees the pa-
per airplane, he pales up and looks around. He’s probably worried the teacher would 
think he was passing notes--er, airplanes. He quickly stuffs it into the trash can beside 
him.

 I groan. My stomach is twisting and churning, and I feel like my insides are be-
ing scraped up. My legs quiver with effort to still stand up, and my knees are weaker 
than ever. Still, I don’t stop breathing. Instead, I pinch myself. Am I dreaming? The 
school bell ringing snaps me out of my daze.

 I feel dizzy, so dizzy I collapse into my chair. Everyone, including the teacher, 
rushes out to greet the warm Friday afternoon air. All, except Marty. He approaches 
me, a behemoth ready to strike. My vision blurs, I feel queasy. Mom, Dad, I love you. I 
close my eyes, waiting for the punch.

 It never comes.
 Marty kneels down on one knee to reach my sitting level. “Kid, are you okay?”
 We’re actually the same age, but Marty’s soooo…much bigger than me, he looks 

like a grown up. This is very unexpected, but I am so very grateful that I don’t really 
care. Actually, I don’t care at all. “W-why aren’t you beating me up?” Ugh. I hate my 
mouth. That’s all you could say? Now he’s really going to beat me up!

 Marty scratches his head.  “Why would I?”
 “At recess, I hit you in in the head with a rock, remember?” 

 Cocking his head to one side, he asks,  “So what? It was by accident, right?”
 I sheepishly nod my head.
 “Then what’s there to be mad about?”
 I shrug.  “No hard feelings?”
 “Of course not!  Hey, now that we got over all this hard feelings business, will 

you be my friend?”
 I quickly nod my head yes, scared that this chance was quickly fleeing away.
 “Great!” Marty exclaims. “You can play with me whenever you want. But not at 

night. I have homework to do at night.”
 I nod in confirmation. 
 “Great! I better get going now.” He flashes me a smile, and walks out of the class-

room. A giddy feeling blooms inside me as he walks out.  
 So, this is what it’s like to have a friend.



78 79

 The Squirrels weren’t your normal pair of youngsters in the small village of Ger-
aldyhills.  Under those innocent green eyes, brown hair, and wide grins, they were the 
worst and most dangerous mischief-makers in probably the whole country. Always 
planning, eyes watching, waiting for the right moment to strike.

 And today I found them, as expected, hanging upside down from the ceiling 
of the butcher’s stall next to two sizable hams and a hunk of sirloin. The butcher was 
bustling about beside the two dangling boys, viciously attacking half a dead pig with a 
giant knife. The knife glinted dangerously close to the captives’ necks as the large man 
grabbed the sliced meat and deposited it in a basket.

The butcher grunted a goodbye to his customer, and I saw one of the boys stick out 
his tongue at the receding back of the woman. The next customer, one of the tavern 
maids, stepped up to the stall, and as the butcher prepared the meats, the other twin 
reached down and stuck his fingers into his mouth, crossing his eyes and flapping his 
tongue around.

The butcher saw the maid’s raised eyebrows, and without so much as a glance at the 
boy hanging beside him, he reached up and clocked the mischief-maker on the head 
with the wooden knife handle. This only elicited a giggle from the victim, who reached 
down and attempted to snatch a handful of sparse hair from the butcher’s balding 
head in revenge.

Not expecting a repercussion so soon, the butcher made a very unmanly sound as 
his head jerked back. He grabbed the boy’s hand, cursing, and tried to remove it from 
his head, but he was too slow in catching the hand and ended up pulling out a clump 
of his own hair instead. Swearing some more, he reached up to give the boy another 
knock to the head, but, as usual, the twins were too nimble for him. The boy hanging 
farthest from the man pushed the soon-to-be victim of the knife handle, turning the 
momentum to his advantage by sticking his elbow out and catching the butcher square 
in the temple.

The butcher collapsed, and I used the moment to dart into the meat stall, grab his 
knife, and cut the ropes binding the twins to the ceiling. They both fell headfirst into 
the nearest pile of raw meat and tumbled to the ground.

