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Introduction by Chip Arnold

This is my eighth year to be a part of the TYWW, and each year | am
amazed by the quality of work our kids create during the week. The kids who
attend our workshop are unique in many ways, but two things stand out most.
They love words and freely celebrate their gift with language, and they are
dedicated to the discipline of writing. Writing is not an easy task. It is more than
just a gift. It is hard work, and these kids have taken their gift of writing and
committed themselves to perfecting their talent. | am proud of their writing. It is
borne out of talent and hard work. The words you read in these pages reveal a
depth of understanding of the human condition that goes beyond the years of most
of these kids. You will be enlightened and improved once you have read their
work.
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Anne Brettell
The Road

I

Small jackets are pulled

From a rack near the red metal door.
A straight line jumps

On a wide black surface

Which is pulled to the edge

Of a dusky streetlamp’s glow.

Blue eyes watch them

Pass, fall away from the breathing
Of the van’s engine.

Il

A woman walks her four girls

To their father on a hospital bed.
They kiss him

And their turns are over. The last
Ties a handmade bracelet

To his wrist. The tubes no longer
Feed him four days later.

1]

My bed is a garden,

The blossoms still wrapping tendrils
Around a white gate.

They are watered many times tonight,
But still they refuse to grow

In their tangle of ink and cotton.

v

| remember a rabbit

Drowning in our pool on Easter.

Its eyes wrestling with a black fury.
Two large fingers pushed its chest,
Attempting to expel the blue poison.
Small furry legs kicked,

Then settled stiffly in acceptance.

\"

A stranger tells me he is dead.
She watches the road

That takes us to the house
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We left that morning.

Her hands do not move from their places
On a gray steering wheel.

My sister sits next to her,

books in her lap,

her head bowed low.

| take the path to the front door.

Vi

| hear the drums played to a tribal dance.
She speaks on in silent, unceasing words
That make the skins loosen

under the weight of heavy sticks.

They continue their movements

Until tired feet stumble

As the drum skins break.

Vii

| watch my father hold

A skinny girl on his shoulders,

And see that her hand is swallowed
In dark, bristly fingers.

Under closed lids, | see

The larger hands, moving

As he talks to my mother

At the kitchen table.

The window casts a warmth

On the grey hair of the cat,

But fails to appear on his dark skin.

Vi

| walk a long paved road

To a field, dotted with granite.
Sweaty palm pressed against

The grasp of my baby sister’s hand.

| pull her up the hill, follow the men
Who carry a striped blanket.

| imagine that, at least, he will not be cold.
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Ondrea Keith

Animal Control

As they stroll between the rows of chain link kennels, people often ask how
| could ever volunteer at an animal shelter.

“l wish | could take all of them home with me!” They will croon as a cat
reaches out from its cage to playfully swipe at them.

Just be careful what you wish for, and remember the road to hell is paved
with good intentions. Do you really want a house full of rambunctious, slobbering
dogs? And just imagine of the catfights and shedding you would have to deal with
on a daily basis. Remember, an animal is for life.

“It just makes my poor heart break. It’s like death row in here,” others will
comment, straining to be heard over the roar of the ventilation vents and howls of
dogs begging for attention.

Death row. Sadly, that is the reality for many of the animals that enter our
facilities. It brings to mind a bumper sticker | saw once: Welcome to $**t Creek.
Sorry, we’re out of paddles.

You can call me cynical, cold hearted, or cruel for the responses | have to
the well-meaning tax-paying citizens who fund Animal Control. Heaven forbid you
should call me realistic.

Animal Control is not a happy place. The staff tries to lighten the
atmosphere, to make it inviting for the public. There are cheerful posters of
puppies that look like puffballs, scented candles to cover the stench of the dog
breath and litter boxes, and perched on every available flat surface there is a
goofy cat figurine. There is even a canister of mailman shaped dog biscuits free for
whatever dog has a hankering. It is wrapped in a cheerful blue ribbon.

The hopefuls waiting in Adoption sport colorful bandanas, and the cage
cards displaying the name and other vital information are covered in eye-catching
glitter and “Awww” inducing stickers. The lucky family that adopts gets to take
the cage card home to paste in the scrapbooks, marking the arrival of the new
furry, four-legged family member.

Sometimes in the morning I’ll find cage cards in the trashcan, soggy, day old
Kibbles n’ Bits and who knows what else smearing the optimistic words until they
are illegible. Cage cards entered into the scrapbooks of the underworld. Hades
must have to buy a lot of squeaky toys.

The general population occasionally remembers the humans behind the
animals. Plates of peanut butter cookies and bags of Hershey’s chocolate kisses
find their way to the front desk for the staff to enjoy between administering
vaccinations and cleaning cages. But food and sweets will only satisfy a person
momentarily. However, the way a child hugs a scrawny, wiggling puppy or the
glow of an elderly face when a cat performs an Eskimo kiss will keep a person
going all day long.

