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 I want to express my thanks and gratitude to Robyn Seglem for her time 
and talent producing the Writers’ Slate for the past few issues. She did a remark-
able job.
 And now we move ahead. John Franklin from Pittsburg State University 
in Pittsburg, Kansas has agreed to take over as Editor of The Writers’ Slate. I 
am very pleased to have John at the helm. If readers look carefully you will see 
changes that have been made. The new design is terrific. Thank you, John, and 
your assistant for the design of this issue.

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

note From the DireCtor



 Back in 1986 I wrote to the English Department at the University of Florida 
expressing my desire to study 21st Century Literature at the PhD level.  “A bold 
ambition,” I was told, “though not many jobs for that.”  They accepted my ap-
plication anyway and—long story short—I ended up writing a dissertation about 
editing.
 Little did I know that back in the mid-80s there were schoolchildren who 
would become the parents and teachers of the writers of 21st Century Literature.  
Neither did I know that—a quarter-century or so later—it would be my pleasure 
to edit this online publication featuring their writing.
 My editing process—though time-consuming and painstaking—is simple.
 With my first reading, I pick prospects for publication from among the hun-
dreds of submissions.
 With my second reading I ask questions.  Sometimes I contact poets, essay-
ists or writers—you know who you are--posing interrogatory statements such as, 
“Did you do this on purpose?  If so, then I’ll leave it alone.  If not, then here’s my 
suggestion for revision.”
 My third reading is with my editorial assistant—Alexander Sheppard—an 
intern from our Professional/Technical Writing Program in the English Depart-
ment here at Pittsburg State University in Kansas.  He designed the layout, in-
cluding our amazing logo.  If you like the way this issue of The Writers’ Slate 
looks, then you have him to thank.
 My fourth reading, and each one afterwards, is with you, dear reader.
 A penultimate comment:  There are unrecognized writers, writers whose 
work does not appear here, writers who deserve two words:  Try again.
 Finally, all who submitted writing whether published or not:  you—as well 
as your parents and teachers—have earned two words from me:  Thank you.  It is 
a pleasure to work with you to create 21st Century Literature.

John Franklin, Editor

letter From the eDitor
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Alexandra LeGrys
Dorset School
Dorset, VT
6th Grade

Hello or Farewell

Is it hello or farewell?
Always rushing off the minute one touches your glance
Always in a struggle
Always fighting to run away,
Fighting yourself,
Not others
Running away,
Yes away to nothing,
You shy creature,
I am like you
Others do not understand
Why must one be so?
I ask,
Always socializing with different people?
We may say a timid “hello”, but the next moment it would be a “farewell”
While others never talk to a person at all, 
While they want others to talk for them.
They are not like us
They are bold,
Willing to be with many people, but refusing to speak
They think they are one of us, but are not
They are like social ones more than us sometimes
They are wrong,
We are shy
They are not
We must think,
“Shall I say ‘hello’ or ‘farewell’?”
We are not them. 
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Alyssa Mulé
Greenwich Academy
Greenwich, CT
9th Grade

Cigarette
Butts

they tell me to write genuinely
from the heart,
eradicating loftiness, pretty phrases, idle description,
to saw away the classical purism
laced in the pattern of a lady’s handkerchief
strewn across my writings

instead i should write in choppy sentences,
shorn like the jagged haircut
of the rebellious, artistic teenager

i should
wear Holden Caulfield tee-shirts
and see beyond convention
into the borrowed boxed language of e.e.
 no commas
free
 wheeling
   form  splaying wheeee   across the page
intentional incorrect spelling
 modern tip toes into
   drunk urban incandescence

they want me to write what i feel—
i feel sparkling-eyed Athena,
tinkling sixteenth century laughs so different from ours,

i feel a frightened child’s heartbeat
sharping through ribcages into endless lazing skies…
i’m supposed to create stories of integrity,

but i guess to make them matter,

they need to have cigarette butts
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Keelin McLoughlin
Southern Lehigh Middle School
Center Valley, PA
7th Grade

Winter
Melody

Her eyes closed, sleep clouds her vision.
Dark, choppy tendrils of hair cling to her rosy cheeks,

High cheekbones dusted with misplaced flakes of snow,
A stray cigarette dangling from her frozen bruised lips,
Partially opened, breathing in the intoxicating fumes,

Her chest rising and falling to the rhythm of the pine forest’s reverie.

Her eyelids flutter, opening slowly,
Her irises dull silver; the warm spark long gone,

Framed by thick eyelashes, snow clinging to them,
And dotting her threadbare coat, secured around her skeletal body,

Her hands exposed to the frostbitten cold.

Her fingers twirl the cigarette around as she unsteadily stands up,
Taking a long drag, the smoke collecting into small clouds,

Visible in the chilling air surrounding her.
Her body quivering, she spits out the cigarette,

And grinds it into the hard-packed snow forming beneath her feet.

The tall pine, a beacon in the night,
Drapes a blanket of white snow around itself,

Masking the icy scars of the biting winter,
And the winding veins, pushing out of its distorted bark.

She encompasses the pine tree’s thin body,
Its skin pressing into her pale arm.

She opens her mouth, and her words get caught in the sharp breeze,
The wind and her voice twisted together in a winter melody.

Her eyes close, snow clinging to her thick eyelashes,
She takes a curt breath, and continues to softly sing,

A lullaby for winter to sleep again.
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Julia LeBlanc
Andover High School
Andover, MA
11th Grade

Dear Old Lady
Once in Line 
in Front of Me

Let me just tell you,
That sweater you sported that day—
Legendary.

It seemed as though I was simply in line behind
A common elder shopper.

I could tell it was going to be a long haul 
As soon as I saw the slow-motion, feeble efforts
Made by you.

You placed each uncommon purchase upon 
The conveyer belt that slinked by.

The genuine appreciation your look implied,
AsI assisted you in placing your groceries 
on the belt,
Has stuck with me, even to my own old age.

How, as a heedless teen,
Could I have possibly known that you,
Wool-sweater bearing,
Traditional-looking
Gray-haired old woman
Would have declared 
A spot for yourself in my
Selective heart forever?

Check out line number eight,
Was the start of something beautiful,
I can assure you that. 

From, 
Another “Old Lady”
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Kate Fouts
West Jackson Middle School
Jefferson, GA
7th Grade

Storm

The flowers dance
In the wind’s breeze
And when it stops
the flowers freeze

The bees buzz
Buzz, buzz
There they shower
Over a single flower

Thunder rumbles
Off in the distance
the clouds, scattered and gray
roudly present the sun’s best ray

Rain begins to pour
and I start running, across the sand field
to home sweet home
where I can count on a shield

My book awaits me
the chair by the window too
where I can sit and watch the storm
off in the distance, over the sea
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Samantha Seto
Freedom High School
Tampa, FL
12th Grade

Darkened
Moon

Amidst the whispers of the night,
all alone, the mournful moon wept
upon the deepened world of dreams.

The woodland tears quivered
with circles of colorful leaves,
dances of indigo nocturne imprint into dirt.

In wheat fields of golden grain,
when summer days grew longer,
we used to play along the brook as children.

Peppermint leaves we used to eat
grew beneath lilies, sunflowers, rosebuds,
as the grand willow tree breathed shadows.

Silent midnight within spirits of cottonwood
wore tortured hours of heavy raindrops.
Moments passed in the love of death.
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Maggie Sun
Saratoga High School
Saratoga, CA
11th Grade

The Authors

On her first birthday they brought her to America.
“It’s for the best,”
they said, 
carrying her, and whispering in her dreams
that it was the land of opportunity and freedom,
and promising her
happiness.
They knew at the time
she was still too young to choose
her own happiness
so they chose for her.

Starting in the second grade, they found her a tutor, 
who taught her punctuation
and drilled her addition.
“It’s for the best,”
they said,
hoping to someday see their sweet little girl
turn into a bright young woman
and promising her
happiness.
They smiled with her
when they saw the sticker on her spelling test.

Right before middle school, they moved her to a wealthier district,
though they saw her tears
when they told her the news. 
“It’s for the best,”
they said,
knowing that she would make new friends
and promising her



17 18

happiness. 
And they knew they were right
when they saw her 
bring home an armful of Christmas gifts
and a perfect report card.

After her graduation, they paid her tuition to medical school.
“It’s for the best,”
they said, 
watching her embark on a journey 
toward a successful future
and promising her
happiness. 
They visited her often
and saw each time
that she was more mature, more intelligent, more triumphant. 