 Dodge—I could tell by the small scar on his cheek—grabbed a ham lying on the 
counter before we ran off, leaving the butcher lying on the floor of his own stall in a 
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daze.
 I reprimanded the twins all the way back to the clearing.
 “You could’ve gotten caught!” I scolded, shaking a finger at them. “How many 

times do I have to save your necks? One day, the villagers are just going to get angry at 
you, no matter how innocent you look, and you’re going to be in trouble.”

 “It wasn’t our fault!” Chase giggled deliriously as he swayed and almost toppled 
into his twin. Dodge shoved him in the other direction, which, conveniently, resulted 
in Chase colliding with a wooden post. “Ow!”

 “You have to admit, he really needs to limit his food intake,” Dodge said, green 
eyes wide. “What’s one less ham to him? It’d benefit everyone!”

 “Yeah!” Chase leaned on the wooden post to regain his balance, his feet wobbly 
and his eyes still unfocused. “We were just doing it for the greater good.”

 I snorted and crossed my arms, turning away and walking to make them catch 
up. “You’d think that a few knocks to the head would unscramble the mess in there, 
but no!” I threw up my arms. “As bad as ever. Could you monkeys ever survive a day 
without me having to drag you out of your own mischief?”

 Dodge produced a giant loaf of bread from under his shirt, balancing the ham in 
one hand. “Hope you don’t mind.” He grinned up at me.

 My mouth watered at the sight of the bread, and I couldn’t help but laugh, my 
annoyance gone. “Just try not to get yourself caught next time. Please.”

 Chase rolled his eyes. “Please. Who needs to worry about getting caught when 
they have a great older sister-” he looked up and saw me glaring at him- “I mean, um, 
brother to get them outta trouble?”

 I groaned and mussed up their hair. “Are you sure you’re okay?” I finally said. 
“Nothing damaged in there or anything?”

 “Ugh.” Dodge raised his eyebrows. “Are you going to turn into our mom now?”
 “Oh, Dodge is fine,” Chase said, grinning. “It’s not like it would make a differ-

ence in his intelligence.”
 “Hey!”
 They started another poke war, running around and crashing into trees. I nibbled 

on my bread, looking at the bright summer day, reminding me of the day I first met 
the Squirrels, and our friendship started.

 I was an orphan, finding work here and there in the village. I had long disguised 
myself as a boy for more work opportunities, and that day, I was helping the baker 
chop firewood. That’s when I noticed the missing bread. I panicked, knowing that the 
baker would probably blame me for stealing it, being a starving orphan and every-
thing. I was hungry, though. I was so hungry that I almost considered stealing more 
bread and fleeing the scene. As I stood there, not knowing what to do, something 
heavy hit me in the head and I blacked out.

I woke up to someone slapping me in the face.
“Ooh, she’s awake,” someone said, and my eyes focused to see a young boy, no 

more than nine or ten years. He was holding a wooden bucket over my head, posed to 
splash the contents onto my face, and I quickly scrambled out of the way.

“Whoa,” another voice said from behind me. I whirled to see another boy, with the 
exact same appearance as the first. He was lazily munching on a loaf of bread, loung-
ing on a fallen log. “Why so in a hurry?”

I glared at them. “You thieves. You got that from the bakery, didn’t you?”
The first boy set down the bucket and held his arms out with a smug expression. 

“Thieves? We’re not thieves. No one knows thieves. Do you know the names of any 
thieves?”

I raised my eyebrows. They sound like mini versions of evil masterminds.
“No!” The boy grinned. “Of course not! They have no style. They have no flair! But 

we’re different.”
The one with the bread, now reduced to a few crumbs, leaned back and folded his 

arms. “Yep, that’s right. We’re notorious. Everyone in this village knows us, except for 
maybe you, ‘cause you’re new.”

I narrowed my eyes. “How do you know that?” It was true. I’d arrived at this village 
after getting kicked out of the last one for stealing-- you guessed it-- bread.

The first boy laughed, like it was obvious. “We are…The Squirrels. We know every-
thing going on in this village.”