More often than the tasty deserts we receive a pained “You don’t kill them
do you?” for all of our efforts. What people have a hard time understanding is that
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we have no choice. | have only volunteered at Animal Control for a year, yet have
explained this countless times. Debby Leddy, the director, has been there ten
years and | can only imagine how many times she has repeated how unfortunately
we do not have the abilities or resources to keep all of the animals we receive.

| truly admire Debby. In an atmosphere of death, she is able to keep her
sanity. She has fought hard over the years against the old “dog pound” mentality,
where anything with four legs and no identification is immediately killed. For a
decade she has struggled tooth and nail to turn Animal Control into something
besides a “kill shelter,” and it is only because of her that we are allowed to adopt
out any animals at all. Despite the foul odor of wet dog and disinfectant that
hangs in the air, Animal Control has provided many animals with forever homes,
and the bulletin boards covered with pictures of numerous Fidos sprawled on the
couch stand as testaments to this.

And for the record, let me say ten years at Animal Control is no normal ten
years. It’s like dog years; one year at the shelter is like seven in the outside world.
The minute you set food in the building you are swept up in the chaos. Ten
thousand things to do and time for only one hundred. You are on the run until you
run right out the doors at the end of the day.

| respect Debby for her patient dedication and perseverance. If anybody
should be asked why he or she keeps coming back to the shelter day after day,
Debby Leddy is the one. It takes guts to rescue a dog from a burning building, but
it takes true courage to face the endless flood of animals and euthanasia day in
and day out. It takes an extra something to be able to return to a job that requires
one to execute a perfectly healthy dog simply because there is no kennel
available. After all, it is only with Debby’s signature on its paperwork that an
animal can be euthanized. In a single week Debby has killed more animals than
some hunters will bag in a lifetime.

It is not often that | see Debby despair, but even the strongest are not solid
all of the time.

| sidled into Debby’s office where she was chatting on her cell phone. She
leaned back in her chair and rolled her eyes at me, an indication that she had no
desire to talk on the phone anymore, yet the individual on the other end of the
line had not yet run out of things to say. So | settled in to wait, sharing a chair
with Abby the tabby office cat. | guess you could call it sharing; Abby got most of
the cushion.

After another ten minutes of exasperated eye rolling and silent sighs, Debby
was finally able to politely shake her caller and give me a hug.

“It’s so wonderful to see your smiling face! Oh, Morgan, stop. | just bought
that purse to replace the last one you chewed up.”

Morgan, Debby’s four-month old German Shepherd pup, was smart as a
whip. This meant she could get into all sorts of trouble the normal pooch wouldn’t
even be able to comprehend. Morgan was the replacement for Debby’s Savannah,
her German Shepherd of three years, who Debby had been forced to put to sleep
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due to bone cancer. Even up to the last day, Savannah had followed Debby
everywhere and never once fell behind. Not even the tennis ball sized tumor on
her foot could stop her.

Debby has had more than one experience with cancer. She herself had brain
cancer a few years back, and her son was currently battling melanoma. Yet Debby
still managed to find endless joy in life. She loved to take Morgan down to the
local Bark Park and play fetch. Morgan only brings the ball back if she’s feeling
cooperative, which is only half of the time.

“Oh, it’s another note from Maurine.” Debby sighed and held up a single
sheet of paper that represented one life in the shelter. It was blue, indicating the
animal it stood for was a stray.

“Let’s see here . . . Ah, seems I’ve had a dog put to sleep that Maurine had
called a rescue about.” Debby frowned.

“Well, if a rescue had been called, why wasn’t there a note on the paper
telling me? Do you see a note? | don’t. Besides, around here you don’t wait until
the dog has been here three weeks before you call a rescue.”

She continued to thumb though the sea of papers on her desk that was
threatening to form a tsunami and cascade onto the floor. | can understand most
people’s method of organization, but Debby Leddy has me stumped.

“Hello Debby, may | borrow a few minutes of your time?”

Karen poked her head around the office door and waved some papers
cheerfully.

“Course, Karen. Maurine’s just gotten on my case about a dog she called a
rescue on, but | wasn’t told and had its papers pulled last night.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. But you couldn’t help that dear, you didn’t know.
These things happen, but now you’ve got to focus on the survivors. Now, I’ve got
some empty kennels in adoption and here are the dogs from impound | would like
to pull up, but | need your signature. I’ve been working with this lab mix and she’s
averynicedog...”

Both volunteers that devote more time that most shelter employees, Karen
and Maurine could not be more different. About the only thing they have in
common is an undying passion for Animal Control. Karen is soft spoken, gentle, and
mild. Nine times out of ten you will see her walking around with a timid puppy in
one hand and a bowl of wet food in the other. But don’t be fooled by her motherly
appearance; Karen is a force to be reckoned with. She has fought valiantly for the
animals in adoption and will not hesitate to board a dog for a week to give it one
more chance at an adoption day, paying for it out of her own pocket. However,
she realizes there is a time when an animal has no more chances and has been
known to help Debby pull the paperwork of those who are plumb out of luck. It’s
probably Karen that disposes of the cage cards she spends so many hours
decorating.