When her interview appeared on TV, they only looked at each other,
eyes filled with pride and pleasure.
“It was all for the best,”
they said,
realizing that their work was done
and not needing to promise her 
any more happiness. 
So they let her live the fairytale 
they had created for her.

It wasn’t until her time was almost done
that she woke up one day
and found that she did not know happiness. 
Never had she stepped outside
the borders of her own story
written in someone else’s point of view.
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Alyssa Moore
Perpich Center for Arts Education
Golden Valley, MN
12th Grade

Deepest 
Sin

Deepest Sin pt 1      
    

Scene: Forest
Dusk
A clearing
With flowers
Moonlight
Starlight
Hazy air
Enter: Woman
Eyes like
Moonlight
Skin like
Starlight
Robes
Dusky
Enter: Man
All hands
All smile
Barefoot
Eyes low moonlight
Softness
In faces
Brushing to meet
In fingertips
To dips
A weight
A warmth
Underneath
Dusk robes
Dusk peaks
A breath
Sweetness
Lashes
Reaching for
Dusk
And a smile
A whisper
Like shadow
And
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The
End
Of 
The
Beginning

Deepest Sin pt 2         

That beat
A new peace
All is
Reaching
Inward
Waves
Reaching
Shore
A calling
A sigh
Cadence
Of loveness
A mountainous
Cadence
Only
Time
For cadence
For loveness
For sighs
A comprehension
Like spring
Like love
Eternity
In
Loveness
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Priyanka Aryal
Harold M. Brathwaite Secondary School
Brampton, ON
12th Grade

You 
Called for 
A Hero?

I heard. Tormenting explosions 
The cities ablaze in crimson
The dead bodies litter the streets
Numbers rise with nothing to eat 
The loss of lives leaves families wrecked
I make my stance, swear to protect 
Constant terror on the increase
I stand up and fight for my peace.

The oppressed fight as help’s seldom 
The forgotten fight for freedom
They beat us in the dark of night
What’s the point? There’s no one in sight
Portrayed as Rebels on caption
I say we’re the Revolution 
Confining world with no release 
I stand up and fight for my peace.
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One will battle for protection
The other for insurrection
Both are convinced they’re in the right
Don’t see that common goal in sight
I intent to negotiate
My main fight is to mediate
I beg for understanding please
I stand up and fight for my peace. 

I know this world is not ideal
Inevitable war is real
Hate spreads, confines and reigns supreme
But I assure, peace will redeem
Teach the children to fight for life
Not against, and not to cause strife
It’s up to me for war to cease
I stand up and fight for my peace.
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Alethia Wang
The University of Texas at Austin Online High School
Montreal, QC
10th Grade

Ad Libitum

aletheia

(άλήθεια) n. Greek. Truth and reality; the state of being not being hidden, the state 
of being evident

Were I to have a year to myself
(not in old age, mind you, when
newness refuses to sink into a mind
like a moon slipping away from cerebral mud)
to learn anything I want,
I would immerse myself in Latin.

I live in Latinate words, even those
without comprehension. The skirts
of their sounds wink of hedonism.
When I was little, I grew to love
the foreign snap of paradigms culled from 
other languages and ground to fit my own. 
They emerged gloriously preserved, unwrapping
in my mind like shiny italicized gifts, tapping out
histories of themselves and the people who created 
and spoke them like telegraph messages. I now see 
grammar, tapered orthography, cognate languages, 
families, a story to be chronicled. I hear ancient
languages in everyday speech. I eat their scriptures
straight from prayer books, cutting my teeth on
the knifelike intensity. They live! I want to cry
to the classmates who jeer at me for learning Latin,
ancient Greek, dead languages; as well as for my Greek
name. Poor girl, you’ll lose your tongue. No one can 
speak those any longer, and there’s a reason for it. 

But Latin, when loved well, perches in the bones
like a bird awaiting a typhoon’s approach. My whole world
trilled when I learned to trill my r’s, and now nothing can
keep me silent. It is part of my core, and I need it and breathe it.
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Maggie Staples
San Jacinto Junior High
Midland, TX
8th Grade

Fashion

people think i dont have style
but they are wrong
 
people think i dont look good
but they are wrong
 
people think i cant do anything
but they are wrong
 
im amazing in my world
which is all that matters all day long



eXPosition
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Taylor Hall
Desert Canyon Middle School
Scottsdale, AZ
7th Grade

This I Believe

 I believe that the world can one day be perfect, even if it’s only for a few 
seconds. The second the world is perfect is when everyone learns to accept and 
respect others, to forgive, and to believe that we all have the right to our own 
thoughts. It may take years, even centuries, for these few seconds to happen, but 
anything is possible. Not everything is impossible, as many people believe. The 
world is full of haters saying that is impossible, but just because people make 
mistakes doesn’t make the world any less perfect. So let haters be haters, because 
it’s hard to have an idea that everyone agrees with. Like a family of six selecting 
where to go for dinner or what movie they are going to see, most of the time not 
everyone will agree. But when all six finally agree, then that moment becomes 
perfect. Even if its just for an hour or so.
 Let haters be haters. If they don’t want to believe, than let them not believe. 
Essentially, they believe in not believing, just as you believe in whatever you 
want to believe in. So just let them be. One thing that really is impossible is not 
having haters, because in their eyes, you are the hater. But the world can still be 
perfect with haters, just as long as you let them be haters. You both don’t have to 
believe in the same thing, but just accept each others differences. So by accepting 
that concept, the world will be perfect.
 When I say believing, I’m not talking about religion. I’m just talking about 
thinking what you want to think. Being able to have your own thoughts, with-
out others telling you what you have to think, is important. Not everyone has 
their own opinions or beliefs - they are told what to think and what to believe in. 
When that stops happening, then and only then, the world will change.  A “per-
fect” world is a world with independent minds and thoughts.   A world where 
everyone is his/her own creative person.  A world where people accept the dif-
ferences of others.  I truly believe that this can happen one day - even if it’s only 
for a few seconds.



FiCtion
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The 
Sushi
Craze

 The plate of sushi sat innocently in front of me. Should I eat it? Should I re-
frain? I decided to take the bait. I crept up to the sushi, and then froze like a snow 
cone in Antarctica. Was there some sort of booby trap guarding the precious meal 
from my prowling stomach? I thought not! I stood up tall and strode towards 
the plate. Thirteen irresistibly good-looking rice balls were encased in a plastic 
covering. I opened it up, got a clean plate, and dug in. Mmmmm! It was simply 
scrumptious! At least five different flavors I never experienced made my tongue 
get up and dance! It boogied, wiggled, jived, grooved, shimmied, and sashayed 
inside my mouth like crazy! Inside the roll; succulent, tasty crab was bordered 
with crunchy, refreshing cucumber and creamy, decadent slices of avocado. My 
taste buds pleaded for more. I bit into a delicious sushi and let the slimy seaweed- 
which had the flavor of lettuce- and thick, fluffy brown rice entice my mouth to 
eat more. Sushi is so addictive! I smeared one with glossy soy sauce like a painter 
would douse a canvas with richly colored paint. It oozed Japanese perfection!
 Meanwhile, my tongue had ceased its dancing facade and flickered impa-
tiently, barking, “Hurry up, you! I want more sushi!” 
 “Yeah, you’re right! Gimme!” greedily shouted the esophagus. 
 “The only thing you’re getting from me is some spit, guys,” I retorted. “Isn’t 
that right, stomach? Stomach?!”
 I felt a huge burp coming on as my stomach, unaware of my huge belch; bel-
lowed, “More! Let. Me. Have. MORE!”
 My intestines- which resembled super- twisty, pink curly fries, yodeled, “We 
need more and you’re just standing th-” 
 “BE QUIET!” screamed someone familiar- my brain. I hoped she was loyal 
to me and not to the sushi-crazed parts of my body! “She’s stuffed with food and 
you guys want more? You’re all nuts! In fact, you’re nuttier than peanut brittle- 
and don’t you dare start thinking about dessert!” scolded the brain. I felt a wave of 
relief sweep over me. Good old mind! 

Sarina Patel
Clark Elementary
Tampa, FL
5th Grade
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 “Yes, big boss brain!” muttered everyone. 