“The Squirrels?” I asked incredulously.
“Yep! I know it’s not much of an impressive title, but that’s what they call us and it 

kinda stuck. It fits, too… annoying… always stealing stuff… cute… ”
I rolled my eyes. “Alright, alright, enough of the self-admiration. I assume it’s you 

boys who knocked me out?”
 The twin sitting on the log had somehow produced another piece of bread and 

was stuffing it in his mouth like bread would cease to exist at sundown. “Of course 
not!” he said in between bites. “We saved you from the baker, who thought you were 
helping us. He didn’t really mean it, though-- he just hit you too hard.”

 “And…why did you save me?” I was starting to get quite curious regarding 
the two of them. Did they really earn a living by stealing food? And they never got 
caught?

 The first boy gestured for me to sit on a tree stump, and I obliged, even though 
we were in the middle of a forest clearing and they acted like they owned the place. I 
noticed a small stream a little ways off, and the meat roasting over a fire. My mouth 
watered.

 “We’re skillful and all,” the boy started, spreading his arms like he was giving a 
speech. “But…I admit, we’ve gotten into our share of tight situations, and we realized 
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that we could use some help. So…are you with us?”
 “M- me?” I sputtered. “You want me to help you steal stuff?”
 The boy on the log tossed me a giant loaf of bread. “Hope you don’t mind.”
 I stared at it, and my stomach chose that moment to rumble loudly, making me 

laugh and shrug. “Alright. Sounds good!”
 From then on, I was always a part of their little “missions”, and I never regretted 

my decision. We lived well, ate well, and during bad weather, we would hide in Old 
Widow Lucille’s empty stables which she never checked on.

 The villagers gave us their fair share of annoyance, but everyone could tell that 
under those angry faces, they really didn’t mind feeding a few more clever children.

 And I’ll never forget the day they welcomed me into their group, and saved me 
from a life of hunger and loneliness.

 The Squirrels are my friends.
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Carnival
Games

 “James, you’ve spent more on this game than they spent on all these stuffed
animals combined!” I pleaded, half-annoyed, half-amazed by his perseverance.
 “Just one more game! Please, baby. Trust me, I’ve got this.” 
 “That’s what you said the last eight times!” I snapped back. “It’s rigged, you’re 

not going to-”
 “Winner!” the speaker next to me boomed.
 “What was that?” he teased, a smile creeping across his mouth.
 I tried to look angry but broke into laughter. He embraced me in a bear hug, his 

jacket zipper scratching against my ears and his chin resting on my head.
 “So which one do you want?” the man behind the table interrupted.
 James grinned, looking over at me.
 “Which do you want?”
 “The panda,” I replied, hugging him.
 “The panda,” he repeated to the man behind the table as he pulled me into him.

 As I sit in my room hugging that cheap panda (we named it Paul), it’s hard to 
remember the James from then – the one that always held my hand when it was cold 
outside and wrapped me in his arms when there were tears streaming down my face. 
That was the James I loved and knew.

 The James I didn’t recognize was the one that marched into school one day with 
a blank expression, pulled an AK-47 out of his jacket, and opened fire on the friends 
we had known for years. When somebody becomes labeled a “School Shooter,” every-
thing else about them is lost. They become a faceless monster with mental issues and 
a gun in their hands. To be honest, by the end of his life, James probably fit that image 
pretty well.

 He wasn’t always as angry at the world as he came to be. About six months be-
fore the shooting, he was a happy, normal teenager and just about everything you 
could envision in a “model student.”

 Then, his sister died in a car crash. The effect on James was devastating. For 
about two months, we barely saw him. His family decided they needed some time 
away from home so they took a vacation to Hawaii. When he returned, he wasn’t the 
same. The smile that had always permeated his lips was replaced with a stone cold 
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expression, the dimples that had always sat just beneath his eyes were replaced with 
bags from lost sleep, and the good in the world he had always been able to see was re-
placed with evil. I like to think that he left his real self on those beaches in Hawaii and 
that he’s still out there somewhere. I need to think that. The Not-So-James that came 
home soon lost all of his old friends. I was the last one to give up.

 We were sitting in his basement on a frigid November afternoon when I finally 
said it.

 “You’re not you anymore,” I told him, bracing myself for his response.
 When he didn’t reply, I continued a little louder.
 “James, you’ve changed. I miss the old you.”
 Without looking up, he responded, “I know.”
 “Please James I’m trying. I really am. I love you and I know that everything go-

ing on around you has been really tough, but I also know that you’re still in there! This 
isn’t what your sister would have wanted for you.” I said, begging him to give me 
something.