Maurine, on the other hand, is in a constant state of panic. Everything in
her life is a tragedy and she becomes hysterical at the least little thing. She will
probably die of heart failure at a young age on account of misplacing her cell
phone one too many times. Very self centered and oblivious to the world and
feelings of the people around her, Maurine’s constant blabbering drives even the
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most serene person up the wall eventually. Despite her shortcomings, her heart is
in the right place and | cannot fault her for that.

Debby hadn’t been talking to Karen five minutes when Maurine burst into
the now cramped office without so much as a knock.

“Debby! Did you get my note?”

“Maurine, there wasn’t a single mark on the paperwork that said anything
about a rescue.”

“But I’d called a rescue! | left three messages and they had just gotten back
to me.”

“How was | supposed to know? | can’t read you mind. I’ve got twenty
animals coming across my desk a day. Don’t ask me to memorize the details of
each one.”

“I’m not, but the fact is | contacted a rescue and now I’m going to have to
call them back and tell them the dog is not available anymore.”

“Then you’ll just have to do that,” Debby snapped. Today it looked as if
Debby’s usual tolerance of Maurine’s frazzled lectures was anywhere but Animal
Control.

“Well, anyway, | had called a rescue. | also wanted to talk to you about that
Beagle that was put down yesterday.”

“What about it?”

“Well, it was in its run and clearly sick. Bloody diarrhea, fever, shaking, and
hacking cough. He was miserable.”

“Yes, and when | saw the poor dog | signed for it to be put down.”

“It was vomiting before noon and you didn’t sign until three. It was
suffering for several hours.”

“Maurine,” Debby shook her head as her shoulders drooped. “lI got here as
soon as | could. Jason had chemotherapy yesterday morning and | had to stay late
because they found another funny looking mole that had to be removed for a
biopsy. As soon as | got here and saw the dog, | immediately signed the papers. |
even offered to give the shot myself, but Dr. Mary was already making the rounds
with the cats and could get to him faster. What on earth, may | ask, did | do
wrong?”

Karen and | just sat there through the whole exchange. We could not tell
Maurine that it would be better to drop the matter, nor could we impart more
patience onto Debby. The only reason Debby put up with Maurine was because
Maurine’s free services were so desperately needed.

Maurine just stared at Debby, totally clueless to the can of worms she was
opening, and blundered on.

“Well, Debby, you know I’m terribly sorry about Jason and | don’t mean to
be bothering you, but the fact remains this dog should have been put down much
earlier.”

“Dammit Maurine, | don’t need this!” Debby slammed her hand down on a
stack of papers.

“l cannot have you coming in here every day and giving me hell about every
animal | decide to sign off on. | don’t like putting these animals to sleep anymore
than you do, but | can’t save them all. Believe me, I’ve tried. There’s just too
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many of them and I’m not superhuman. One bitch slips by and suddenly you’ve got
to find a home not only for the bitch, but her ten puppies too. God knows | would
give them all homes and never kill again, but that is not possible.” She was shaking
by the time she finished; | could see it from where | sat clear across the office.

“Well, | was just say — ”

“Just saying what, Maurine? What else do you want me to do?”

“l was just saying that the dog was in painand . . . ”

“Are you saying | don’t know suffering when | see it?”

Debby started to cry. She grabbed a golden heart shaped locket around her
neck and opened it, revealing a tiny picture of her beloved Savannah.

“Debby, | . . . ” Maurine’s eyes grew wide as she finally realized she had
pushed a major button, but now it was too late for her to backtrack.

“l had to put my own dog down! Are you saying that since | let that Beagle
suffer | let Savannah suffer? My judgement’s no good? That | let all the others that
came before her die in pain? Don’t you forget I’ve been here a hell of a lot longer
than you. Ten years, and I’ve seen sights that will haunt me until the end of my
days. It’s sick and twisted, the things people do to animals. Don’t you dare lecture
me on suffering Maurine, because | would rather die than purposely let an animal
suffer.” By now she was yelling.

“Oh, well, I . .."”

“Out, Maurine, just get out. | don’t want to hear anything else, I’'m not in
the mood.”

For once, Maurine was speechless as she had backed out of the office as
quickly and politely as was humanly possible. It was several minutes before
anybody said anything.

“When do you get the biopsy results?” Karen asked.

“Not until Monday. Because they sent it off late this week, we have to wait
through the weekend. Lab isn’t open on the weekend.” Debby was mumbling into
her hands but appeared to have stemmed the flow of tears.