 But then the intestines grumbled, “Why do we have to listen to you? All you 
do is blab, blab, and blab. You always order us to do this and do that. I think we 
need an election! Who’s with me?” 
 “Oh, just be quiet, intestines,” brain snapped, sounding irritated. 
 “Blabby, blabby, blabbermouth,” taunted the intestines with a smug touch of 
humor. 
 Stomach guffawed, sending the chewed-up food sliding towards all sides. 
“Ooh, how that tickles!” she chortled. Esophagus- who normally sided with brain- 
failed to suppress a smile. 
 Brain was not happy at all. Her blazing eyes confronted intestine’s gloat-
ing ones, and she boomed in a loud, vicious voice, “You want to take me on, you 
snake? Bring it on!” 
 “Fight! Fight!” came the gory chants of stomach and esophagus, who were 
elated to see the two hotheads battle it out! Then my intestines and brain yapped, 
yipped, hollered, bubbled over, stewed, and seethed at each other.
 I sighed and let my eardrums squeal. After all, what can a kid do when you’re 
being hollered at by YOUR OWN BODY?! 

The End
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The True Story of 
“Mary Had A Little Lamb”

 Okay, nobody knows the story of “Mary Had A Little Lamb”, but everyone 
thinks that they do. Here’s the true story:

 One day, I was just grazing down in my meadow, enjoying a refreshing 
breakfast of grass. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a lamb. Billy Bob Jack John 
George Junior, the lamb. So where was I? Oh, yeah. I was grazing in my meadow. 
And then I heard a little girl’s voice, and suddenly, SWATH!! I was smacked in the 
back.
 “BAA!” I yelled. I ran forward, straight into the arms of a cute little girl.
 “Oooh, Daddy, I like this one.” she said.
 Okay, usually, I don’t like being whacked in the rear end while I’m peace-
fully eating my morning breakfast, and this time was no different. But I decided 
to keep my mouth shut while I was being petted by the little girl. She had lush, 
dark brown hair, icy blue eyes, and wore a nice pink frock with a picture of “Hello 
Kitty” on it. Her dad was like a man version of her with glasses.
 But still, it didn’t make me any happier about getting whacked in the rear 
end. Plus, this girl was holding me and not even letting me go back to eating. Oh, 
yeah. This girl was in for it, even if she was a little cute. I mean she had made me, 
Billy Bob Jack John George Junior, very angry. Yup, this girl was in for it. 

Rusheel Gupta
Martin Middle School
Cary, NC
8th Grade

ChaPter 1
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 Okay. How this little girl is going to be in for it, I don’t know. I mean, for the 
past two weeks I’ve been yelling at her, “STOP TOUCHING ME, YOU UGLY OLD 
RETARDED HAG!!”And she’s just grinning and petting me like she hears nothing 
but “BAA”. I mean, really?
 Well, yeah, I guess humans can be a bit dumb sometimes. They can’t under-
stand sheep talk. Of course, we sheep can understand human talk. That’s how I 
know that this girl’s name is Mary, and she calls me her “little lamb”.
 I am not little, as Mary suggested. I am eleven years old, and Mary is what? 
Four? Five? Six? Seven? Young, anyway. So she has no right to call me little. She 
shouldn’t call me big, either. Instead of her “little lamb”, I could just be her “lamb”. 
Not that I’d be happy with that, either.
 So, one day, I’m just sitting here, enjoying the nice sun, when someone opens 
the back door and comes out. And who is it but Mary.
 “Come on, Little Lamby, time to go to school”, she said.
 She seemed to have named me “Little Lamby” without even checking with 
me first. I guess it just goes to show how selfish she was. I mean, who names some-
one without even checking if that person, or in this case, that lamb, even liked 
that name? And this name was so uncreative. I mean, who calls a lamb “Little 
Lamby”? I’d rather have a name like “Shredder” or “Ripjaw” than “Little Lamby”. 
You know what I mean?
 Anyway, I didn’t want to go to school.
 “Who takes a lamb to school anyway, Mary?” I said. “They just don’t match, 
and I really don’t want to go.”
 But of course Mary just heard “Baa baa baa baa baa baa baabaabaa, Baa? Baa 
baa baa baa, baa ba baba ba baa baa baa.” She petted me.
 “Let’s go”, she said “Now, Little Lamby!”
 So I went along.
 I hoped school would be good. Maybe someone would trip Mary and take 
me away. Anyone who liked me would do that. Any good kid would do that.

 School was not like I’d hoped. Everyone seemed to like me, but Mary guard-
ed me with a pencil in her hand. Whenever someone came near, she’d whack them 
with it. Soon everyone had bandage covered hands from trying to pet me. And 
Mary wasn’t even in trouble. What is wrong with the teachers in Mary’s school?
 The next few days were the same. Then they grew into weeks, still the same. 
Was this how it was going to be for the rest of my life? I sure hoped not.
 But it looked like it was.
 Then, just when it looked hopeless, something happened to change the whole 
thing.
 Mary’s dad said that it was costing too much to keep me. You know, my 
food, where I used the bathroom, etc. So he said that Mary had to use her own 
pocket money.
 “But Daddy, I don’t have enough!” said Mary.
 “Then we’ll just have to give that lamb of yours back to Mr. Marrow’s farm.” 
said her father. That got Mary crying really hard, and I almost felt kind of sorry for 
her, but not quite.
 “There, there.” said her father, which is something that humans say to other 
humans who are sad, and it never seems to work, so I don’t get the point of saying 
it. But anyway, where was I? Oh yeah.
 “There, there” said her father. “I’m sure the lamb will miss you too.” Yeah, 
right”. I thought. I’ll never miss a girl who drags me into a freezing air-conditioned 
school when I’m out enjoying the warm sunshine.”
 But I decided to pretend to be sad when I left. Just for Mary’s sake. Why 
would I do anything for Mary’s sake, I didn’t know. Maybe I was starting to like 
Mary. I decided not to think about it like that, because that was just scary.

ChaPter 3ChaPter 2
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 Finally, the day came when I had to leave. Mary and her dad dropped me 
off at the farm. I was home, but I felt sad for some reason. Why? I didn’t know. 
Because I’d left Mary? It’s scary, but, maybe. No. Not maybe. Definitely. I missed 
Mary.
 One fine day, I, Billy Bob Jack John George Junior, the lamb, was grazing in 
my meadow, enjoying a refreshing breakfast of grass, when suddenly SLAP! I was 
whacked in the rear end. Hard.
 “BAA!” I yelled, running blindly forward, trying to get away from the hand 
that was hitting me. I ran straight into the arms of a cute little girl. “Oh, no!” I 
thought. “Here we go again!”

ChaPter 4
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Leo Looked Out, 
But Forgot To Look In

 It was silent, silent except for the steady beeping of regulators surrounding 
me. 
 I sat up in my hospital bed. The crinkling of sheets around my body was a 
comforting sound. Every night I could remember I had done this; I had sat up in 
the middle of the night and looked. Looked around me at all the other old people. 
The old, crumpled bodies, just functioning enough to keep them alive. They didn’t 
scare me, though. I accepted them, for I knew this was how I looked too. Just old, 
simply old and everything that came with it. Large, dark colonies of marks all over 
the skin, having to rely on someone else for everything, handicapped in just about 
every sense, and certainly having memory loss. All these people around me had 
memory loss, severe, non-relenting memory loss. And so did I.
  Now, just like every other night, after I had fixed my gaze at everyone around 
me that I could  see, I lay back down, closed my crumpled eyelids over my eyes 
that had brown pooled into the whites, and slept. 
 The daily annoyance of my curtain drawn around my bed woke me up, just 
like how it woke me up every other morning. I slowly pulled up my eyelids. My 
lips were dry and cracked, and I slowly dragged my old tongue across them. My 
body was achy, I was stiff, and I had to go to the bathroom. 
 I croaked out “Madge,” then waited. Then “Madge,” then waited. And once 
again, “Madge.” 
 Finally, the young women came in. “Leo, Leo, Leo. You do this to me every 
morning. I told you - I’ll be in right when I’m done taking care of George.” She had 
that huge smile on her face, the same one she had every morning.
 I didn’t understand her. I didn’t understand how she liked this rotten job. 
I would hate to take care of putrid old people with skin hanging off everywhere 
possible. But she always had that smile which really bothered me. Nobody could 
be happy with her job.
 “Madge, I got to go to the toilet.” I just mumbled this. She had her ear real 
close to where I was, so I figured that there was no need to spend the extra energy 
speaking.
 “Alright Leo, we can do that.”  She laughed and then looked at me for a sec-
ond, smiling with her lips together. “I’ll be right back.” She always talked in such 
an enthusiastic way. However, that we ever talked about was exciting.
 Madge came back briskly with the walker that I always used, because, as Dr. 
Martin concluded, I had forgotten how to walk. Obviously, I couldn’t walk with-
out assistance for the same reason as the other patients. We were old.
 “Here’s your sports car, Leo! Now, let’s get you up and go.”