 When he didn’t react again, I knew I had to. “I can’t do this anymore,” I an-
nounced softly.

 He nodded his head like a machine, his empty eyes staring across the room at an 
old poster of the Beatles on the wall. 

 “Do you even care?” I asked quietly, my voice trembling like the beginning of an 
earthquake.

 “Of course I care! You’re all I have left you’re all that matters to me anymore and 
you think I don’t care? If it weren’t for you I’d already be happily six feet under and 
I’m sorry if I’m not being the best fucking boyfriend in the world, Julia, I really am; 
but, I thought you of all people would understand.” he exploded.

 “James, I’ve trie–”
 “Don’t tell me that you’ve tried!” he cut me off, his voice cracking.
  “James just hear me out please–”
 “Just get out! I’m sick of this!” he screamed, tears beginning to swell in his eyes.
 I left silently, turning back one last time to see him shaking violently, his back 

facing me.
 It’s hard to defend someone who killed eight people in cold blood. But for a 

while after the shooting, I tried. And failed. But at least I tried. And that’s more than 
most of his “friends” can say. Nobody at school talked about the devastating effect the 
loss of his sister had on him or his father, who quickly turned from a happy man into 
an alcoholic. All anybody focused on was the shooting and so James transformed into 
something less than human in their eyes. He became defined by his final actions.

 So now you know why I don’t like to talk about the shooting. Yes, it was James, 
but at the same time it wasn’t. It could have been just about any fucked up teenager in 
this world. It’s the same blurred silhouette no matter what.

 I want to tell you about the carnival instead. It was a mid-June night with a 

slight breeze that made it the perfect summer night. As we approached the gates of the 
entrance, James pulled the crumpled tickets out of his jean pocket. There really isn’t 
much in the world like the sight of a carnival as the flashing lights illuminate the night 
and bring new life to it. Every time I walk through a carnival, I think back to the first 
one my dad ever brought me too.

 When I was about six years old, he took me with him to the annual carnival held 
by our church. The rides were small and broken down, the games were rigged, and 
the food was old and overpriced, but to me it was heaven. My dad bought me a small 
vanilla ice cream cone with rainbow sprinkles that I promptly smeared all over my face 
(saving it for later as my mom would say). We went around to each ride and game, the 
large roll of tickets we had purchased quickly vanishing. When I asked if we could get 
more tickets, he hugged me happily and pulled a crumpled group of one-dollar bills 
out of his pocket to give to the man at the stand.

 In the same way my dad gave the carnival meaning to me back then, James was 
able to give it a new significance later. Like when my dad took me, halfway through 
the carnival, my face was smeared with vanilla ice cream once again. James and I 
walked around the grounds surveying each game and making up stories for each per-
son running the stand. The stories were stupid and pointless but we loved them be-
cause it was the other person who was telling them. We laughed so hard, our bellies 
hurt. Finally about an hour or two before the carnival ended, James declared possibly 
the most absurd thing I had ever heard:

 “I have never tasted a funnel cake,” he admitted, laughing.
 “You shouldn’t be laughing about this, it’s not a joke!” I said, poking him in the 

ribs playfully. “Today is the day you taste your first funnel cake.”
 “Fine, but only if you help me eat it,” he retorted.
 “Deal.”
 While we were eating the funnel cake, a clown in a jumpsuit walked past us car-

rying his pet dog. James and I burst out laughing at the exact same time, causing pow-
der to fly everywhere.

 “Well, I’ve only ever had one funnel cake, but I’ve gotta say, I already like them,” 
he joked.

 As I began to respond, he put his finger to my lips, his attention drawn to a game 
across the grounds.

 “Jules, I’m gonna say something crazy here, but I need you to follow me on this 
one,” he started.