Karen came over and laid a hand on Debby’s shoulder.

“That’s awful you have to wait like that. Call me if you need anything and
when the results come in. I’m sure the mole is benign. Keep your chin up. Jason’s
a strong young man. And don’t take Maurine too seriously, okay dear? You know
how she is.”

“l know,” Debby muttered. “She just really got to me today, that’s all.”

“l know, | know. She does that to everybody.” Karen patted Debby’s
shoulder.

“And now I’m going to go move that lab mix you’ve just approved up to
adoption. I’ve got the cage card ready and everything. Then I’m going to give a
litter of pups baths. They are just so adorable.” Karen opened the office door.

“Karen?”

“Yes dear?”

“l didn’t let Savannah suffer, did I?”

“Of course not. Any dog that can still follow her owner around with the
spunk Savannah had in her last days is not the mark of a a dog in pain.”

10
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The door closed and Debby and | just sat there, not talking. | couldn’t really
think of anything to say. Beneath Debby’s desk Morgan sighed and rolled over, her
expression slightly bored. Abby started to rub up against me, purring loudly.

“I’m sorry you had to see that.”

“It’s okay.”

The silence continued. Between the blinds of the office window | could just
make out Marci at the front desk. From the look of things, cat impound had just
admitted some new members. | finally relinquished the chair to Abby, figuring that
Marci could use an extra pair of hands.

Before | left, | walked over to Debby and hugged her. She rubbed her
temples and lifted her face from her hands.

“You did good Debby,” | told her. “You did good.”

Debby broke the embrace and swiveled around in her chair to look at me.

“And you, Why do you keep coming back?”

“Just because.”

“Just because?”

“Just because it wouldn’t be right any other way.”

11
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James Matthews

The Crimson Sea

The bathroom was disgusting. It was the kind of bathroom you would find in
a place like this. | moved towards the lesser of the three evils called toilets. |
went to hide in the graffiti-etched stall. | dealt with what | needed to be done,
when a door opened. A man slowly walked in, moving towards the mirror. He
leaned over, looking into it. | could see him partially in the mirror, through the
cracks of the stall. He seemed beaten down and tired. He breathed hard and
uneasily. He could not seem to decide whether he was going to cry or hide it. The
bathroom seemed to fade into a haze as his breathing matched mine. The distant
rhythmic sighs, faded into a heartbeat pounding in my head. When his words
finally echoed through the filthy bathroom, the silence was as shattered as if he
had smashed the mirror he was staring into.

His words were slurred and broken by sobs but understandable.

“l have failed at my life. | have sold my soul to my family and my job. For
what? My family despises me and my job overworks me. | have sacrificed my life
for them. | have provided them with a home, food and trinkets they will never
need but beg for deliriously. And they spit on me in return. They hate me because
I’m never there and they expect me to simply cope. | have given them everything
they have ever asked for. | have tried as hard as | could to be there with them as
much as possible. It doesn’t matter, they will cope. But | will not. I’m sure that
they knew that | am capable of it, they must know. But that won’t be necessary,
since Charlene will be there for me. | will leave my family and not look back?”
He reached into his pocket, and pulled out a cell phone. He dialed a number and
waited. His breathing had slowed from hard sighs to slight breaths, like when
someone is waiting for some foul event to occur.

“Charlene? It’s me. Yeah, I’'m decent right now. Listen, it’s time.
Remember? We talked about this? Yeah. | can’t take them anymore. | can’t love
them if they refuse to have any feelings for me. All they ever do is take advantage
of me!”

His voice rose high enough that it echoed in the stale bathroom. | decided
to stand atop the commode, since | was beginning to worry about this man’s state.

“But you’re different. You. You love me. Right? Isn’t that what you said?
Yeah. | love you too. I’m not afraid to say that now. You understand me better
than anyone.”

| kept watching his body in the mirror. He seemed relaxed. More relaxed
then | had seen him since he walked in. But that changed, quickly. The muscles in
his back clenched, and his neck bulged. | could just barely see his face, the
wrinkles on his forehead became evident as the beads of sweat began to sparkle.
His free hand, which | could only see part of, | imagined was clenched into a fist.

“Your ex-husband? No. No, | thought you said that we should be together? |
thought you...”

He stopped. His eyes were slowly beginning to fill with a kindling rage.

12
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“So you’re leaving me? No, you’re leaving me. Don’t lie to me! You’re
leaving me and you want me to be happy about it? If you really want to go so bad,
then go! | don’t care. No one cares! To hell with you!”

He slammed the phone hard into a wall. It crashed and shattered, echoing
against the sickening green tiles of the bathroom. He cursed something
indiscernible, and ran into the stall next to mine.

And this is how it shall be. No one to love and nowhere to go. Alone, with
only a job and a shell for a life. Sorry again for the failures and for never being
there.

| knew | must do something. He was alone and no one was there for him.
More than a few times | had felt as alone as he did. But then, | thought that he
was more alone than anyone | had ever known. No man should ever be that alone.
| spoke, quietly.