Dustine Reich
Barrington High School
Barrington, RI
9th Grade
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Madge referred to my walker as my sports car. It was very annoying. 
 “Don’t say it’s a sports car. I’ve told you that,” I mumbled out of the side of 
my mouth.
 “Oh you know I’m just trying to have fun with you, make you feel more like 
yourself!” 
 I just ignored her and put out my veiny arms, which were lucky covered by a 
white robe. The doctors allowed me to wear a robe at all times so I wouldn’t have 
to see the sagging skin and array of dark marks and popping veins.
 After I made my daily trip to the toilet I laid back down in my bed. Then, I 
waited. All around me I heard the array of sounds that occurred every morning. 
The small groans coming out of the lips of the fat old lady with hair on her chin 
next to me, the man who always had his eyes closed slurping his breakfast, the 
warble of words slopping from the skeleton of a woman.
  I always loved to listen to these sounds in the morning.
 Finally, the woman named Mother would come and visit me. She always 
smelled like something smoky, but not a good kind of smoke. Sour and stinking. 
She would come into the room, and my curtain would be drawn so I would have 
privacy with Mother. She would kiss my forehead and sit on the bed. Her hands 
would always be shaking a little, and she would slide this little green glass ring up 
and down her third finger. Our conversation would follow these exact same lines:
 “Hi honey. Are you feeling alright?” Mother would say, her eyes darting 
around the small enclosure, only briefly looking at me. I figured it was because of 
the unpleasant characteristics that I had acquired because of my old age.
 “Hi Mother. Yeah, good,” I would reply. Then, Madge would come in.
 “Hi, Leo is doing just fine. This is so nice for you two!” Madge would say, 
making her mouth into its usual shape; a big, bothersome smile.
 “Yes, thank you. Okay honey, I have to go now. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Then 
Mother would kiss my head again and leave, just pausing to look at the other old 
people before she scurried back out the door.
 It was as if these visits were a scene in a play. The actors had memorized the 
script so well it was like a sixth sense to them. And the play? None of the actors 
liked to be a part of it, although they were forced to put on the 12:30 show, every 
day.
 The rest of the day was a drag. Lunch was served, lunch was cleared. The 
doctor came, the doctor left. The pills were given, the people slept. The people 
were awakened, dinner was served. Dinner was cleared, the people slept. Good-
night.
 This was my life. Most of the time, I detested it. I pitied all young people be-
cause I knew what life was waiting for them when they became old and crippled. 
However, sometimes I would look at the positive side. I was living, I wasn’t dead 
yet. This thought was the one positive point of all the thoughts circulating in my 

head.
 This past morning, when I woke up no one shut my curtains. I was left to 
look at all the gruesome creatures around me. Most were still waking up, and like 
me were also staring at everyone else, with our pinched eel mouths and slobber 
nestled near the edges. I was in a peaceful daze, staring out at this one old grizzly 
man who had been shipped into this room last week. He had his knotted fingers 
up near his neck and was running them back and forth.  It was lulling me into a 
steady, good stare.
 “Leo, what are you looking at you silly boy?” Madge jumped in right close 
to my face, trying to put her head near mine so she could follow my stare. I turned 
away from the man, so Madge couldn’t see where I was gazing.
 “Nothing. What’s happening?” I made sure that some of my bitter breathe 
would blow up into her face, a lesson to never get that close to me again.
 “Leo, I have exciting news!” She said this in a really high voice. Then she 
turned to me and opened her eyes real wide and pursed her lips. 
 I knew she was trying to make me feel excited with her. I rolled my eyes 
upward and let out an exasperated sigh. “What? You saw that turkey near your 
house again?” She got really excited about that kind of stuff.
 “No, though that would call for some celebration!” Then Madge’s face 
changed into something I had never seen before. “Leo, you are getting out.” Marge 
spoke these four words in such a delicate way, and a small ball of sadness gathered 
in the corner of her eye. “It’s time Leo. Later today when your Mother comes you, 
you will go.”
 A tsunami raised in my stomach. A ball of iron catapulted down my throat. 
A sandstorm started to dance inside of me. I was going to die. This was it, this was 
the end. I was too old and now I was going to die.
 “Mmhmm,” was all I could squeeze out of my throat before the iron ball was 
lodged on top of my vocal cords. 
 Death. Death, dying, being deceased. They all scared me. More specifically, 
the unknown petrified me. Painstakingly, I turned and looked at all the other old 
people around me. Then, I looked up a Madge.
 “Leo, it’s alright honey. One day I’ll see you again, don’t get too emotional 
over it.” Madge’s voice turned up a notch at the end of her sentence.  She turned 
away, and her hand landed on her cheek, brushing away the cloudy water that had 
trickled down from her eye.
 I looked down, down at my body that would fail me later today when Moth-
er came.
 “Hiee hunnie. Ah you feiling awlrihgt? You ah leavin todah.”
 My eyes snapped open at a speed that surprised me because of my elderly 
age. “Hi Mother. How are you? I am good. Are you having a good day? What did 
you do so far? I like your ring.” I burbled out a mouthful of words. My head was 
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bounding up and down and my eyes were like small creatures that refused to 
stay focused on one place. I suddenly felt an urge to get out from under the sheets 
that began to compress my body, only making the process of dying faster. Madly, 
I scrambled to get them off of me. They were stuck on my foot, the sheets were 
strangling, throttling, my poor foot. I violently folded my body in half, hurling 
my arms down near my foot. I couldn’t’ get there. I was too old to save my foot 
from being decapitated. My mind was stuck in an ant hill of thoughts, the little red 
pinchers taking my sane thoughts away from me. I began to attack my head with 
my gnarled fingers, trying to get the ants out. My head hurt, it hurt so badly but I 
couldn’t stop hitting myself and my nails just kept going back and gnawing at my 
head. I had to get them out, pinchers grabbing me from the out-side now, out of 
my head, dying…
 “Gett hiim unnderrr controlll…pputt thhhhee boyyy unnnnderrrrr…” 
 All was silent, silent except for the steady distant rushing and sporadic lone 
beep. I sat up. The crinkling of sheets around my body was a comforting sound. 
Every night I could remember I had done this; I had sat up in the middle of the 
night and looked. Looked around me at the other old, old-
 My hands slapped down next to me. I sprung upwards, my eyes dilating. 
Like bullets they shot around the place I was in. It was shady and dark in the small 
room, rickety wooden blindfolds limited what I could see. I became conscious of 
the fact that I was on a scruffy couch with tufts of filling falling out the sides. Noth-
ing was familiar, it was all distant…
 I must be, be dead. A summer monsoon started to fall on my heart, and the 
feet of the people rushing out to greet it shot my heart beat out of rhythm. My 
brain was the next victim. A nearby dam broke and all the thoughts that had been 
held unwillingly came wildly down, engulfing all the control I once had. Only one 
though was able to resurface: I was dead.
  My eyes trailed down my body; I was still wearing the white robe I had died 
in. Hesitantly, I pulled up the sleeve, to gaze at the skin underneath. It was a clear, 
clear of the snakes of veins running up and down, unblemished without the dark 
marks that came with age, free of pooling skin. 
 I swung my legs over with such agility, planted my feet on the faded carpet, 
and stood up. Without my walker. Then, I walked. All without my walker. 
 Death had given me a break, had restored my body to a younger age. I si-
lently padded through the rooms. There was something very familiar about this 
place. It wasn’t how it looked though, because most of the things in this place I 
had never seen before in my whole life. It was, was…the smell. The sour, stinking 
smoky smell. The smell of Mother. 
  I did the only thing I knew to do in the presence of something that stood for 
Mother, I said my lines:
 “Hi Mother. Yeah, good.” 