 “That game over there is the bane of my existence.”
 “That game over there is the bane of your existence,” I repeated back to him.
 “It has ruled me since the first time I ever attended a carnival, but that ends to-

night,” he continued.
 “Let’s do it,” I said, pretending to sound determined.
 “Let’s do it,” he echoed, his eyes focused on the prize.
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 As we approached the table, he pulled a group of loose dollar bills out of his 
pocket and handed one to the man behind the table. The man handed him three light-
weight balls and began to explain the rules to him. I couldn’t help but snicker at the 
look of concentration on his face. The minutes passed quickly and the stack of dollar 
bills began to dissipate. The concentration turned into frustration and the night contin-
ued to stretch on. Finally, I spoke up.

 “James you’ve spent more on this game than they spent on all these stuffed ani-
mals combined!” I pleaded, half-annoyed, half-amazed by his perseverance.

 “Just one more game! Please baby, trust me I’ve got this.” he begged.
 “That’s what you said the last eight times!” I snapped back at him. “It’s rigged, 

you’re not going to-”
 “Winner!” the speaker next to me boomed.
 “What was that?” he teased, a smile creeping across his mouth.
 I tried to look angry, but my attempts to keep a straight face failed as I broke into 

laughter. He embraced me in a bear hug, his jacket zipper scratching against my ears 
and his chin resting on my head.

 “So which one do you want?” the man behind the table interrupted.
 James grinned, looking over at me.
 “Which do you want?”
 “The panda,” I replied, hugging him.
 “The panda,” he repeated to the man behind the table while he pulled me into 

him.
 As I sit in my room hugging that cheap panda (we named it Paul), it’s hard to 

remember the James from then.



90 91

The True One

 The wind howled like a pack of wolves. The bright fall foliage swirled around 
in little, colorful tornadoes. Isabel walked by herself, like a lone buffalo that had wan-
dered too far from its herd. Her long, black hair swirled around her shoulders. She 
wished it was still summer. There were no more green clusters of leaves in the now 
leafless trees, no more warm breezes. Today was the day that she was dreading. I don’t 
belong here. Isabel kept persuading herself. Moving away from the only life she had 
ever known was bad enough. Not knowing anyone who lived here was worse. Back at 
home, her backyard had mangroves with tangled, mossy roots. Here, all she had for a 
yard was a sixty-four square foot rectangle, with nothing but dirt.

 Winston Middle school was almost like Isabel’s own back home. The red, brick 
walls towered above her. As she walked through the glass double doors, she gasped. 
Hallways were filled with students, and in the main entrance, more were stamped-
ing in. The walls of the enormous school were pearl white. Making her way through 
the overcrowded hallways, Isabel could see heads turning, whispered conversations 
starting. If only I could fit in. She sighed. Even the red lockers seemed to be mocking 
her. Trying to get the code right, she had to keep herself from kicking the locker in 
frustration.

 Finally, after what seemed like hours, Isabel banged her locker open. Shoving her 
backpack in, she grabbed all the necessities for her first period. Entering the classroom, 
her hands became clammy. She was barely able to keep her teeth from chattering. Slip-
ping into a seat, she saw the teacher give her a warm, welcoming smile. Forcing one 
herself, Isabel saw heads turning to observe her. Trying to ignore them, she listened in-
tently to what the teacher was saying. He had written his name on the blackboard with 
chalk. Mr. Fakler, what a peculiar name. Isabel raised her eyebrows. She was already 
beginning to like him. Then, the introductions started. One after another, the students 
called out their names. Now, it was her turn.

 “Isabel Guo,” She nervously called out. It was over. She had made it without ev-
erybody staring at her.

 Two more periods to go before lunch. Isabel groaned in her head. Lucky for her, 
they whizzed by, and lunch came. She entered the cafeteria and immediately got in the 
lunch line. The smell of spaghetti and meatballs wafted through the air. Grabbing a 
tray, she leaned over to see how long the line was. Phew, I’m almost to the end. Isabel 
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smiled. 
 Trying to decide which table to sit at, Isabel paced back and forth. She decided 

to sit where nobody else was. Making her way through the crowd, she was jostled 
around. Just then, she slipped on something yellow, most likely a banana peel, and her 
lunch went flying. It landed on the back of a popular girl. Everything went silent.

 “Who did that?” She commanded. Nobody spoke.
 “Show yourself now!” She screamed. All of a sudden, people were pointing at 

Isabel. The girl stomped up to Isabel and said menacingly, “Do not ever do that to me 
again.”