“Hey, are you Ok?”

“What?”

“Are you Ok?”

“What does it sound like?”

“Sounds like your feeling alone right now.”

“No s**t (kidding).”

“Listen, | know your feeling low right now. | know it hurts, but you have to
believe that your family recognizes that you provide for them. You have to believe
that you can talk to them.”

“But they hate me! They only want me around because | am an ATM
machine?

“If you believe that, then you won’t be any happier. If you don’t like your
life and how your family feels about you, then do something about it. Don’t sit
there wallowing in your own self-pity, stand up and help them remember who you
are to them and why you all should be grateful.”

“But what if they don’t buy it?”

“If they truly love you, like | hope your wife and your children do, then they
will see.”

The pistol shot deafened and startled me, splintering the conversation with
him like the shattering of a mirror. | watched, in ear ringing pain as the man’s
body slid to the floor. Blood dripped steadily from a source | could not see. One |
couldn’t bear to see. | fumbled off the toilet, shaking like an autumn leaf in the
wind. | opened the sickening yellow door of the stall. | walked out and turned to
test the stall door next to mine. | pushed gingerly. The door swung open with a
low squeak which then turned to nearly a scream. He sat open legged — like a rag
doll — holding the .22 pistol in one hand and his wallet in the other. There was
only an entrance wound, thankfully, but the blood still flowed out of his temple.
In hindsight | believe that he never truly expected to see daylight again.

| moved closer, not touching him. He had a tear on his cheek. The tear slid
down to his chin. It fell and fell and fell. It landed in the pool which soaked the
floor and soon was swallowed by a crimson sea.

13
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Faith and Forgiveness

Great bells struck chimes
Light fell in waterfalls on the floor
White petals flowing down

Wake up

| wanted to be there with you

The pain was almost too great

The world and my life upon a golden platter
But my faith you shall not wish

Upon me to abandon, not now, not ever

Our hearts are frail and your faith
Unbending, a knife and a word are too
Similar

Just our luck that things would

Be this way

A dream of painted glass and Pools of
Light and petals floating down

Would burn in a flame of desire

A desire never fulfilled

14
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Michael Minnick

Escaping Routersville

It was time, Cassie thought. Time to leave Routersville behind. The only
thing keeping her here was — what was it? An obligation to remember Mark, to
remember the pain on his face as his life’s blood, taken carelessly by two thugs,
spilled drop by viscous drop onto the soft, wooden slats of the sidewalk. To live a
half-life, always mourning the loss of her brother in heart and mind, if not by
relation.

She remembered the last time she saw him before the murder — young,
healthy and vibrant. His brown hair was kept short — “It’s a lot less itchy under a
hat,” he used to say. His eyes amber, overcast with worry.

Mark was closing the store on a Saturday afternoon (The store’s proprietor,
Troy Matthews, always closed early on Saturdays, and didn’t open at all on
Sundays) when two inmates burst from the sheriff’s office. One had a long knife in
one hand; the other had a piece of jagged glass — a beer bottle, broken at the
neck. The man wielding the beer bottle leaped forward and rammed his weapon
into Mark’s left leg. The other man, wielding the knife, sliced into Mark’s right
forearm. Mark sagged, blood staining his blue jeans and khaki t-shirt. The attacker
with the glass bottle laughed, a low, feral noise that was more akin to the growl of
a rabid wolf than the laugh of man. With a single thrust, he stabbed Mark in the
chest and twisted savagely, literally tearing a hole in Mark’s heart. Mark groaned
and slumped to the ground.

It was then Cassie screamed. She had frozen during the attack, but now the
sheer animal violence reached her mind, and her mind reached her mouth. People
previously occupied elsewhere began turning around, seeing the two men and Mark
laying between them, blood oozing out of the hole in his chest. Time stopped as
sight met eyes, eyes met minds, minds met mouths and limbs.

The criminals dropped their weapons and ran. Cassie had eyes only for Mark.
She ran across the middle of the street, shedding her light jacket, readying it to
use as a bandage.

She began ripping strips out of her jacket, tying tourniquets around his arm
and leg. She held the main body of the jacket on the hole in his chest. But it was
too late. Mark took one last shuddering breath, and was still.

* * *

The next six months were blank for her. Time was gray molasses, leaving
her marooned on a sea of grief, unable to resolve the incongruence of Mark’s
absence. Somewhere she attended his funeral, shed tears with his family, shed
tears of her own in the privacy of her house. She was an automaton, guided by
specific instructions. Initiative was a foreign concept, as was laughter. Hate and
love were one. All was colorless in her life.

15
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Except the train station. The faded ocher paint suddenly became a beckoning
scarlet. The train station is my way out, she thought. Then | can leave Mark
behind.