 Immediately, she replied. “Leo, you woke up finally. I thought you never 
would. They really knocked you out with that drug. You want something to eat 
maybe? Listen, you’ve got to accept my apology right now. I’m no good at this 
parenting thing.” Mother, she was here with me, right in front of me. Madge never 
told me we would leave together, that Mother would also die.
 I realized it was my turn to speak. I just stood there; I had no idea of what to 
say. My conversation with Mother had never gone to such extremes. 
 “Your body stayed the same,” I blurted out. Mother was still caved in, had 
the same stringy hair plopped on her head, and her hands were still shaking. 
 She made a strange sound, kind of like a laughing noise, but not quite. She 
looked away, as if embarrassed, and then stuttered, “What?”
   “My body changed to a younger me when I died, but you, just, um stayed 
the same.” I thought it was a perfectly logical explanation. However, the look on 
Mother’s face proved me wrong.
 “You’re not dead. Sweetie, why would you think that?” Mother said, com-
pletely baffled. “Sweetie, why don’t you, um, come with me? Yeah, come with me 
over here. I have to show you something.”
 Mother turned and scuttled through to the next room which was bathed in 
light from a drawn window. I stood there, watching the woman called Mother. She 
looked so ridiculous. This wisp of a woman, so slight and small, blended in with 
the grey light surrounding her. Her baggy clothes bunched around her bones only 
caused her to blend in more with the shadows. She turned around to see if I was 
coming.
 Seeing that I wasn’t, Mother wheezed out, “Its okay. Fallow me sweetie,” all 
the while looking around her, only at me for a split second at a time.
 I followed her into the room that must have been her bedroom, for it was fit-
ted with a mattress on some sort of a stand that was slightly off kilter. As Mother 
rummaged around for something in a closet, I started thinking that death isn’t that 
bad. Although I didn’t know where I was, or why I was here, or why Mother was 
here, it wasn’t so awful.
 Mother reemerged with a small, delicate square. “Leo,” she murmured, 
“Would you look into this? And ah, when you do, tell me what you see.”
 I took the small square into my hands, the cold sensation cooling me. I care-
fully turned the object over in my hands, as Mother instructed me to. There was a 
picture on the square, of a young man. He had the black mane as Mother, although 
his was much thicker. Something else about this young man also resembled her. I 
turned away from the picture to look at Mother’s face and see what else was the 
same. However, as I did a quick movement in the picture held my eye. I looked 
again, and this time the young man in the picture moved ever so slightly. I peered 
at the picture closer, scrutinizing the man. This startled me, for when I did this, 
the youthful man in the picture moved closer to me. In fright, I widened my eyes. 
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Instantly he did too. I was amazed, captivated by this young man who seemed to 
copy everything I did, but right when I did it, as if he had some way of knowing 
what I was about to do.
 I turned to look at Mother, to see if she too saw what the young man was do-
ing. She didn’t seem to notice the movement in the picture. I was going to tell her, 
but Mother spoke first.
 “Leo, you see someone, don’t you?” She paused to let out a meager laugh, 
and then continued. “That young man you see, he’s-well, I think you’ll figure it 
out if you put down the mirror and start living.
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Sun Juice

 Hello, my name is Kim-Ly! I’m a seven year old girl who lives in Philadel-
phia, and I used to live in Vietnam. In the summer we sometimes grow pineapples. 
We make juice from them. My dad calls it pineapple juice but I like to call it Sun 
Juice. It looks like liquid sunshine to me, and it tastes like it too! It tastes sweet and 
joyful, like when the sun rises in the morning and everyone wakes up.
 Right now there’s a terrible war going on around the world, and I don’t like 
it. On the newspaper I see scary men holding guns. My dad says it’ll be okay, that 
everything will be fine. My mom couldn’t say anything, because she passed. She 
had breast cancer and she didn’t make it. My dad now takes care of me along with 
my dog, Dragonfly. We called her that because my family thinks dragonflies bring 
good luck. She’s like a dragonfly too. She likes to run around and jump a lot. On 
the day I heard that a hospital was being opened to help hurt soldiers, I wanted to 
help, but my dad asked how, and I didn’t know.
 It was summertime and I really wanted to go to the hospital. My dad usu-
ally is busy tending to our farm, so I quickly took a pitcher of Sun Juice when he 
wasn’t looking and I ran out the door with it. The town wasn’t too far away, so I 
could walk. But I didn’t walk, I ran. I ran as quick as I could, and I felt like a rabbit 
running from a hungry lion.
 I could see the hospital there, but it was far away still, so I kept dashing there, 
dodging the tall people around me. There were cars and honking everywhere, and 
the tall buildings made me feel short and small. There was yelling, whispering and 
idle talking. I was huffing and puffing like that wolf from that American folk tale. 
I stopped in front of the hospital, which was large and almost scary, with its large 
white walls and large entrance, and fear leaked in my stomach. I swallowed real 
hard. This is harder than I thought.

----

 I glanced up from my paperwork when I heard the door open. It was a long 
day so far, and I was prepared to say my usual “Good morning, ma’am/sir” from 
behind the desk. I saw that it was a little girl holding a pitcher of yellow liquid. 
“Where are your parents?” I asked hurriedly. I didn’t want a lost girl on my hands, 
yet alone worried parents. 
 “My mom’s dead. My dad’s working the fields.” she replied simply. “I came 
here alone because my daddy didn’t want me to.” she added. I was surprised that 
she responded so coolly that her mom was dead.
 “Uh, okay. Name and business here?” I asked, following the routine. “My 
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name is Kim-Ly. And what’s a ‘business’?” she asked innocently. Why did I say 
that? She only looks six or seven, how would I expect her to know what ‘business’ 
meant? “Uh, I mean, why are you here?” I asked a bit quietly, so she would know 
I meant no harm.
 She just held up the pitcher and said, “I wanna give this to the hurt people.” 
I blinked. 
 “What is it?” I asked, curious. “It’s pineapple juice. Sun Juice.” she answered. 
I was surprised again. We barely had pineapples here, especially since the winters 
were long and cold up here in Pennsylvania. I took the pitcher from her.
  “I’ll take these to our patients.” I assured her. She grinned, and I noticed that 
her two front teeth were missing. Probably just getting her adult teeth. 
 “Thanks, mister!” she said, and with that she ran out the door. 
 Lord, my name is Private Raymond Whitfield, and that was the bravest little 
girl I’ve ever seen!
 I stared at the pitcher in my hands. I guess the soldiers could use a break 
from plain ‘ol water and bitter medicine. They were working hard to protect our 
country, anyways. Trying to keep balanced, I slowly walked out from behind the 
desk and around to the room where the wounded soldiers were.
 All the walls were white, and if someone was locked in there alone they 
could go insane. As I ambled in, I glanced at the soldiers, left and right, some 
coughing and wheezing while others just were asleep. I kept my teeth clamped 
together as I set the pitcher down on the table next to a sleeping patient. “It’s for a 
drink.” I said simply, then I walked out of the room, just as stiffly as before.

----

 I burst through the front door and ran to my room, hoping that my dad 
didn’t notice that I was gone. He was still in the fields, so I sighed in relief. Drag-
onfly hopped up on me and whimpered. “Aw, girl. Are you hungry?” I asked, and 
she wagged her tail. I pet her head, then I headed to the kitchen to get her some-
thing to eat. Dragonfly had a big belly. She loved to eat. I took down her bowl and 
shook some food into it and almost spilled it over.
 “Whoops,” I said to myself quietly. I set the bowl down and Dragonfly start-
ed chowing down. She was one hungry dog.
 I was breathing so heavily that my chest started to hurt. Who knew that 
running to a hospital was so much work? Running to my room, I jumped into my 
small bed and lay there for a bit. I really wanted to take a nap, but I was too ener-
getic but tired at the same time.
 The ceiling of my room was just a plain white. I really wanted to paint 
it gold or pink, but my dad said ‘we don’t have the money to buy paint’ and 
that ‘your ceiling is fine the way it is’. I didn’t believe him. Plain old white is 

booooooooriiiiiiiing........
 I was thinking about those wounded soldiers and the juice. I wondered if 
they liked it. I bet they did. Everyone who tried it liked it, as far as I know. And 
that man at the front desk. He was nice. Cool guy.
 I also asked if I was going to see him again, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to 
answer that myself at that point. Maybe I would bring more Sun Juice to the hos-
pital. That I would probably do. I kept on thinking and thinking, but eventually I 
became sleepy so I fell asleep.
 I didn’t know what I was dreaming about, but it must’ve been good because 
I woke up feeling happier than normal. Happy about nothing, really. Just happy. 
I hopped out of bed and almost dashed to the kitchen. I was really hungry for 
breakfast. As I stopped into the kitchen, I almost tripped over Dragonfly, who was 
sleeping quietly near the entrance. Dragonfly was also a sleepy dog. Dragonfly 
was a lot of things.
 I stepped around her and snuck into the kitchen when my dad was still 
sleeping. I took the box of American cereal out of the cupboard and poured some 
of it into a bowl. I put that away and dashed to the refrigerator, where I took out 
some milk and poured it into the bowl as well. We didn’t have this kind of cereal 
in Vietnam, so this was all new to me.  I glanced at the new pitcher of Sun Juice on 
the counter. We had tons of it. I looked at it again and again while I was eating, and 
finally I decided to just go again. I washed my bowl, put it back in the cupboard 
and took the pitcher quickly and dashed out the door while swiftly putting my 
shoes on.