 “I..It was an accident,” Isabel protested meekly.

 “Yeah, right,” She snorted. Just then, somebody dragged Isabel out of the cafete-
ria and into the hallway, saving from what she guessed was a big fight with the popu-
lar girl. A girl from Isabel’s class was standing in front of her.

 “I’m warning you. Everybody’s gonna turn on you now, except for me and my 
gang,” She told Isabel.

 “But why?” Isabel asked.
 “Because Ladia’s the popular girl, and everybody likes her,” She said, disgusted, 

“She’s actually really mean to the ‘dorks’,” The girl made quotations marks around 
“dorks”.

 “What’s your name anyway?” Isabel asked.
 “Oh, did I not tell you? Anyway, it’s Dalphine,” Dalphine responded.  

“Mine’s Isabel,” Isabel smiled. She decided not to go back to the cafeteria and instead 
went to the library.

 The other periods whizzed by, and it was finally time for Isabel to go home. 
Trudging to the door, she was about to try to find Dalphine, but she changed her mind. 
On the way, Ladia whispered loudly to her friends, “Just as I thought. No friends at all. 
Humph.” It was obvious that Ladia was trying to be heard.

 “Y’know I’m not deaf,” Isabel retorted. Ladia’s face turned bright red, and quick-
ly masked it by saying as innocently as she could muster, “Oh, really? Then why didn’t 
you respond to me when I asked who threw the spaghetti on my blouse?”

 “Then why did I say it was an accident when you said never do that to me again? 
Hmmm?” Isabel smirked. The hallways were silent. 

 Ladia ground her teeth together, then with a flip of her hair, turned, and said, 
“Whatever. You can have your way you little, selfish girl.”

 Like I’m so much younger than you. What I did was to defend myself! And 
prove how I’m selfish! Geez!  Don’t you know anything? Isabel screamed inside of her 
head, but she didn’t dare say it aloud.

 Walking home from school, Dalphine caught up with Isabel.
 “Y’know something?” Isabel asked, “I was just wondering why everybody at the 

school walks in this direction to get home.”

 “Oh, that?” Dalphine asked, “It’s because everybody lives in the same neighbor-
hood. Winston Middle is the only school around for miles, so everybody that attended 
just moved here.” Isabel was dumbfounded.

 “Really?” She asked.
 “Yep. The truth is the truth. You just have to accept it,” Dalphine sneaked a smile 

onto her lips. Isabel smiled too.
 “After this one school day, or seven hours, I’ve realized that you’re the only true 

friend I’ve ever had,” Isabel caught Dalphine off track. Dalphine blushed beet red but 
smiled at Isabel approvingly.

 “Well, see you around!” Isabel called, climbing the steps to her porch.
 “You too!” Dalphine shouted already hundreds of feet away. Waving, Isabel let 

herself in the front door. Collapsing on the couch, Isabel fell into a deep slumber.
 When she woke up, It was almost dinnertime. Isabel didn’t want to discuss the 

day with her mom, so she quietly snuck into her new room, closing the creamy white 
door gently. She pulled out her homework and was immediately wrapped up in her 
own, little world. 

 “Isabel!” Her mom called, “Time for dinner!”
 “I’m doing my homework. Can I eat later? You can start now,” Isabel responded.
 “Ok, I guess so,” Her mom agreed. As Isabel buried herself in homework, she 

thought about how Dalphine was tackling the homework assignments. 
 That same night, the breeze blew the fall foliage away, making way for snow and 

ice. The moon shone as bright as the sun, submerging everything in its path, including 
Earth, in a glitter of silver moonlight. Before, Isabel was the lone buffalo, the one that 
stood out to predators, but now, she was not. She had someone that cared for her, and 
no matter what they had to do to save her from total humiliation, they would do. Isa-
bel fell asleep thinking about her one and only true friend, and hoping, really hoping, 
that that friend was doing the same. And Dalphine was.
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It’s fitting that we met on the tennis team. It was fall then, that crisp, orange fall you 
wait for all year. The tryouts were the weekend before school and they successfully, 
if abruptly, pulled me, tan and all, straight out of the wicker-and-lemonade routine 
that’d been my summer. 