16
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Maggie Reyland
Happily Alone

| never used to swim in that lake, but there | stood, completely naked at
the mouth of Lake Shire. No thoughts were in my head as | walked into the lake,
only letting my toes first feel the cold water before fully emerging my body.

The water hit my knees, then my stomach, and finally my shoulders.
Nothing separated the water from my delicate peach skin. | slowly leaned back
and took a deep breath, filling my lungs with the cool air that seemed to hover
over the lake. | began to skim the water with my body; floating on the surface like
a broken limb detached from an aging oak tree.

The stars shone bright as | opened my eyes to gaze at them. | found myself
completely alone, disconnected from all humanity, only the stars and dark water
stood as my companions. | could speak with them all night, and they’d never
answer back. | didn’t need for them too. | just needed someone or something in
the murky black hole that was my life to listen. Sometimes, | think my best friends
are the ones that can’t answer back.

Waiting

His early 90s Buick pulls up to my house
The grey blue exterior gleaming.

A smile consumes my face

And the muscles in my cheeks begin to tighten.
This boy doesn’t pull at my heartstrings
He rips them apart.

He tells me he loves me

And | believe him.

His floppy brown hair falls in my face,

| welcome its scent.

His arms hold me tight.

Nothing moves when he is near,

The world stops cold.

Everything matters,

Nothing matters.

The buttons on his jacket reflect the sun,
And the light from his eyes feels warm
But there is sweat on his palm.

He is scared to leave.

Scared to move on.

| am scared of the chilled dark air.

| sit and count the days before he’s gone.
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Sparkle

Tiny blue-green sparkles drifted onto the burgundy carpet as | examined my
small, painted hand. The sequins glimmered in the fluorescent lights of my
mother’s dressing room. Tonight, she was a mermaid and, since | had not wanted
to be left out, Mom’s makeup artist had decorated my hand with fish scales. | was
thrilled by this; being backstage at the Metropolitan Opera House is an exciting
experience, and | felt that | was part of the action.

Before | knew it, my mother woke me up to say that she was going on.
Sleepily, | rubbed my eyes, not even realizing that | had been asleep. | was careful
not to smudge my shimmering paint, of which | was quite proud.

My mother worked a lot when | was a child. Sometimes, she would be gone
for weeks at a time for a performance. | loved my mother very much, but | didn’t
see her as much as | would have liked. She was still very much a part of my life,
but | felt that there was something missing.

When | was five years old, however, my childhood joy was replaced by
worry when | learned that my mother was sick. My parents sat me down and tried
to explain as best they could what was wrong. She had something they called
cancer. It wasn’t contagious and its cause was unknown. | didn’t really
understand. | simply knew that there was something wrong with my mother, which
scared me.

| could say that | stayed up all night with worry, or that | never stopped
thinking about our family’s situation. But | didn’t. Sometimes, my mom was able
to do things and go places like any other mother. Other times, she was sick in bed
from the treatments. On her good days, we talked about cancer, and | came to
better understand what it was and how it was treated. However, as we talked
more and more, | realized that my mother might die from her ailment.

When | was nine years old, my family took a vacation to Washington, where
much of my mother’s relatives resided. There was a lot of hugging and
reminiscing. | could see tears on my grandmother’s face when we left. It was then
| understood that it had been a trip to say goodbye.

Mom was sick for almost five years. She underwent three surgeries and
chemotherapy. But it wasn’t enough. On August 30, 1997, my mother passed away.

| had spent the weekend with friends. When | opened the door on Sunday
afternoon, | knew that something was wrong. My father’s usual jovial smile had
been replaced with a look of sorrow.

He sighed. “You’d better come in.”

| bade my friends goodbye, walking into the house. The smell of pipe
tobacco lingered faintly in the air, though my dad had not smoked as much since
my mother entered the last stages of her illness.

Entering my parent’s bedroom, my feet shuffling on the dark brown carpet,
| glanced around the room. My eyes fell onto the empty hospital bed in the center
of the room. At that time, my mother could not get out of bed without help.
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Suddenly, | knew. | sat down on the bed and began to cry. Tears flowed until |
couldn’t bring myself to cry anymore.

“No,” | whispered to her memory.

Some time after that, | rose and went into my own room. This time, | cried
myself to sleep.

The next few weeks went by in a blur, the endless condolences rolling off
my back like water off of a leaf. Every time someone said “I’m sorry,” it reminded
me that they had something to be sorry about.

Five years later, somewhat older and wiser, | have come to terms with my
mother’s death. Being without her during adolescence has made me grow up
quickly, a blessing and a curse. Sometimes | envy the way my friends talk, and
even complain, about their mothers. Every so often, | wake up from a dream and |
can hear her singing to me. And each time | pass by the opera house, | remember
the sparkle of the mermaid costume and the part | had in it.
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Before the Corner Store, Half Past Twelve

She takes a drag off her cigarette, and | remember the promise, the lie.