Nine years later...

 A 16-year old teenager with long black hair with even ends and brown 
eyes stumbles into the hospital, holding a pitcher of yellow liquid. She stands up 
straight, and brushes some hair out of her face using her long and skinny fingers. 
“Hi, Sergeant Whitfield.” she commented. 
 The 35 year old man looks up from his paperwork and grins. “Good mornin’, 
Kim-Ly.” he responds. She smiles at him and places the pitcher slowly on the coun-
ter. 
 “You know what to do with it.” she declared. Kim-Ly turned away to leave, 
but then the man stops her.
 “Wait,” he blurted. “Come with me. I’ll show you how happy this stuff 
makes the soldiers.” he states. The teenager turns around and stares at him before 
obeying and following him towards the back room. They stopped in a white room 
and the extremely tall man put the pitcher on the side table of the soldier that was 
in the bed closest to them. He was sitting up, and when he heard the thunk of the 
pitcher being settled down he glanced at the pitcher.      
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 “Oh, good.” the soldier seemed to sigh in relief. “Getting sick of this plain 
water.” he adds. The sergeant nodded and the other soldiers took notice of the 
pitcher. 
 “Privates, this is the young girl who was brave enough to bring this juice to 
y’all every week.” Sergeant Whitfield said abruptly while putting a hand on the 
Vietnamese girl’s shoulder. She crookedly smiled and all the soldiers seemed to 
say a hearty ‘thanks’ to her.
 She still stayed silent, before saying a small ‘you’re welcome’. The tall ser-
geant then led the girl out of the room and back to the entrance and she smiled. 
“I’m always glad to help.” she says, and then she walks out the door stiffly after 
waving a goodbye. All the sergeant knew was that she would be back sooner than 
he thought, and he never wanted that to change. And he’ll always have Sun Juice 
to remind him.
 Always.
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Conversations

 “Can you believe it?” Dulce said to her friend as they crossed the grassy 
yard, heading towards the hovership that lingered in the blue distance. 
 “That was probably illegal,” Greshen smirked, running a hand across his 
shaved head. “God. But that’s why I love Mr. Liepello.”
 The clean, purified air smelled faintly like orange leaves as they climbed 
aboard the ship. Its lights flooded their faces, turning their skin to pale blue. The 
two scurried down the aisle into one of the back seats. The bus was almost full, 
and the quiet hum of voices rose into the air, loud enough so that their words were 
indistinguishable amongst the many conversations swirling around them.
 The two lapsed into a pensive silence. Dulce pulled open her school bag and 
began to flip through a yellow binder. Greshen stared out of the window, where 
the neat apartments stood in perfect, orderly lines, one after another, beneath a flat 
white sky.
 “Can you believe it?” Dulce said again. “How they used to live? They used 
to tear animals apart with just their teeth. Imagine that, Gresh. Blood dripping 
down your chin. Coming home to see your mother holding a ribcage between her 
fingers, the fragile bones still laced with organs and tissue...”
 “Oh, stop being so morbid,” he said. “I’m sure they didn’t know what they 
were doing.”
 “Oh, they knew alright,” Dulce hissed, eyes growing wide. “Weren’t you 
listening? Mr. Liepello told us that before civilization, sometimes people would 
spend their whole lives, day after day, killing things. They would catch fish and 
peel the skin off with their hands. And they would do it for fun.”
 “Well, there’s no reason to think about that now,” Greshen said sullenly. He 
frowned.
 “And the diseases! They would just float around in the air. And the thing 
was, people knew about it. Every day, one of them could drop dead, and there was 
nothing they could do.”
 “How bizarre,” mused Greshen, eyes turned towards the window.
 “And... what really struck me as odd was their government. It would put 
people in cages if they did something wrong. And there was no way to know if 
anyone was telling the truth.”
 “So back then, I could have a whole secret world in my head.” Greshen’s 
mouth curled into a smile. “And there would be no record of it, and I could live 
my whole life and no one would ever know about it. What a strange world that 
would be. I can’t imagine not having records of my thoughts. I really hope I get 
good grades on them this year.”

Eden Arielle Gordon
Byram Hills High School
Byram Hills, NY
10th Grade
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 Dulce’s eyes sparkled in the translucent sun. “I wish we didn’t have a thought 
record,” she said quietly. Her voice was as soft as a breath of air. “I think if I lived 
a hundred years ago, I would want to sleep now. I don’t really want to see any-
more.”
 “What a waste of life. Sleeping,” Greshen said, rolling his eyes. “And to 
think, people would spend half their lives, not really living.”
 Suddenly, Dulce turned towards him. “Gresh?” she said, voice thin and very 
high. “I’m... I’m scared.”
 “Why? Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll get an A on your thoughts this year. You 
always do,” he said, a hint of envy tainting his voice. He laid a hand on the warm, 
grey fabric of the seat in front of him. The air inside of the bus was a cool, glassy 
blue.
 “Well, if only you could just organize your thoughts better...” she said. Her 
eyes were misty. “Gresh, remember about love, and things? What Mr. Liepello told 
us?”
 “Well, love,” he said. “I know that I love the color green, especially when it’s 
got a hint of gold in it, like the sun outside now. I know that I love speaking class, 
and words, and trees, and the way they smell in the autumn. But especially the 
sun.”
 The sun’s artificially simulated rays coursed down in streamy, electrical 
beauty from the paper sky, pouring through the glass window, landing in a neat 
square of light on the rubber floor. The stinging smell of disinfectant and orange 
purifier clouded the air.
 He turned to face her, voice picking up. “But you probably mean that other 
kind of love... can you believe it? People used to be entirely governed by their own 
desire. Of course, we learned about that in health class; it’s no secret. After all, 
it’s much better now. Love and desire just made a big mess of things. That’s what 
they’ve been teaching us since kindergarten, at least; you know that, Dulce. Dam-
mit, if I didn’t know better I’d think you were actually supporting love! They’d 
wash your memory in a second, you know that. That’s horrible. You know about 
the Great Wars. Love caused everything to fall apart.”
 “Don’t you love the rain?” she said. “Don’t you love dancing? Do you think 
you would ever want to dance with me, Gresh?”
 “What is with you today?” His clear eyes narrowed. “Look, Mr. Liepello’s 
crazy. It’s not like this is some freaking dystopia that we’re stuck in. It’s just the fu-
ture. And it’s better. Back then, the air was polluted. There was trash everywhere. 
People would kill each other every day. It was dirty and messy and people would 
lie to each other and misunderstand things, and they’d get addicted to drugs and 
there was so much hypocrisy and hate. Don’t you remember all our lessons? They 
tell us about all this so that we won’t end up like that again.”
 “You’re right,” Dulce said. “I wish Mr. Liepello had never told us what he 