 You could say I’d been playing since I could hold a racket, but that wouldn’t be 
entirely true. Tennis began for me at age six as an affair with skirt sets and pom-pom 
socks. I liked to tap my racket against my shoe while waiting on the court and to twirl 
it before returning a shot. I liked the squeak of my white, white shoes over the service 
line and the satisfying pong of hitting a first-rate shot. 

 Despite my years of so-called “practice” I wasn’t much good. Actually, I was 
quite horrible at the sport. I’d always assumed I’d play tennis in high school, like my 
mother did. I’d dreamt up slim white uniforms and skirts with pleats and team pic-
tures like those handsome ones of generations past; black and white pictures of girls 
with right-looking smiles. 

 June brought humid air. Set then, on making the team, I was fueled by family 
patriotism and pleated skirt assumptions. I took up my lessons again.  

I went in the mornings, and prayed for the shade covered courts but always got the 
ones taunted by sun. Tennis clubs in June are about as hot as hell.

My shoes collected skids and smudges like medals, and my head ached from the 
constant pull of tight ponytails. The pleats of my skirt danced as I ran, leaped, jumped 
and hit. I practiced forehand and backhand together, returning one right after the 
other, straining to throw myself across the court in time to meet the ball. The sound of 
hits were many and often. Scabs bloomed like roses on my knees; proud little scars of 
court-and-net gallantry. 

 After loyal weeks, my coach said I was getting better. I went to my lessons re-
ligiously every morning and took to staying at the courts after they were over, to hit 
against the wall.  I persuaded friends to rally with me into the late hours, when the 
overhead lights shone down like fluorescent beacons. I played until my muscles ached, 
and then played more. I hardly ate anything besides granola bars and ice. 

 Nothing existed outside the great illusion of myself and the court. I rewarded 
myself with lemonade and sucked on half lemons. Sometimes I stayed on so long that 
the sun ate up all the sunscreen, leaving my tan with no defense against the heat. I 
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gathered burns along my shoulders that peeled, revealing new, pink skin underneath. 
Over my shoulders, I lathered on sunscreen in thick white globs. They stung and 
smarted during the day, but under the fluorescent night court lights, I admired them. 
Beautiful little burns like crowned laurel. 

 September arrived in all her scholastic splendor. My shoulder burns began to 
heal and the scabs on my knees hardened into crystalline shapes, small and ruby 
colored. My skin was a deep tan then. It was a tennis tan, not a swimming suit tan; 
against the darkness of my legs, my feet were stark white, as were my thighs. My body 
was warped and discolored, but brilliant in that way that broken glass is more brilliant 
than vases or bowls or picture frame pieces. Tryouts were that week. 

 I walked into tryouts feeling confident. To my alarm, I found every pleated skirt 
played as well as I did. The coaches set me up on this court, court two, against a girl 
who’d played on the team the year before. We were doing mini-sets, and she beat me 
three to one. 

 They played me against another pleated skirt. Her name was Greer and she had 
this arrogant blonde ponytail. 

 “You wanna spin, or should I?” she said. Her racket was silver with a pink grip 
and spun in her hand while she waited for an answer. 

 “Go for it.”
 “Up or down?”
 “Up.”
 The racket fated me to the sunny side. I had to serve into it. You don’t real-

ize how obnoxious the sun is until you’re facing it on the court. It’s pretty damn 
obnoxious. 

 Greer returned my serve, easily hitting to my backhand. It was one of those slice 
shots. I jumped for it, and missed, brushing the ball with the tip of my racket. I fetched 
the ball and stepped over to serve again. My racket was raised when she called across 
the court. 

 “Score please?”
 “Love-fifteen.”
 When I pulled back my arm to serve, my laurel burns smarted like a keepsake 

of June court-days. She hit the next shot to my forehand, and I hit a slice shot. It just 
barely skimmed the back corner, bouncing victoriously low against the white bound-
ary, out of her reach. The game continued like that; me hitting my best shots, leaping 
for returns. I hurled myself at the court left and right, falling to my knees. The ruby 
scabs met the ground and stung. My muscles ached and my ponytail gave me a trying 
headache. 