She stares out in front of her with the night sky overhead, so wonderful, but
she doesn't see that. She only sees the corner store, still open, with its yellow light
exposing some sort of truth. She only sees that and whatever truths lie in her
mind.

“l thought you were going to quit,” | ask, looking over at her. She doesn’t
look back.

“l was.”

| start my usual set of questions, unthinking, mouth moving to the rhythm of
the tried-and-true method.

“So what happened? Why are you smoking now if you're trying to quit?”

“l need it.”

| pause, beat into the ground by her response. “That doesn't make any
sense. Of course you need it, youre addicted, but stopping means overcoming
what you ‘need’.”

She breathes the smoke in harshly this time. “Please don't tell me what to
do. It’s not your style.”

“l don't care if it’s my style or not! | want only the best for you, and | plan
on always telling you when you're doing something wrong.”

Now she turns and is looking at me. “I can handle myself, okay? | don’t need
a parent for a friend, pointing the finger all the time.”

“Pointing the finger? I’m not accusing you of anything. Like | said, | just
want what's best for you.”

“"What if | want to smoke? What if | love this nicotine, this rich aroma? What
if | love —”

“Killing yourself? That’s what you’re doing. You know it is.”

She sighs, staring down at her feet. “Joseph, | know what I’m doing.” All
anger is gone from her voice, which is like the night sky, stars blinked out of
existence by the city lights; yet | can faintly hear a hint of something, a small,
almost unnoticeable twinge of sadness. “l have everything worked out.”

| want to hold her, grab her and pull her close to me, but | know | Won’t. |
can’t. She has Michael. She had Michael, and he’s the only one she wants, even
though she'll never have him again. She’s as bad as | am.

“Tara, | don't want you to die.”

“Nobody does.” The sarcasm in her voice hits my chest, and suddenly, |
want to weep.

“l know what happened was bad, but —”

“Don’t talk about it. It doesn’t matter.” She takes another drag and
breathes out into the air. Her head is tilted back, and | have never seen her look
more beautiful.

“It does matter. It matters because | love you.”
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She wants to fight it, | know she does, but | also know that she won’t. We
have never questioned our love for one another, though we have continuously
questioned the forms in which it may come.

Those three words are always the breaker in the conversation. They make
both of us stop and turn to our real selves. There can be no more masks after the
words have been spoken. One time, | tried to hide still, even after she declared
that she loved me, and it killed me inside. It would take days to recover from the
insanity caused by that one fleeting moment.

“l don’t want to live anymore.”

| look at Tara, at the luxurious young woman sitting right next to me. She
has had a lot of problems, but she has always pulled through. She hasn’t known me
forever, and | haven’t been there all the time, but | have tried to make her happy,
to make her life livable. | just hope | can help her with this, and if | can’t, then |
hope she can take care of herself.

“l don’t want to live either, but | still do. | live because there are still
things that make me smile, that make me laugh.”

“Nothing can make me smile.”

“Not even me?”

I’m looking straight at her, but she won’t face me. She can’t. The truth is,
she does want to die, even if there are things that can make her laugh and be
merry, for in the evening, when she has to be by herself, she cannot escape those
feelings. She cannot escape her terror and her feelings of hatred towards
everybody, most of all, herself.

“Tell me some jokes, Joseph.”

| reach over and put my arms around her, and she lets me.

“IlU try, Tara. I’lIl try.”

We sit there for a moment, the heat of our bodies mingling, and then |
launch into my frenzy:

“There are two muffins sitting in an oven. One turns to the other and says,
‘Is it hot in here to you?’ The other muffin says, ‘Holy s**t! A talking muffin!’”

Tara giggles, trying to hide her enjoyment. | see it easily. She’s horrible at
hiding that sort of thing.

| put my hand on top of her head, petting her as if she were a cat. | could
be with her forever, like this, for all of time. | bet she feels the same way about
Michael.

“Why do all the chicks like Jesus?” | decide to tell a joke | love, to get my
mind off of the sadness that surrounds me.

“Why?” She looks up, a smile slowly forming on her lips.

| stretch my arms way out, one to the left and one to the right. “Because
he’s hung like this!”

She simply sighs and lowers her head. Her smile is getting bigger.

| wonder how long this will last.
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Bench

Our kitchen table is in the shape of a rectangle next to a couple of windows
facing the backyard. Four chairs are placed under it. One on each smaller side,
and two on one of the longer sides. On the other long side sits a bench. The
bench. The rest of the kitchen is pretty standard stuff, not that it matters. A
pantry on the far end, a stove somewhere in the middle, and one of those island
things for cutting stuff on. But | just want to talk about the bench.