did, though. I... I didn’t need to know about it. I think that if I could, I would prob-
ably cry.”
 “Maybe you should check your hormone count,” Greshen remarked, voice a 
little softer.
 “They’re pumping me full of happiness right now, but I still feel sad and it 
won’t go away. What’s wrong with me, Greshen? Why am I not at medium again?” 
She frantically pushed a small yellow button embedded in her left arm, over and 
over again.
 “That’s why the old world was so bad,” he said somberly. “People felt things 
so strongly and so powerfully. It must have hurt them so. I wonder what it will be 
like a hundred years from now... Maybe we’ll feel nothing at all. That would be 
nice. Maybe I’ll even live to see that day come.”
 Dulce’s only reply was the sound of her harsh, shuddering gasps.
 “What’s making you so sad? Man, this is messed up. You should be back at 
medium by now. I’ve gotta call someone. I’ve gotta tell someone. I can’t believe 
this is actually happening. I’ve never seen someone’s count stay so low for this 
long.”
 Tentatively, he reached over and placed a hand on her thin shoulder. He 
could feel the fabric of her white school blouse, and beneath it, the blood coursing 
under her warm flesh.
She stopped shaking, then, and turned to face him.
 “Gresh?”
 “Mhm?”
 “Did you know about love before today?”
 “Well, of course,” he said. “People couldn’t control themselves. Their im-
pulses. It was disgusting.”
 “No. I mean, well, you know. What actually...happens.”
 “I’d heard of it, but... no. Never in that, uh, context.”
 “Gresh?”
 “Yeah?”
 “Do you know what’s bad?”
 “What?”
 “I think I’m thinking those thoughts about you now.”
 Greshen withdrew his hand quickly. Dulce’s eyes were wide. “No. I mean... 
no. That just came out. It wasn’t the truth. I... no. I’m sorry.” Her hands fidgeted 
wildly. Her cheeks were a brilliant pink. “I shouldn’t have said that, really.”
 He turned to look at her. His eyes were dark. “They’ll wash you, you know. 
They’re probably coming for us now. It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have touched you.”
 “But what kind of a world is this if I’m not allowed to--” Suddenly, she 
stopped talking. “Look. I just got a message from Kendra.” The little computer 
screen imprinted on the back of her hand blinked, casting a vivid neon blue light 
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over both their faces.
 “Oh, my,” she said, voice breaking. “Oh, my.”
 “What happened? Look, I’ll cover for you. I’ll say I made you. I won’t let 
them delete your memory. I won’t!” Greshen cried, his arms flailing wildly.
 “No, no, no...” Dulce gasped, staring at the screen.
 “I’ll say I made you... but oh no, they won’t believe that, I only touched you...
Oh, God, I’m sorry,” he muttered.
 “No, it’s not that,” she said in a dark voice. “It’s Mr. Liepello. They’ve killed 
him.”
 “Killed? But... but why wouldn’t they just delete his memory? What did he 
do that was so bad?”
 Dulce was breathing heavily. “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe they actually 
went through with it.”
 Greshen clenched his hands into fists. “Why would they kill him? Oh, my, 
I never thought something like this would actually happen. He can’t be dead. He 
just can’t.”
 “He’s gone,” she said, voice a whisper.
 “But... but why wouldn’t they just delete his memory? What did he do that 
was so bad?”
 “He talked to us,” she said. “He told us everything. It’s not allowed. We’re 
corrupted too. And... and they’re coming for us next.”
 “We’re going to die?” he gasped incredulously.
Around them, the bus hummed with many voices, completely oblivious to the 
trauma occurring in their midst.
 “No. They’re just going to erase the memory of his class from our minds. 
Everything will be as it’s supposed to,” she said in a shaky voice. “Everything will 
be like it was before.”
 “What if I don’t want it to be that way?” Greshen repeated.
 “We have no choice. This is the world that we live in,” she said, her voice 
fraught with misery.
 “After today, will it matter?” Then, before he even fully realized what he was 
about to do, he leaned forward and placed his lips very quickly on hers.
 “What was that for?” Dulce said.
 “Um,” said Greshen.
 “I don’t know if I can take this,” she moaned, looking away. “I’m sort of glad 
they’re erasing our memories. I think I’m feeling about a billion different things 
right now.” She buried her head in her hands.
 “We’re here,” he said weakly.
 The bus had ground to a stop, and they had arrived at the block on which 
they both lived. The fake sun seemed to turn the grass to a phosphorescent gold. 
The clouds were wisps of cotton hung by invisible string. All of it, designed to 

prevent illness and depression. All of it gilded in hues of orange, green, and gold. 
It was a perfect Indian summer day, a day that seemed to stretch on and on, deep 
into October. It was a summer designed by a computer program, created by expert 
artists. It wasn’t real at all.
 Every day, a team of workers stretched out the massive canvas paper over 
the entire sky of the entire Earth, a paper strong enough to block out the harmful 
ultraviolet rays and gases that still lingered just beyond the white. The team used 
extraordinarily fast airships to race across the sky. Everything was fast, everything 
in the world. They only used an old-fashioned hovercraft bus because the school 
board believed that it was an important time for socialization.
 “I wonder if I’ve ever had my memory erased before,” Dulce said. “It’s im-
possible for me to know, but I wish I did. Maybe they’re erasing it all the time, 
every day. Maybe we’ve even tried to run away or kill ourselves before,” she said, 
gliding down the bus’s stairs to where they set her gently down on the smooth, 
silver street, embedded with shimmering, crystal jewels. Her eyes gleamed.
 Greshen reached over and put his hand in hers. Her skin was hot, and her 
fingers shook in his. Her eyes glistened.
 “This is our life now,” he said. “It’s better this way.”
 “I’m sorry you feel that way, Gresh.”
 “It’s the truth,” he said simply.
 “Yes, I suppose it really is,” she replied at last, and with that they turned 
their separate ways, disappearing into the deep, yellow sunlight.
 A tear dripped down Dulce’s face, a tiny, quiet diamond in the blue.
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Blinded

Isabella
“Do You Think He Likes You?”
I recall saying this to my
Best friend Mia yesterday.
It is just impossible to believe
That the guy I’ve liked since
Sixth grade might like my best friend!
This cannot be good. “Um, I’m not sure, 
Isabelle. I mean, I like him, but I don’t think
He likes me too! ” Mia exclaimed. “Hey, here
He comes now.”

The Confrontation
There he             is. 
Jacob
Was heading              our direction
Along with his
Two best friends.
If only I could date                               the
Most popular guy
In school. He’s 
What anyone would                 absolutely
Want in a guy.
Tall, muscular, blue eyes,
Shaggy brown hair, he’s the               best! 
“Hey ladies. What’s shakin’?”
Jacob said. “ Nothing
Much. I like your shirt.” I        mentioned.                    
Mia left as soon as I said
That. What’s up with her?

Risky Living 
After school, I decided
To take a risk. I,

Joselyn Cordero
Bateman School
Chicago, IL
7th Grade
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Isabella Mason, was going
To ask Jacob Harrison out on a date!
This was either going
To be the best day 
Of my life, or the worst day
Of my life. It’s not like he’s going
To say no, is he?
I could hear the whistling wind
So I tied my curly brown hair
In a bun.
“Hey, Jake, can I ask you
Something?” I questioned. “ Yeah,
Sure.” he replied. “I was just
Gonna go see your best friend Mia
Somewhere so can you make it quick?”
He was going out to see Mia! “So, I was 
Wondering if we can go out someplace tonight... 
You know, just us alone.” I asked him. He
Started blushing. “ I’m not sure Isabelle.
I mean I like you... but not in that way.” 
I tried again, “Please, you won’t regret it! 
It’s not like I’m a stranger, am I?” I saw him
Hesitate,  “Fine, I’ll pick you up tonight
At 7.”I was so overjoyed that I kissed 
His cheek goodbye. 

The Little Lying Game
Later that night, Mia called 
My cell phone with                         questions. 
“Hey girl, whatcha 
Doing?” she said.  I replied, “Um, 
Just going to go sleep. I’m 
So tired.” More                                           lies.
A car beeped its horn
Outside. “Look Mia, I’m really 
Tired so I’ll just talk to you tomorrow,
Bye!” I hung up before she even had the               opportunity
To say goodbye. I hope Jacob likes
My outfit! I picked a tight pink
Mini skirt with a strapless black

Shirt! “Hey Isabelle. You look nice. Hop in!”
Jacob told me. Wow, I can’t                                          believe
I’m in Jacob’s car. It’s better than
What people say. “Hey, so where are 
We going?” I asked him. I sort of hoped we
Could go to a party or maybe to a nightclub. 
“I was thinking we could chill at my place.                                  You 
Up for it?” Jacob questioned. “Sure, why not?” 
I responded.

His Home
When we arrived at his home, 
I was sort of surprised. I never
Expected his home to look so... 
Empty. I opened the fridge, and all
I saw was a pack of beer, some fruits,
And a gallon of orange juice. “Sorry about
The mess. I kinda had a party yesterday and
Haven’t gotten the chance to clean up.”
Jacob apologized. I honestly did not
Care about the mess. All I wanted
Was for him to like me... What
Should I say? “So, um, what
Did you do with Mia earlier?” 
I asked. “I mean, I don’t think 
She’s your type. Plus she told me
She likes George.” I can’t believe I
Just said that! “Really? And we just sort 
Of hung out at the park,” he said weakly. 
“Hey, but if you need a friend, I’ll always be
Here for you. You know I always had a thing for
The muscular type of guys,” I hinted. “Oh I don’t know.
I mean I have work and school and I don’t feel like
I’ll have time to be in a serious relationship with
Anyone. So which movie do you want to 
Watch? I rented two,” he replied. This 
Was new information. I never knew that
Jacob had a job. “Forget about the movie.
Hey, what’s your job?” I questioned. I saw him
Hesitate, “Well you know, this and that, selling drugs
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Here and there.” I don’t know what happened, but after 
I left his home, I had agreed to help him sell drugs. 
It was reckless I know, But if you had the 
Opportunity to be with a Guy as smokin’ as
This one, you would not want to blow it! 