 I won the set four to zero. 
 The next few continued the same way. Some lucky mixture of darkening skin 

and shoe scuffs brought me five more victories, all four to zero. My confidence re-
turned, and I was eager when they paired me up again. 

 The next pleated skirt was named Parker. She had a right-looking smile. 

 “Should I spin?” I said. 
 “Sure. I’ll take up.” 
 The racket landed to her advantage. 
 She took the side facing the shade so I served first. It was a quick serve; a pull of 

my arm, the sting of the laurel burns, the sound of the racket kissing the ball. Easily, 
she returned the shot, hitting across to my backhand, my weaker arm. I moved to the 
other side for the second serve and the return was the same. Strictly speed. 

 This continued, the green and white back and forth, the play and interplay of 
ball and racket. Parker was wearing a yellow skirt set and her legs and arms were dark 
against the bright fabric. There was something wholesome about being on the court, 
just the skidding of feet on painted lines.  

 Match point. Parker served it to my forehand, and the ball flirted with the line, 
fast as hell. I pulled my arm out far as it could go, stretched it, brown and long and 
handsome. I flipped my wrist up and my racket met the ball. I smacked it up, over the 
net to the back of the court. My body fell to the ground, acquiring a mean bruise on my 
calf. She failed to return my shot. 

 My leg ached, but I was smiling a success smile. I thought that tennis is thor-
oughly American. 

 Another game went by, much the same, with each of us playing tops. When she 
lost a rally, her mouth turned down a bit at the corners. She had this nice, straight set 
mouth. I guess winners are happy until they meet other winners. 

 We tied two to two. She crossed to middle of the court. I met her and we shook a 
good, friendly handshake over the net. 

 By luck of sportsmanship, both Parker and I passed tryouts. At school the next 
week, I ran into her in the library. She was sitting at one of the big wood tables all 
alone. Notebooks, papers and pens were spread about her in a display of studiousness. 
A book was covering her face. 

 “Any good?” I said. 
 She raised her head from behind A Farewell to Arms. “Lucy, right? From tennis 

tryouts.”
 “Sure. You like it?” I gestured at the book.
 “”Course,” she said, and then looked me over, “sit, sit.”
 I told her a little story that’d happened earlier that week, about this kid who 

didn’t know who Hemingway was. 
 “Oh, you’re kidding.”
 “Honest.”
 Her laugh was a telephone laugh. 
 The next month was one of palms with to-do lists and new Topsiders. Parker 

seemed to be wherever I was, in class, on the court, in the library. Coincidently, we 
joined three of the same clubs, all academic clubs that entailed textbooks and speeches. 

 One day we were sitting in the library. Parker took out this tin of gum. It was a 
circle tin, with ALTOIDS CHEWING GUM written on the top, in tall, red lettering. 
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 “Want one?”
 “Thanks.”
 It was this gum I used to have as a kid. 
 “Where’d you get this?”
 “Boston. I think it’s an East Coast thing.”
 “Everything’s an East Coast thing.”
 She laughed her telephone laugh. “You used to live Back East?”
 “Yeah. New York.”
 “Boston.”
 At tennis practice, we rallied together. My laurel burns faded into the brown 

of my shoulder blades, and the ruby scabs healed. The fall air was like new chiffon. 
Coach had Parker and I play a set.

 “You can start,” I called from the service line. 
 “Alright.”
 Parker’s serve is like a rifle shot. I ran to the back corner and hit it back. It landed 

in one of the boxes, and she easily slammed it over the net, straight down the middle. 
The ball bounced twice and rolled quickly out of the service line. I returned the next 
serve to the corner and the ball made that pong noise when hit. A first-rate shot. She 
played it, and we went back and forth, again and again. She was wearing a pink tennis 
dress then, pink like bubblegum. It had a flouncy skirt and moved fluidly like some-
thing underwater. 

 My ponytail gave me another trying headache. 
 “Forty-fifteen.”
 First she won the game. Next she won the set. The end score was seven to six. We 

shook again.  A good, friendly handshake. 
 “A winning match,” she said. 
 She had a right-looking smile. I thought how nice we’d look in the team 

photograph.
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