For years that damn thing has been regarded as the worst seat in the entire
house. It sits in the shadow of such greats as the chair directly facing the
television in the den, the bean bag that sat in our living room for a couple months,
and of course, the front passenger seat in the minivan. It’s no wonder really why
it’s spoken of so poorly throughout the household. It’s cold, and it has absolutely
no back to it. When you’re eating dinner the setting sun through the windows blurs
your vision completely, and makes your eyes water pretty bad. But every night at
around six thirty, three little butts were to report to that bench and that’s where
they stayed until their connecting parts had finished every last drop of milk and
choked back a few peas. One of the butts belonged to me.

My little brother, my older sister, and | were somehow designated the
bench every single night of our lives. As I’m sure you probably guessed, much
controversy emitted from this decision, but in the end, what The Man says, goes.
So we sat. And we ate. Meal after meal. Night after night. Year after year.

After a couple of those years passed and our three butts grew to be more
proportional sizes, it became increasingly more difficult. But the rule remained
unchanged and unchallenged — past elementary school, through all of middle, and
now into high school. | figured it out. | started sitting at that bench when | was
around six. | sat there, on average, five times a week. That’s fifty-two weeks a
year. And after ten years, that adds up to 2600 hours I’ve sat on that bench.
That’s a hell of a lot of peas.

Well it all erupted a couple months ago.

| had gotten sick and tired of it. | told myself one night that | couldn’t take
the tyranny anymore. | garnered all the guts | had within my body — with enough
psyching up you can convince yourself to do just about anything — and | went
downstairs at dinner time, through the living room, into the tiled kitchen, past the
old bench, and sat down quietly in a chair.

| didn’t make a big deal of it. | had mapped out the whole plan the previous
night — technically, | figured, the rule had never actually been said. It was an
unspoken law that the three youngest in the family planted their asses on the
bench for dinner. So really, | managed to make myself believe, | wasn’t going to
be doing anything wrong.

Wisely, | chose my sister’s chair for the protest, realizing my brother would
just remove me physically within the first five minutes. | considered, for a
moment, duct taping myself to the chair, but thought | had better not. Because,
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you know, if it did come to physically removing me from my position, a chair
strapped to my back would make the pain a whole lot worse.

When all gathered for dinner, there | was. In front of the window. Knife and
fork in hand. | tried to avoid eye contact with any of them; even the ones who
would have most likely supported my mini rally. | was sitting in a chair. | knew it
was going to turn ugly. | got a quick unsure feeling and began to almost regret
what | was doing. | think | was nervous.

My scheme was met with some light, uneasy laughter at first, and then a
very stern, “get up.” | shook it off. It was going to take more than that for me to
move. | didn’t budged. | asked coolly what was for dinner.

“You’re heart. If you don’t get up,” was the harsh reply. I’m telling you, we
don’t fool around in my family when it comes to seating arrangements. | still
didn’t move. | concluded that | was either going to get what | wanted or have my
heart served for dinner. It was worth it.

| could feel the sun setting behind my back. It felt damn good. God, it felt
so good.

We went through a couple of stages as the standoff raged on. There was the
peer pressure stage, in which my siblings let me know how moronic | was being.
Then came the “I’m hungry, can we please just eat,” stage. Their appetites could
wait. After that, the threatening stage commenced. Some how | lost television
privileges — | didn’t even know that | had any — and then my permission to go out
on the weekend was stolen. Now it was getting serious. | stayed strong. That was
followed closely by the brute force stage. And then the cursing profusely stage,
which | guess actually landed somewhere in the middle of the brute force stage.

Eventually | found myself alone in my room with an empty stomach and a
sun that had fully set at some point while | had been standing up for my rights. My
protest had been a complete bust. It had made everyone angry. Including me. |
felt dumb. | felt like a little kid, for some reason.

It’s been a while, and now I’ve come to kind of respect that old bench and
accept its many flaws. Sure, it’s spineless, but hey, | am too, sometimes. And
yeah, it’s cold, but | can be cold if I’ m in the mood. | guess best of all is the fact
that it’s my permanent position in the house — something | can always falls back
on. | can only hope that one day | can be that to somebody else. Thinking about it,
that bench has been pretty good to me.
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Untitled

It was three years ago,
But her eyelashes are still embedded beneath my fingernails.

| buried her, with love, in my backyard.

My Mother said not to, but this was how she would’ve wanted it.
She was strange like that.

Everyone said she was strange.

Especially my mother.

Strange, like when a friend tells you something that you know is wrong, but you
can’t find it in you to tell them.

Wrong, like going to church at 10:00 in the morning, when it’s still wet and dark
from the night before.

Wet and dark like the grave yard where we used to have our picnics. I’d bring
scones and sandwiches and you’d do grave rubbings.

| remember the night we all stayed inside and played monopoly. They sipped their
coco, and | looked at them because | felt estranged.

They still sit, playing monopoly and sipping coco, saying to each other, “Where is
that strange girl, anyway?”
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