Get Off My Back Will You?
If anyone says selling drugs is              easy,
They don’t know what they’re                   talking about. 
First you have to worry about                       the police
Checking your every move.
Then you have to make sure that                   the person you’re selling the drugs to
Isn’t a complete rip off. And then,
          you have to worry  
About your parents.
Especially mine                                                              who are
                                                                                           always on my back.
When I came back from Jacob’s house,
They were all questions! I have to admit, I 
Did have a few beers so when I walked in that 
Door, 
          I was so woozy!

I felt bad for my mom, but she
Needs to learn that I’m not a little girl
Anymore. I’m 16 years old and in high school
Already! “Isabelle, where were you? We
Were worried sick about you! Go 
Upstairs and apologize to your mother! 
She nearly got a heart attack looking for you! 
Do you know what time it is? It is almost 1:30 in the
Morning!” my dad exclaimed. Questions, questions this is
All getting so old! “You know what dad, if you are going to
Keep constantly yelling at me, I might as well leave!
Leave me alone!” I cried. Storming upstairs, I started
Ripping up all of my pictures of my parents. They aren’t
My family anymore, all I needed was Jacob.

Beginning My Job
“Are you Hank?
Here’s your shipment.”
I handed Hank the drugs
He asked for. I’m getting the
Hang of this job. Plus, Jacob is
Treating me more like his lady! He
Calls me “baby,” “sweetie,” “honey,” 
“Babe” it’s all too much to handle. I think
We are going to be taking things to the next
Level! I truly believe he’s finally gonna ask me
Out tonight! “Hey Jake, I missed you!” I told him
On the phone. “Are we still up for tonight?” He replied,
“Yeah sure babe. Did you sell what you needed to sell 
To Hank? Meet me at my place right now instead of
Tonight... I want to show you something.” As soon
As I heard that, I hung up the phone and started 
The ignition.

Unfamiliar
As soon as I opened the door
To Jacob’s home I saw an unfamiliar
Man. This man was formally dressed
And had deep blue eyes and perfectly made
Hair. This was Jacob. I’m not trying to say he
Looked bad, he just looked so different. “Time
To celebrate! We have over 10 grand, baby!
Can you believe it? And it’s just for us!” He told me.
Wow, I can’t even believe it myself, ten thousand dollars is
A lot of money. I’m only sixteen and I made that amount of 
Money! I ran over and gave him a big hug. Finally, I was with 
The man of my dreams. His kisses were mine. His beautiful blue
Eyes were mine. No one could separate us.

Surprise?
For a long time, I haven’t talked to                       Mia. 
So it surprised me a lot when she                          called
Me three weeks later. 
Mia: “Hey Isabelle. Where have
You been these days?”
Me: “Oh I’ve just been so busy with
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Jacob it’s crazy! Can you believe we are a thing                now?”
Mia: “I’m                                                                                     thinking
You should not keep hanging out with him.                                 He’s
Bad for you Isabelle.” 
Me: “You’re just saying that because you like him.
You should at least be happy for me Mia. I never
Thought you were the jealous type!”
Mia: “Think whatever you want, but you are                                       changing, 
And not in a good way. I’m saying this because
You are my best friend and I care about you. 
You don’t even have any communication with
Your parents anymore. Call                                                                             me 
When you’re ready to change your life.”
She hung up after that.

Decisions, Decisions
I never thought I would
Have to chose between my
Best friend and my boy friend.
Should I choose Mia? She’s been
My best friend for as long as I could 
Remember. Whenever I had troubles, she
Would be there. Or should I choose Jacob. 
Jacob is the whole reason I separated from Mia.
Without Jacob, I feel like there’s no point to survive.
Everything I worked for, gone to the garbage.

I think I knew what I needed to do.
My heart may be telling me one thing,
But I need to follow my brain, I need to 
Have some common sense. I could no longer
Live in this drug world. I missed my best friend
And wanted to escape. How can I explain this to 
Jacob? Will he hurt me if I tell him I don’t want to be 
His “partner in crime” anymore? I called him later that night.

Me: “Hey Jake can we talk?”
Jacob: “Actually I’ve been meaning to talk to you.
I need you to come to my house as soon as possible.”

I could tell by his tone of voice that something bad had happened.

Life is Going to Change
As soon as I arrived at his home,
It was almost as if the dank
Atmosphere was rubbing
Off on me. Walking 
Through that door
Was not a good idea.
If I had to compare how 
Jacob looked from the previous 
Day to today, he looks like a wreck. 
“I’m in trouble. I need your help, and I
Can’t take no for an answer.” Well what
Do you know? Jacob spent all of our
Money gambling! “Wait, you gambled all 
Of our money?” I exclaimed. “How does
This involve me in any way? I thought
The money was for both us! How 
Selfish can you be that you just wasted it
All? Just leave me alone.” I started walking
Away. My eyes burned with every blink. “Isabel,
I really need your help. Please... If you don’t
Help me... The drug suppliers gonna hurt both of us.”
I stopped dead in my tracks. “What do you 
Want me to do?” I asked. “I need you
             To prostitute.

Despicable Him
This is it. The day is set.
His name is Liam. What a
Repulsive name for me. What
Is even more repulsive is                      what 
I’m going to do with him. The                       things
I will do for Jacob... I cannot describe in detail how I   feel.
I feel trapped, disgusted, nauseated.
I feel like my only way to escape
This pain is to drink some booze.
And the fact that this is my first time... 
I don’t want to lose anything to someone I barely know.
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Do you know how horrible it feels to have 
Guys touching you, feeling you, and making
Sure you are good enough for them?
Do you know how        inhumane                  
It is for guys to think of you not as a human, but as a
Piece of furniture? I was walking from Jacob’s to
Liam’s home to get down to business for the first time 
When I saw someone familiar.

mia
Good Girl?
I always considered myself a                                     good girl. 
Well, that is if you compared me to how Isabelle
Is acting right now. When I first told her I liked Jacob, 
She acted like a complete psychopath! I knew she liked 
Jacob, so of course I would not want to date him! It                     breaks
My heart when she ignores me and just talks to Jacob. So               here
I am now. Right in the middle of Las Vegas, Nevada looking at 
Isabelle. Boy, you won’t believe me when I say she looks like 
A lunatic.

“Are You Crazy?”
Isabelle turns around.
And boy, does she look
Intoxicated. Why is she dressed
Like that anyway? I see that her curly brown
Hair, which used to be always perfectly made,
Is tangled and not at all fixed. Compared to me, 
She looks like a street bum.
Me: “When was the last time 
You went home and got some
Decent clothes?”
Isabelle: “Why do you care anyway?
And I don’t know about you, but I think I look beautiful.”
I could tell she was lying.
Her eyes told me everything.
Me: “You are wearing a skirt that
Doesn’t even conceal anything. Your 
Hair is messed up, and your face looks so

Pale! Please Isabelle tell me what’s wrong! 
What has Jacob done to you?
I could help you only if you tell me.”
I hear a muffled cry. Isabelle was crying! 
Isabelle: “You don’t understand! No one will
Understand! I’m a disgrace to my family!
You cannot imagine the things I’ve done! And I just-”
I couldn’t understand what she was 
Saying since she was crying.
Isabelle: “Now if you don’t mind I have to go. I have to go.”
Me: “No wait Izzy! Your family
Will love you no matter what! Good
Or bad, they will always accept you.”

2020

Isabella
Happily Ever After?
I guess you can call my story a          happily ever after. 
Well, it may not be like the endings you   would
See in those cheesy movies, but it’s close.
I am still very close to Mia and am very 
Grateful I have a friend like her. If she had     not
Stopped me from going to Liam’s house, who knows
What could                have happened. 
I could have been held captive at his
Home or maybe even ended up pregnant! I have not
Heard from Jacob since. I’m not sure if he died or
Ran away. Honestly, I don’t really care. 
Everyone says he changed me but really, 
I changed myself. It was me who decided to separate
From my family.  It was me who separated from my friend. 
After all I’ve done, can you believe they still accept me.
I just hope for many more 
Happy and healthy years.
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